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LSA 2019 Linguistic Institute, University of California Davis 
 

Course 160 Introduction to Language Typology 
 
Instructor: Bernard Comrie 
 e-mail comrie@linguistics.ucsb.edu 
Class hours: Monday/Thursday 1:05 - 2:30 pm*, Olson 118 
Office hours: Tuesday 2:00-3:00, Wednesday 4:00-5:00, Olson 105 
 or by appointment 
 
*The class scheduled for Thursday, July 4 will take place on Wednesday, July 3. 
 
Course objectives 
 
This course will provide an introduction to language typology, an approach that assigns a 
central role to cross-linguistic differences, studying them systematically and always 
keeping in mind possible language universals. Topics to be covered will be primarily 
from morphology and syntax, including word order, alignment (e.g. ergative, accusative), 
and relative clauses. 
 
Please note: 
 
This is an introductory course. No previous familiarity with language typology is 
presupposed. The course will concentrate on basic concepts and methodology, illustrated 
primarily from the three areas of word order, alignment, and relative clauses. 
 
Course requirements 
 
Regular attendance and class participation. Students taking the class for credit should 
attend all sessions. Sessions will consist not only of instructor presentation but also of 
hands-on in-class problem-solving. Unavoidable absences must be discussed with the 
instructor as soon as possible. There will be no examinations (in or out of class) or 
homework assignments (except perhaps to make up for unavoidable absences). 
 
All participants should ensure that they bring to each class session a laptop with internet 
access, as this will be essential for some in-class activities. They should also ensure that 
they have access to the course web site on Orbund <https://server7.orbund.com/einstein-
freshair/>, as the instructor will use this to communicate with course participants outside 
of class. 
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Students will need to access the following online resources: 
 
Glottolog (catalog of the world’s languages, with genealogical affiliation and geographic 
location): 
Hammarström, Harald & Forkel, Robert & Haspelmath, Martin. 2019. Glottolog 3.4. 
Jena: Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History. Available online at 
http://glottolog.org 
 
WALS Online (cross-linguistic distribution of selected typological features): 
Dryer, Matthew S. & Haspelmath, Martin (eds.) 2013. The World Atlas of Language 
Structures Online. Leipzig: Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. 
Available online at http://wals.info 
 
Since we will be making extensive use of examples from different languages, students 
should familiarize themselves with glossing conventions (the Leipzig Glossing Rules) so 
that they can follow the presentation of such examples: 
 
https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php 
 
Course syllabus 
 
Note: The instructor will post summary notes of each class on Orbund after that class 
session. 
 
Week 1 (June 24, 27): Introduction and basic concepts 
 
Cross-linguistic variation; universals and typology. Languages of the world; sampling. 
Levels of analysis. Absolute universals versus universal tendencies; implicational 
universals. [If time allows: Explanations for universals.] 
 
Week 2 (July 1, 3): Word order (constituent order) 
 
Major parameters of constituent order differentiation (subject, object, and verb; head 
noun and possessor; postposition and noun phrase; head noun and attributive adjective; 
head noun and relative clause). Problems, including establishing dominant constituent 
order. Constituent order correlations (head-initial versus head-final). 
 
Week 3 (July 8, 11): Alignment 
 
The nature of alignment, with particular reference to case marking. Nominative-
accusative, ergative-absolutive, neutral, tripartite, agent-patient, and other alignment 
types. Alignment and voice. Extensions beyond case marking (verb agreement; syntactic 
ergativity). 
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Week 4 (July 15, 18): Relative clauses 
 
What is a relative clause? Embedded versus adjoined relative clauses, including 
correlative relative clauses. Constituent order, including head-internal relative clauses. 
Accessibility to relativization. Typology of relative clauses in terms of retrievability of 
information (non-reduction, pronoun retention, relative pronoun, gap). [If time allows: 
Relative clauses and Generalized noun-modifying clauses.] 
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Further reading 
 
The following is a selection of introductory language typology textbooks: 
 
Comrie, Bernard. 1989. Language universals and linguistic typology: morphology and 

syntax. 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Croft, W. 2002. Typology and universals. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 
Payne, Thomas E. 1997. Describing morphosyntax. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 
Velupillai, Viveka. 2012. An introduction to linguistic typology. Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins. 
Whaley, Lindsay. 1997. Introduction to typology: the unity and diversity of language. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
The following is a more advanced collection of articles on a wide range of syntactic 
phenomena from a typological perspective: 
 
Shopen, Timothy (ed.). 2007. Language typology and syntactic description. 2nd ed. 3 

vols. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
The following journals provide an overview of current work in language typology: 
 
Linguistic Typology 
Studies in Language 
STUF – Language Typology and Universals 
 


