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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

This thesis tries to discover the contexts and
pragmatic functions which govern word order in Wayampi, a
Brazilian Indian language of the Tupi-Guarani family.
Approximately 360 people in northern Brazil and southern
French Guiana speak the dialect under consideration in this
study (Ethnologue 1989:104).

The texts which comprise the basis for this study were
collected by Gary Olson from the Wayampi speaker Kurikufi.
Allen and Cheryl Jensen edited, glossed, and translated
these texts. They left these texts at the linguistics
department of the University of Oregon when they came to a
Working Conference on Amazonian Languages in 1987.

I am limiting this study to the order of noun phrases
which comprise subjects and objects. As far as this
analysis goes, I use a semantic definition of subjects and
objects in Wayampi. Subjects are the most agentive entity
while objects are the most patient-like entities in
transitive clauses. In intransitive clauses, the subject is
the only entity directly coded on the verb.

Whether the referents are coded as full noun phrases or

not, Wayampi uses prefixes on the verb which make it clear



which cross-reference the persons of the subject and/or
object.

I ignore clauses with copular constructions and with a
numerical predicate. (These contain only two nouns, a noun
and a demonstrative, or a noun and a number, in either
order.) The eight texts used in this study have a total of
265 clauses and 106 noun phrases which were subjects and
objects. I use the clause divisions given in the texts.

This study incorporates narrative texts only.
Narrative is the most basic genre to start with, primarily
because of the marginal role of the hearer (Givdon 1984:239-
240). Since the narrator is the only one speaking, I can
dispense with such problems as turn-taking, different speech
intents, and clarification of misunderstandings. 1In
addition, the participants in a narrative are kept distinct
from each other, and the textual sequencing of events
closely matches that of their occurrence (Grimes 1975:34).

In this chapter, I first discuss theoretical background
on word order of language in general, some terms used
throughout the paper, and types of pragmatic information
that can affect word order.

Theoretical Background

Word Order
In 1963, linguist Joseph Greenberg published a seminal

article on word order in language. For the purposes of this



paper, I will discuss only a small section of his research
which is relevant to this analysis.

In studying the grammars of languages in different
areas of the world and from different language families,
Greenberg compared the usual order for subject, verb, and
object across languages. He noted the six possible

combinations of subject (S), verb (V), and object (0) as

follows:
SVO vVOS
SOV osv
VSO ovVs

Greenberg's research applies primarily to languages in
which the order of S, V, and O remains consistent in simple,
declarative sentences. English is an example of such a
language. It depends heavily on word order to code
syntactic information such as subject versus object. (For
English, a semantic definition of subject and object is
inappropriate: subject agreement with the verb, where
applicable, and word order are much better indications of
subject and object.) The sentence

The girl ate three sandwiches (SVO)
is normal and acceptable, whereas

The girl three sandwiches ate (SOV)
sounds stilted and unnatural, though it is understandable.
Finally,

Three sandwiches ate the girl (OVS)



is absurd, even though "the girl" can be the only logical
subject in a normal, real world context. (I leave it up to
the reader's imagination to define a context in which this
sentence might make sense.) As these examples illustrate,
English tends to have a fairly rigid word order and is thus
of the type to which Greenberg's study applies. 1In fact,
the terms subject and object cannot be defined semantically
in English; a more successful definition would be the
ordering of constituents and agreement the subject with the
verb (where applicable).

However, Wayampi 1is quite different from English.
According to Cheryl Jensen (1980, unpublished paper), five
of all six possible word orders occur in Wayampi text data.
(PL indicates plural marker, 3- indicates third person form,
i.e. 'he, she, it, they, his, hers, its, theirs', and
hearsay is a type of auxiliary.)

S v o
(1) anuja ka o-'u i-memy
rat PL 3-eat 3-baby(alligator)

'Rats eat alligator eggs.'

S o] v

(2) Pauru sarata ki o-py
Paul tool PL 3-bought
'Paul bought tools.'

v S o

(3) o-mopopo-pa ipo jawarewa ki i-moma'e ku
3-throw-completely hearsay jaguar hunter PL 3-thing PL
'The jaguar hunters threw away all their (the Indians')

things.'

o S v

(4) aramipy Pauru o-py
drill Paul 3-bought
'Paul bought a drill'



o v S
(5) akusi o-'u jakare

agouti 3-eat alligator

'The alligator eats agoutis (a type of rodent).'

In looking at texts, I found an example of the one remaining
word order:

v . d S
(6) o-poanu jane oiko, i-tekora-m'é amenike

3-treat 1UNMK 3-be 3-sick NOM American

'The American was treating sick people.!

As examples (1) to (6) demonstrate, the notion of a
basic word order for subject, verb, and object is not
particularly relevant to Wayampi. The occurrence of more
than one argument in a transitive clause is rare, and we
have noted that order of subject, verb, and object varies
considerably when noun phrases do appear. In Wayampi, word
order appears to be more dependent on something other than
syntactic factors. I hypothesize that some pragmatic
information correlates with word order. Pragmatics is
concerned with the speaker's assumption about the hearer's
ability to process what is being said in a particular
context (Chafe 1976:27).

Typological Considerations

Since Greenberg's original paper, many linguists have
looked at language typology and universals. Language
typology is the the classification of languages by
comparison and contrast of various features across

languages. Most studies of this kind compare the basic

order of subject, verb, and object (especially verb and



object) with the relative word order of other syntactic
features. Typological studies provide the backbone for
discovering what characteristics are universally true of
language. Generally, such studies are based on syntactic
features and have included languages in which pragmatic
features are more relevant to word order than the assumed
syntactic categories are (Mithun 1987:325). As more studies
are made on pragmatics and word order, languages which
exhibit pragmatically motivated word order should be
separated from studies of syntactic typology.

Terminology

Before proceding with the rest of the discussion, it
will be helpful to define some terms used throughout this
study.

A noun phrase is a group of words which includes at the
very least a noun and sometimes additional describing or
delimiting words. Car is a noun phrase, as well as the car
and the rusty old car with newly painted fluorescent purple
bumpers.

A mention is any noun phrase, pronoun, or other marker
which refers to the entity in question. For example, in a
conversation about the aforementioned vehicle, one might
hear: I enjoy watching people’s expressions when they see
the monstrosity cruising the streets. My dog always barks

at the ugly beast when it rolls by. 1In this text, the
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monstrosity, the ugly beast, and it are all mentions of the
rusty old car with newly painted fluorescent purple bumpers.

A referent is the entity to which a noun phrase,
pronoun, or other marker refers. BAll of the mentions above
are to the same referent.

Pragmatic Factors Which May Affect Word Order

The pragmatic factors mentioned in this section are
used in later chapters of this study. Where possible, I
give an example to show that the pragmatic factor discussed
co-occurs with word order variation in at least one real
language.

New

New information is information which has not been in
the central attention of the speaker or hearer. This
includes information which is being introduced into the
discourse for the first time, as well as information which
was last mentioned some time ago and is no longer being
actively tracked. For example, answers to non-rhetorical
questions generally contain new information. Given
information is currently being tracked. Given includes that
which has already been mentioned previously and other shared
(or assumed shared) information.

The first time a referent enters a discourse, it needs
to be introduced as new so that the hearer can place it into
a mental file for later usage. If the referent is not

subsequently mentioned for some time, the file may be
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"closed" so as to make it inaccessible as given information.

If this happens, then the speaker must reintroduce the

referent as though it were new if it is to be used again.
All six of the following Russian sentences can be

translated as "Viktor defends Maksim":

(SVO0) Viktor zasciscajet Maksima
(Sov) Viktor Maksima zasciscajet
(0OsV) Maksima Viktor zasciscajet
(0OVS) Maksima zasciscajet Viktor
(VS0) Zasciscajet Viktor Maksima
(VOS) Zasciscajet Maksima Viktor

(Data come from Comrie 1979:92.) 1In the Russian sentences
above, given information precedes new information. For
example, in the question Kto zasciscajet Viktora? 'Who
defends Viktor?' Viktor and defend comprise given
information. If the speaker responds using a full sentence,
the answer would be Viktor zasciscajet Maksima, in which the
new information appears last. Likewise, if the question
were Kogd zasciscajet Maksim? 'Whom does Maksim defend?' the
answer would normally be Maksim zasciscajet Viktor.

Besides the distinction between new and given
information, several other factors may have an effect on
word order in different languages.

Continuity

Another pragmatic factor which may affect word order in
some languages is continuity. Discourse can, perhaps, be
compared to a rope. Each cord of the rope represents a
different continuity of discourse, such as time, a

participant, location, or theme. Where the time changes



(such as in a flashback or skipping over a few years), the
cord which represents time is cut at that point. Each
cutting of the cords of the rope is a discontinuity in
discourse.

One language in which a variation in word order
associates with discontinuities is Tagalog. Although the
normal word order of Tagalog is V x ang NP x, sometimes ang
NP precedes the verb. (The morpheme ang precedes that noun
which corresponds to subject in other languages. Anything
else that may come in the sentence occurs after the verb in
either position where x occurs.) The following two examples
exhibit normal word order.

bumili ng aklat ang babae

buy book woman

'The woman bought a book.'

bago ang bahay ng lalaki

new house of man

'The man's house is new.'

When inverted word order occurs, the morpheme ay appears
between the inverted noun phrase and the verb, as in the
following example:

ang bahay ay bago

house new

'The house is new.'

In studying word order inversion in Tagalog, Barbara
Fox (1985) compared inverted word order with the occurence
of certain continuities: a change in participants, change in

action, or a reversal of discourse expectations (more

relevent for pronominal usage). She found that word order
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is more likely to invert as the number of disruptions in
continuity increases. Thus, the inverted sentence above
would be more likely when there is a change in participants
or action continuity.

Topic

The topic is what is being talked about (Dik 1984:42).
If we look at a single English sentence, it may seem that
the subject is always the topic; this is not necessarily
true. As far as this paper is concerned, the term topic
conveys a concept which encompasses more than a sentence.
Context is important, then, for determining topic. The
well-known children's rhyme is an example:

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall.

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

All the king's horses and all the king's men

Couldn't put Humpty together again.
Humpty Dumpty is the topic of the whole rhyme, even of the
final sentence which has all the king’s horses and all the
king’s men as subject and Humpty as object.

Similarly, in the following sentences

What happened to your turtle?
The cat ate it.

the turtle is the topic of the conversation.

In a sense, everything is a topic to some degree. The
degree of topicality is the degree to which an entity is
continued as a topic over a portion of a text. In some

languages, what is more topical may precede the verb
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(Russian), while in others, topical information generally
follows the verb (Papago).
Focus

For the purposes of this study, I will use the term
focus to refer to the most important or salient information
which the speaker intends the hearer to receive (Dik
1984:42). This may or may not be new information. A
speaker puts information in focus in order to contrast that
information with what s/he assumes the hearer knows or is
expecting (Chafe 1976:33), or to supply information which is
missing from an otherwise assumed proposition.

In English, stress is commonly used to mark focus. The
underlined word is stressed.

I need to go to the bank. (not the store as you

thought)
Information questions and answers to them always have the
missing information in focus. In the following English
example, the information requested and given has the
heaviest stress of the sentence.

Where did you go?

(I went) to the store.

Did you go yesterday or the day before?

(I went) yesterday.

In the analysis of Wayampi, I use the term focus to
apply to contrastive information only. This eliminates the

obvious overlap between new information and focus in

questions and replies.
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the wvalue, the more continuous the referent. The more a
referent persists, the more we assume it is highly topical.

Referential distance measures the distance between two
mentions of the same referent; persistence measures the
frequency of mentions of the same referent within a set
distance. These two counts may seem to be measuring the
same thing in two different ways: mentions with a low
referential distance seem likely to exhibit a high
persistence value. However, this is not necessarily true.
Referents must have several mentions with a low referential
distance value within a limited number of clauses in order
to have a high persistence value. Referential distance
counts clauses; persistence counts mentions. While
referential distance counts backwards to determine whether
the distance makes a difference, persistence measures
whether a NP which marks a future topic is coded differently
from a NP which encodes a non-topic.

Methodoloqgy

In this study, I first separated the subjects from
objects to see if the categories of subject and object
differed in their word order patterns. For the same reason,
I also separated the subjects according to the transitivity
of the verb. (Some languages treat noun phrases differently
depending on a combination of subject and object relations
and transitivity.) Transitive verbs allow an object (as in

Phillip hit Harry), while intransitive verbs do not (as in
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Harry disappeared). Objects, by definition, can occur only
in transitive sentences. A language may treat transitive
subject, intransitive subject, and object differently, or
group two or more of them together in different patterns.

As my main goal is to account for variations in word
order, I made charts comparing word order with referential
distance and persistence. Appendix B contains a chart
showing the referential distance score for each NP (listed
by text and clause number); Appendix C contains a chart
showing the persistence of each NP. All charts are gridded
into rows and columns. Across the top of each chart are
three main columns which separate the noun phrases by
subject, object, and transitivity of the clause. The
headings are: Subject of transitive (S,), Subject of
intransitive (S;), and Object of transitive (0). I divided
each of these columns in half: one for the pattern NP-V (the
noun phrase before the verb), the other for V-NP (noun
phrase after the verb). On the referential distance charts,
I numbered the rows from one to twenty; on the persistence
charts, I numbered the rows from 0 to 10.

Results of Referential Distance

Table 2.1 shows the raw referential distance scores
obtained. Note that the scores gravitate towards the
extremes of the scale. That is, few NPs appear in the

middle (especially upper middle) range of the scale.
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Raw Scores for Referential Distance Cross-Tabulated
with Syntactic Properties and Word oOrder

Preverbal Postverbal

RD
S, S o | s, s 0
20 3 20 13 - 4 5
19 - - - - - -
18 - - - - - -
17 - - - - - -
16 - - - - - -
15 - - - - - -
14 - - - - - -
13 - - 1 - - -
12 - - - - - -
11 - - - - - -
10 - - - - - -
9 - 1 - - - -
8 - 1 - - - -
7 - 2 - 1 - 1
6 - 1 - - - -
5 1 - 2 1 - -
4 - 2 - - - -
3 1 4 1 2 3 -
2 - 4 1 5 - 1
1l 6 6 - 6 4 3
Total 11 41 18 15 11 10

Table 2.1

The number of tokens, especially in the postverbal
sample, is too small to make many generalizations. With
more data, the gaps on the lower end of the scale would
probably fill in. It is hard to say whether or not more
data would change the upper end of the scale. Especially
noticeable is the absence of postverbal subjects of
transitives with a referential distance of 20. We need more

data in order to determine whether this is an artifact of

the small amount of data.
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there tends to be a larger gap between mentions for
preverbal than for postverbal NPs. However, as mentioned
before, the maximum value of twenty is arbitrary. Averages
do not accurately reflect the central tendency when an
extreme value is arbitrary. Keeping this in mind, we can
still note that the general tendency shown in the averages
is for the preverbal noun phrases to associate with a more
discontinuous topic.

Table 2.2 makes it obvious that a greater percentage of
the preverbal NPs are maximally discontinuous. This leads
to the hypothesis that preverbal position is for new or
previously less topical information.

Although the averages of the two word orders show some
difference with regard to referential distance, the medians
are more revealing. The median shows the score which is at
the center of the distribution. The arbitrarily maximum
value for a first mention does not weight the median score.
The median score of 20 for preverbal order reflects the fact
that over half of the preverbal noun phrases have réferents
which are first mentions or not talked about for a long
time. The median of 2 for postverbal order, on the other
hand, reflects more continuous and recently mentioned
referents. Possibly postverbal position contains given
information.

These observations are interesting, but not necessarily

statistically significant. To determine to what extent the
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distribution might be due just to chance, I ran the data
through the chi-square test. The chi-square test compares
the observed with the expected values if a distribution were
to be random, given the number of parameters and total num-
ber of tokens. The null hypothesis states that referential
distance has no relationship to the relative order of noun
phrase and verb. P indicates the probability of accepting
the null hypothesis as true and phi ({) measures the
strength of the relationship. Table 2.3 shows referential
distance cross-tabulated with pre- and postverbal word
orders. By collapsing the referential distance values into
two categories (ten and above, versus below ten), we can
dispense with the effects of the arbitrarily maximum value.
Scores of ten or above reflect a relatively discontinuous
referent, while values below ten reflect a more continuous

topic.

Referential Distance Cross-Tabulated with Word Order

RD NP-V V-NP Total
>10 37 9 46

<10 33 27 60
Total 70 36 106

1%3=6.419 df=1 p<0.025 (=0.246
Table 2.3
Since the null hypothesis has less than 2.5% chance of

being correct, we can reject it and claim that there likely














































































































































































