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This article examines the ordering distribution of main and adverbial clauses in crosslinguistic
perspective. Using a representative sample of forty languages, the author shows that the ordering
of main and adverbial clauses correlates with the position of the subordinator in the subordinate
clause. In languages in which adverbial clauses have a final subordinator, adverbial clauses tend
to precede the main clause, whereas in languages in which adverbial clauses are marked by an
initial subordinator, adverbial clauses commonly occur in both sentence-initial and sentence-final
position. In the latter language type, the position of an adverbial clause varies with its meaning
or function: conditional clauses precede the main clause more often than temporal clauses, which
in turn are more often preposed than causal, result, and purpose clauses. The distributional patterns
are explained in terms of competing motivations; it is suggested that they arise from the interaction
between structural and discourse-pragmatic factors.*

Since Greenberg’s seminal work on word-order correlations it has been well known
that the order of certain linguistic elements tends to correlate with the order of verb
and object. For instance, in languages in which the object precedes the verb (henceforth
OV languages), adpositions usually follow NP and genitives occur before the head noun,
whereas in languages in which the object follows the verb (henceforth VO languages),
adpositions tend to precede NP and genitives occur after the head noun. This article
examines the positional patterns of adverbial clauses, which have been largely ignored
in the literature on word-order correlations.1 This is the first large-scale, crosslinguistic
investigation in this domain and thus fills an important gap in the literature. Based on
a representative sample of forty languages, I show that adverbial clauses are overall
more common before the element that they modify, i.e. the main clause or main clause
predicate.2 More precisely, I show that there are two major crosslinguistic ordering
patterns: (1) either a language uses adverbial clauses both before and after the main
clause/predicate (and both orders are common), or (2) the adverbial clause usually
precedes the main clause/predicate. What does not seem to occur is the rigid use of
adverbial clauses after the main clause/predicate: if a language uses adverbial clauses
in final position, it also makes common use of adverbial clauses before the main clause/
predicate. In such a case (i.e. when both orders are common), the position of the
adverbial clause varies with its meaning or function: conditional clauses usually precede
the main clause/predicate; temporal clauses may precede or follow it; causal clauses
* I would like to thank Mark Aronoff, Orin Gensler, David Kemmerer, Maria Polinsky, Mike Tomasello,
and three anonymous referees for their comments and suggestions on earlier versions of this paper. I am of
course responsible for all remaining errors.
1
Greenberg (1963:83–84) observed that in rigid OV languages adverbial clauses always precede the main
clause/predicate and that all languages tend to place conditional clauses before the consequence, but the
ordering of main and adverbial clauses has never been examined in detail. In all typological word-order
studies with which I am familiar, adverbial clauses are either mentioned in passing or not mentioned at all
(Lehmann 1973, 1978, Vennemann 1973, 1974, 1976, Vennemann & Harlow 1977, Keenan 1978, Hawkins
1980, 1983, Dryer 1980, 1991, 1992b, Payne 1992, Downing & Noonan 1995).
2
Like other adverbial constituents, adverbial clauses can modify both S (i.e. the main clause) and VP
(i.e. the main clause predicate). Bickel (1998) points out that some languages employ different types of
adverbial clauses for ad-verbial and ad-sentential modification, but the adverbial clauses in my corpus are
usually ambiguous between these two readings.
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tend to occur in sentence-final position, but occasionally they are preposed; and result
and purpose clauses almost always follow the associated element.
While adverbial clause constructions that tend to precede the main clause/predicate
only occur in OV languages in my sample, adverbial clauses that are commonly preand postposed occur in both VO languages and a significant minority of OV languages.
If we look at the latter more closely, we find that (almost) all of them are marked by
an initial conjunction or adverb, while adverbial clauses that usually precede the main
clause/predicate always include a final subordinator (i.e. a final conjunction, adverb,
or suffix). There is thus a strong correlation between the ordering of main clause/
predicate and adverbial clause and the position of the subordinator in the subordinate
clause: adverbial clauses including a final subordinator tend to precede the main clause/
predicate, whereas adverbial clauses that are marked by an initial subordinator are
commonly found in both initial and final position regardless of the order of verb and
object.
My analysis is based on a sample of forty languages, which I selected on the basis
of two criteria: genetic diversity and geographical distance. A complete list of these
languages, including information about their genetic affiliations and the areas in which
they are spoken, is given in Appendix A. The genetic affiliations are adopted from the
Ethnologue (Grimes 1996, http://www.sil.org/ethnologue); the geographical divisions
are similar to the ones suggested in Dryer 1989, 1992b. I divided the world into six
large areas: (1) North America, (2) South America, (3) Asia, (4) Europe, (5) Africa,
and (6) Oceanic, Australia and New Guinea. Each area is represented by at least six
languages in my sample.
The bulk of my data comes from reference grammars and other published sources,
supplemented by information from native speakers and language specialists (see
Appendix A).3 Although most reference grammars include a chapter or section on
adverbial clauses they often do not explain their criteria for classifying a construction
as an adverbial clause. Thus, to ensure crosslinguistic comparability I used my own
operational criteria to decide whether a certain construction qualifies as an adverbial
clause.
1. TOWARDS AN OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF ADVERBIAL CLAUSES. Adverbial clauses
are subordinate clauses that comprise a wide variety of constructions. Two major subtypes can be distinguished: finite adverbial clauses and nonfinite adverbial clauses (i.e.
converbs, participial and infinitival constructions, and certain types of nominalized
clauses). Example 1 shows a finite adverbial clause from Babungo, example 2 a nonfinite adverbial clause construction in Malayalam.4
3
Thanks to the following native speakers and language specialists for providing relevant information:
David Gil (Indonesian, Tagalog, Modern Hebrew), Orin Gensler (Modern Hebrew, French), Martin Haspelmath (Lezgian), Wataru Nakamara (Japanese), Jeanette Sakel (West Greenlandic), and Ewa Dabrowska
(Polish). I am of course fully responsible for any data errors.

Abbreviations: ABL ⳱ ablative, ACC ⳱ accusative, ADV ⳱ adverbial clause, COMP ⳱ complement clause,
⳱ complement taking predicate, DAT ⳱ dative, DECL ⳱ declarative, DO ⳱ direct object, DS ⳱ different
subject (switch reference marker), F ⳱ feminine, FACT ⳱ factual, FUT ⳱ future tense, G ⳱ genitive/possessor
noun, GEN ⳱ genitive, IF ⳱ conditional clause marker, IO ⳱ indirect object, M ⳱ masculine, MOOD ⳱ mood
marker, NOM ⳱ nominative, NP ⳱ noun phrase, PAST ⳱ past tense, PL ⳱ plural, PO ⳱ postposition, PP ⳱
prepositional phrase, PR ⳱ preposition, PURP ⳱ purpose clause marker, Q ⳱ question marker, REL ⳱
relative clause, S ⳱ clause, SG ⳱ singular, SS ⳱ same subject (switch reference marker), SUB ⳱ (adverbial)
subordinator, VP ⳱ verb phrase.
4

CTP
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(1) Babungo (Schaub 1985:40)
[k´ à tà√tÙ mÙ], mÙ k:̀ fá
t´ th:̂.
if you help me I give thing to you
‘If you help me, I have to give you something.’
(2) Malayalam (Asher & Kumari 1997:87)
[avan vann-aal] parayaam.
he come-IF tell.FUT.MOOD
‘If he comes, I shall tell (him).’
Note that both 1 and 2 include an adverbial subordinator (in boldface) that indicates
the semantic relationship between main and adverbial clauses (see Dryer 1992a; see
also Kortmann 1997, 1998). Babungo expresses this relationship by a subordinate conjunction at the beginning of the adverbial clause, and Malayalam indicates the same
(conditional) relationship by a suffix that is attached to the verb in the subordinate
construction. All languages included in my sample employ adverbial clauses that are
marked by an adverbial subordinator (which might be a conjunction, adverb, adposition,
clitic, or affix). Languages in which adverbial clauses do not include a subordinator
(e.g. Yimas, Foley 1991:437) are relatively infrequent and have not been considered
in this work.
Adverbial clauses must be distinguished from various other clause-linkage constructions, specifically, they must be separated from other types of subordinate clauses and
from coordinate sentences. The criteria that distinguish adverbial clauses from these
constructions are discussed in the next two sections.
1.1. DISTINGUISHING ADVERBIAL CLAUSES FROM OTHER SUBORDINATE CLAUSES. Apart
from adverbial clauses, there are two other common types of subordinate clauses:
complement clauses and relative clauses. Complement clauses function as core arguments of a predicate (Noonan 1985:42); they are usually obligatory constituents of the
main clause and thus cannot be omitted. By contrast, adverbial clauses are adjuncts
functioning as adverbial or ad-sentential modifiers (Thompson & Longacre 1985:171).
Since adjuncts are not obligatory, adverbial clauses can always be omitted. Moreover,
while adverbial clauses are marked by adverbial subordinators, which indicate a specific
semantic relationship between main and adverbial clauses, complement clauses are
often formally unmarked or they include a complementizer, which tends to be semantically much less specific than the subordinator of an adverbial clause.5
Like adverbial clauses, relative clauses are adjuncts that can be omitted. But while
adverbial clauses modify an associated (main) clause or verb phrase, relative clauses
are modifiers of a noun or noun phrase (Keenan 1985). Moreover, while adverbial
clauses are marked by an adverbial subordinator, relative clauses include a gap or
(pro)noun (disregarding internally headed relative clauses) that is coreferential with the
head noun, i.e. the noun that they modify (Lehmann 1984).6

5

Since the semantic relationship between main and complement clauses is primarily defined by the
meaning of the complement-taking predicate (CTP) in the main clause, complementizers usually have little
semantic content and can therefore often be omitted.
6
Note that relative clauses may also include a relative marker that, unlike the gap or relative (pro)noun,
is not co-indexed with the head noun. Such nonreferential relative markers are sometimes classified as
complementizers. However, since relative clauses, unlike complement clauses, also include a gap or (pro)noun, relative clause complementizers are not relevant for the definition of relative clause used in this study.
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SYNTAX
SEMANTICS
MARKING

TABLE

ADV-clause
COMP-clause
REL-clause
adjunct
complement
adjunct
modifier of S/VP
argument of CTP
modifier of N(P)
adv. subordinator
zero or complementizer
gap or (pro)noun
1. Criteria distinguishing adverbial, complement and relative clauses.

Table 1 presents the three criteria I used to distinguish adverbial clauses from complement clauses and relative clauses.
Although the criteria in Table 1 are usually sufficient to separate adverbial clauses
from other types of subordinate clauses, it must be emphasized that the division between
the three types of subordinate clauses is not always clear-cut. In particular, there are
many languages in which certain semantic types of adverbial clauses take the form of
relative clauses (Thompson & Longacre 1985:178–85). Consider, for instance, ex. 3,
from Somali.
(3) Somali (Saeed 1999:218)
[waagii ay inanta ahayd] Dhegdheer way qurux badnaan jirtey.
time.the she girl.the was Dhegdheer she beauty much.be used
‘When she was a girl, Dhegdheer was very beautiful.’
Although the subordinate clause in 3 is semantically equivalent to a temporal adverbial
clause in English, it has the structure of a relative clause that modifies a generic head
noun meaning ‘time’ (waagii ‘time.the’). Relative clauses of this sort provide a common
historical source for certain types of adverbial clauses such as temporal, manner, and
locative clauses (Thompson & Longacre 1985:178–79; see also Givón 1991). I have
treated such subordinate constructions as adverbial clauses if they are routinely used
to express a typical adverbial relationship such as time and if the (generic) head noun
has been either delexicalized (i.e. reanalyzed as a subordinate marker) or omitted in
this specific use. Adverbial clauses that are structurally relative clauses occur, for instance, in Turkana, Supyire, Amele, Hungarian, and Lezgian.
Like adverbial clauses and relative clauses, adverbial clauses and complement clauses
may share some of their formal properties. In Turkish, for instance, adverbial clauses
are nominalized clauses having basically the same (internal) syntactic structure as complement clauses (4).
(4) Turkish (Kornfilt 1997:50, 71)
a. (ben) [Ahned-in öl-düğ-ün]-ü
duy-du-m.
I
Ahmet-GEN die-F.NOM-3SG-ACC hear-PAST-1SG
‘I heard that Ahmet died.’
b. [[müdür tatil-e
çìk-tìğ-ìn]-dan
beri] ofis kapalì.
director vacation-DAT go-F.NOM-3SG-ABL since office closed
‘The office has been closed (ever) since the director went on vacation.’
Both subordinate clauses in 4 are nominalizations marked by the nominalizing suffix
–dik (allomorphs -düğ and -tìğ) and a case marker. However, unlike the complement
clause in 4a, the adverbial clause in 4b is followed by a postposition (and marked by
a different case suffix), which indicates that the two clauses have different functions:
while 4a serves as a complement of the main clause predicate, 4b is an adjunct. Additional evidence for this analysis comes from the fact that the embedded clause in 4b,
unlike the one in 4a, can easily be omitted. Since these subordinate clauses serve
different syntactic functions I treat them as distinct types of subordinate clauses despite
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the fact that they have basically the same (internal) syntactic structure. Similar adverbial
clause constructions occur in Meithei, Tibetan, Japanese, Barasano, and Lakota.7
1.2. DISTINGUISHING ADVERBIAL CLAUSES FROM COORDINATE SENTENCES. While it is
not difficult to distinguish adverbial clauses from other types of subordinate clauses,
it is quite problematic to determine a sharp division between adverbial (subordinate)
clauses and coordinate sentences. Following recent crosslinguistic work on clause combining, I assume that (adverbial) subordination and (clausal) coordination form a continuum rather than two distinct types of interclausal connections (Foley & Van Valin
1984, Haiman & Thompson 1984, Lehmann 1988, Matthiessen & Thompson 1988;
Givón 1990:ch. 19, Van Valin & LaPolla 1997:ch. 8, Johannessen 1998:238–51). But
for the purpose of this study I sought to divide the cline of clause-linkage constructions
into two groups that roughly correspond to the traditional classes of subordinate clauses
and coordinate clauses.
To begin with, there are two pragmatic criteria widely used in the literature to distinguish subordinate clauses from coordinate sentences: (1) while subordinate clauses
serve to provide given or background information, independent clauses (including coordinate sentences) tend to provide foreground information (Tomlin 1985, Thompson
1987, Matthiessen & Thompson 1988);8 (2) while coordinate clauses are independent
speech acts, (adverbial) subordinate clauses lack illocutionary force (Haiman & Thompson 1984, Lehmann 1988, Cristofaro 1998a,b).
While pragmatic features are probably the only universal features of subordinate
clauses (Croft 1994, Cristofaro 1998a), they are too difficult to measure to be used to
establish a clear division between adverbial clauses and coordinate sentences. I therefore
used a variety of (nonuniversal) formal criteria that are characteristic of subordinate
clause constructions in order to distinguish adverbial clauses from coordinate sentences.9
First, I employed a series of syntactic tests (or operations) that have been suggested
in the literature to identify adverbial (subordinate) clauses:
1. While (preposed) adverbial clauses may include a cataphoric pronoun that is
controlled by a coreferential noun in the following main clause, coordinate clauses do
NOT allow for ‘backwards pronominalization’ (Reinhart 1983, Haspelmath 1995):
a. When hei came to Paris, Peteri met John.
b. *Hei came to Paris, and Peteri met John.

(subordination)
(coordination)

2. While it is possible to extract an element from a clause that is modified by an
7
Apart from nominalized clauses, infinitival constructions are sometimes ambiguous between an interpretation as complement clause and adverbial clause. Specifically, the distinction between nonfinite complement
clauses and (adverbial) purpose clauses is not always clear-cut (see for instance the discussion of purpose
clauses in Usan, which, according to Reesink (1987:261), function ‘as object complements of the verb ‘‘to
say’’ ’). Haspelmath (1989) shows that in many languages infinitival complement clauses and purpose infinitive clauses are historically related.
8
This (pragmatic) view of subordination is closely related to the gestalt conception of sentence embedding,
in which subordinate clauses are seen as the conceptual ground of the central event, i.e. the figure, expressed
in the main clause (Talmy 1978, Reinhart 1984, Croft 1994).
9
A number of studies have shown that across languages pragmatic subordination (as defined by lack of
illocutionary force and background information) tends to coincide with formal subordination, which may
involve a variety of syntactic and morphosyntactic features (see Givón 1980, Foley & Van Valin 1984,
Lehmann 1988, Van Valin & LaPolla 1997; Cristofaro 1998a,b).
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adverbial clause, nothing can be extracted from a clause that is accompanied by a
coordinate clause (Ross 1967, van Oirsouw 1987):
a. What did you tell her — when you left?
(subordination)
b. *What did you tell her — and you left?
(coordination)
3. While the adverbial clauses of many languages may occur in various positions
relative to the associated main clause/predicate (3a–c), the position of coordinate
clauses is usually invariable vis-à-vis the other conjunct (3d–f) (Haspelmath 1995):
a. Peter admitted that Mary was right [before he left].
(subordination)
b. [Before he left] Peter admitted that Mary was right.
(subordination)
c. Peter admitted, [before he left], that Mary was right.
(subordination)
d. Peter admitted that Mary was right [and (he) left].
(coordination)
e. *[And he left] Peter admitted that Mary was right.
(coordination)
f. * Peter admitted, [and he left], that Mary was right.
(coordination)
4. While adverbial clauses cannot occur with a tag question, a tag question can
always be added to a coordinate clause (Cristofaro 1998a,b).10
a. *She will assist you if she is there, isn’t she?
(subordination)
b. She will assist you, but she isn’t there, is she?
(coordination)
5. Finally, while the coordinate clauses of many languages allow for GAPPING (deletion of the verb in one of the conjuncts of a coordinate structure; Ross 1970, see also
Hudson 1976), gapping is not permissible in (adverbial) subordinate clauses.
a. *Bill played the guitar when John — the piano.
(subordination)
b. Bill played the guitar and John — the piano.
(coordination)
In addition to these tests, which I employed whenever I could obtain the relevant
information (either from informants or published sources), I used a variety of morphosyntactic criteria to distinguish adverbial (subordinate) clauses from coordinate sentences. One of these criteria is the phenomenon called DERANKING (Stassen 1985), i.e.
the reduction or elimination of verbal morphology such as tense, aspect, and mood
(Givón 1980, Hengeveld 1998, Cristofaro 1998a,b). Since in many languages deranking
is restricted to subordinate clauses (but see the discussion of medial verb clauses below),
it provides a useful operational criterion to distinguish adverbial (subordinate) clauses
from coordinate sentences (on a language-specific basis). In addition to deranking,
there are often other syntactic and morphosyntactic features that distinguish adverbial
(subordinate) clauses from (independent) coordinate sentences. The following five features were relevant for the classification of adverbial clauses in my sample.
1. the occurrence of specific verb forms such as subjunctive, which in some languages is restricted to subordinate clauses (e.g. West Greenlandic)
2. the use of case suffixes that mark adverbial clauses in languages in which subordinate clauses are formed by nominalization (e.g. Turkish)
3. the occurrence of topic and definite markers, which some languages use to indicate
the information status of adverbial clauses (e.g. Ayutla Mixtec)
4. a specific word order that distinguishes subordinate clauses from independent
sentences (e.g. German)
5. restrictions on the occurrence of negative, focus, and speech act markers in subordinate clauses (e.g. Urubu-Kaapor)
10

This is, according to Cristofaro (1998a), immediately related to the fact that (adverbial) subordinate
clauses lack illocutionary force.
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Although none of these criteria is universally applicable, together with the syntactic
tests they have been sufficient to distinguish the vast majority of adverbial clause
constructions from coordinate sentences based on formal grounds.11 That does not
mean, however, that there are no problematic cases. On the contrary, since subordination
and coordination form a continuum, one would expect to find at least some intermediate
constructions. Two of them are well known from the typological literature on clause
combining: medial verb clauses, which frequently occur in New Guinea languages
(Foley 1986), and the adjoined dependent clause type that is characteristic of many
Australian languages (Hale 1976).
Like deranked adverbial clauses, medial verb clauses are unmarked for tense, aspect,
and mood. Unlike adverbial clauses, however, medial verb clauses are nonembedded
(Foley & Van Valin 1984, Longacre 1985, Foley 1986). Consider, for instance, the
following examples from Amele, which Roberts (1988) provides in order to illustrate
that medial verb clauses are syntactically distinguished from adverbial clauses.12
(5) Amele (Roberts 1988:53–55)
medial clause
a. [ho busale-ce-b] dana age qo-ig-a.
pig run.out-DS-3SG man 3PL hit-3PL-PAST
‘The pig ran out and the men killed it.’
b. *dana age [ho busale-ce-b] qo-i-ga.
man 3PL pig run.out-DS-3SG hit-3PL-PAST
‘The men, as the pig was running out, killed it.’
c. *dana age qo-i-ga
[ho busale-ce-b].
man 3PL hit-3PL-PAST pig run.out-DS-3SG
‘The men killed the pig as it was running out.’
adverbial clause
d. [ho qo-qag-an nu] dana age ho-ig-a.
pig hit-3PL-FUT PURP man 3PL come-3PL-PAST
‘To kill the pig the men came.’
e. dana age [ho qo-qag-an nu] ho-ig-a.
man 3PL pig hit-3PL-FUT PURP come-3PL-PAST
‘The men came to kill the pig.’
f. uqa sab man-igi-an [ija ja hud-ig-en
fi].
3PL food roast-3SG-FUT I fire open-3SG-FUT if
‘She will cook the food if I light the fire.’
(6) Amele (Roberts 1988:56–57)
medial clause
a. *[(uqa)i bi-bil-i] Fredi je-i-a.
3SG sit-3SG-SS Fred eat-3SG-PAST
‘While he sat, Fred ate.’ (⳱ *‘Hei sat and Fredi ate.’)
adverbial clause
b. [(uqa)i sab j-igi-an
nu] Fredi ho-i-a.
3SG food eat-3SG-FUT PURP Fred come-3SG-PAST
‘Fred came to eat food.’
11
Since many languages employ a variety of adverbial clause constructions, it was not always possible
to distinguish ALL constructions that are classified as adverbial clauses in reference grammars from coordinate
sentences based on formal criteria. But all languages included in my sample employ at least one adverbial
clause construction (e.g. participial temporal clauses) that is formally distinguished from coordinate clauses.
12
Like other Papuan languages (Foley 1986:198–205), Amele has both medial verb clauses and adverbial
clauses.
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Examples 5a–c show that medial verb clauses, unlike adverbial clauses (cf. 5e–f), have
to precede the main clause (i.e. their position is invariable); and example (6a) shows
that medial verb clauses, unlike adverbial clauses (cf. 6b), do not allow for backwards
pronominalization. Since these examples suggest that medial verb clauses are nonembedded, I restricted my analysis to adverbial clauses in Amele and other languages
that employ medial verb clauses (i.e. medial verb clauses are not included in my corpus).
Like medial verb clauses, the adjoined dependent clauses of Australian languages
are nonembedded (Hale 1976). But, several recent studies—Dixon 1980, Austin 1981,
articles in Austin 1988—have shown that most Australian languages employ at least
some subordinate clauses. The occurrence of embedded adverbial clauses is, however,
often restricted to a few isolated constructions, notably to purpose and lest clauses (see
for instance the grammatical descriptions in Dixon & Blake 1979–1991 and the articles
in Austin 1988). Ungarinjin and Arabana-Wangkungurru, the two Australian languages
that are included in my sample, have been selected because they employ adverbial
clauses that express a wider range of semantic relationships (i.e. purpose, lest, temporal,
causal, and conditional relations); however, their status as subordinate clauses is at
least in one case problematic (see below).
Finally, I must emphasize that although most languages employ a rather homogeneous class of adverbial clauses there are some languages in which adverbial clauses
form a mixed bag of constructions ranging from clauses that are tightly integrated into
the associated main clause to clauses that are relatively independent and nonembedded
(e.g. Carlson 1994:549–50). Although such languages have not been in principle precluded from my sample, I DID exclude individual types of their ‘adverbial clause constructions’ if they did not qualify as adverbial clauses according to my definition.13
Having identified the adverbial clause constructions being used in a particular language, I determined their distribution. Here are the results of my investigation.14
2. RESULTS
2.1. ORDERING DISTRIBUTION: GENERAL PATTERNS. Languages differ in how they arrange main clause/predicate and adverbial clause. Six distribution classes can be distinguished.
1. Rigid ADV-S/VP languages: adverbial clauses (almost) always precede the main
clause/predicate; e.g. Lezgian:
Just like other dependent constituents, Lezgian adverbial clauses as a rule precede their heads, i.e. the
verb of the superordinate clause. Since they are generally heavy, they tend to precede all other elements
of the superordinate clause. Less commonly the adverbial clause is embedded in the center of the
superordinate clause. (Haspelmath 1993:375)

2. Non-rigid ADV-S/SVP languages: adverbial clauses usually precede the main clause/
predicate but also readily occur in sentence-final position; e.g. Turkish:
In an unmarked word order, all types of adverbial clauses are placed at the beginning of the main clause.
However, given the general flexibility of word order in Turkish, the adverbial clause can surface in
any position, even post-verbally. (Kornfilt 1997:68)
13

There are, for instance, several languages in my sample in which causal, result, and/or purpose clauses
are classified as adverbial clauses in reference grammars despite the fact that they are nonembedded. Compare,
for instance, Buechel’s (1939:254) discussion of causal, result, and purpose clauses in Lakota.
14
Let me emphasize that I only considered languages for which I was able to obtain grammatical descriptions that explicitly discuss the ordering distribution of main clause/predicate and adverbial clause. Since
many reference grammars do not provide sufficient information on this issue, I had to exclude many languages
that I considered at some point for inclusion in my sample.
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3. Flexible ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages: adverbial clauses commonly precede
and follow the main clause/predicate; e.g. Modern Hebrew:
Adverbial clauses ‘readily precede or follow the main clause, or even interrupt it’. (Glinert 1989:338)

4. Mixed ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages: adverbial clauses as a class occur both
before and after the main clause/predicate, while specific semantic types of adverbial clauses always precede or always follow the main clause/predicate; e.g. Babungo (except for time and restrictive clauses):
The position of adverbial clauses depends on the type of adverbial clause. There is only one type which
obligatorily precedes the superordinate clause: the conditional clause. Two types, i.e. time clause and
restrictive clause, may precede or follow the superordinate clause, although the time clause usually
follows it. All other types, i.e. manner clause, cause clause, result clause, equative clause and circumstantive clause have to follow the superordinate clause. (Schaub 1985:37)

5. Nonrigid S/VP-ADV languages: adverbial clauses usually follow the main clause/
predicate but also readily occur in sentence-initial position; e.g. Arabana Wangkangurru:
There is considerable liberty in the relative position of subordinate clause and main clause: normally
the main clause precedes the subordinate clause, but the situation differs according to the type of
clause . . . (Hercus 1989:273)

6. Rigid S/VP-ADV languages: languages in which adverbial clauses (almost) always
follow the main clause/predicate:
No example

The boundaries between the six distribution classes are fluid; they form a continuum
rather than six distinct classes. But for the purpose of this study I assigned each of the
forty languages in my sample to a specific class even though some of them are borderline
cases. Figure 1 summarizes my findings.

ADV-S/VP ⫹ S/VP-ADV

ADV-S/VP

S/VP-ADV

RIGID

NONRIGID

FLEXIBLE

MIXED

NONRIGID

Lezgian
Meithei
Tibetan
Barasano
Sanuma
Japanese
Usan
Slave

Turkish
W. Greenlandic
Lakota
Quechua
Malayalam
U. Kaapor
Korean
Amele
Ungarinjin

Hungarian
Georgian
French
German
Polish
A. Mixtec
Tzutujil
T. Shoshone
Ndyuka
Arabic
M. Hebrew
Turkana
Kana
Tagalog
Indonesian
Punjabi
Persian

Wari’
Supyire
Babungo
Kera
Kwami

A. Wangkangurru

FIGURE 1. Ordering distribution of main clause/predicate and adverbial clause.
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As can be seen in Fig. 1, about half of the languages employ adverbial clauses that
tend to precede the main clause/predicate,15 while the other half makes common use
of both orders, ADV-S/VP and S/VP-ADV. Only one language, Arabana Wangkangurru,
tends to place adverbial clauses after the main clause; however, the occurrence of
adverbial clauses in sentence-initial position is also quite common (cf. Hercus 1989:
273–78). As pointed out above, Arabana Wangkangurru is one of the two Australian
languages in my sample in which adverbial clauses are often nonembedded. In fact,
although Hercus classifies the adverbial clauses in Arabana Wangkangurru as subordinate clauses, she points out that they are similar to the adjoined dependent clauses in
Walbiri, which according to Hale 1976 are nonembedded (see Hercus 1989:266). If
we disregard the adverbial clauses in Arabana Wangkangurru, which seem to be only
loosely integrated in the associated main clause, there is not a single language in my
sample, in which adverbial clauses tend to follow the main clause.
Table 2 shows the correlation between the ordering of main clause/predicate and
adverbial clause and the ordering of verb and object (cf. Appendix B).
ADV-S/VP
ADV-S/VP
S/VP-ADV
Total

VO
OV
OV/VO
–
17
–
Ⳮ S/VP-ADV
15
4
3
–
1
–
15
22
3
TABLE 2. Positional patterns of adverbial clauses.

TOTAL
17
22
1
40

All of the languages in which adverbial clauses tend to precede the main clause/predicate
are OV languages in my sample. However, languages in which adverbial clauses are
commonly pre- and postposed to the main clause/predicate are more diverse in this
regard. While most of them have VO order there are also four OV languages, Georgian,
Persian, Supyire, and Punjabi, and three OV/VO languages, German, Hungarian, and
Tümpisa Shoshone, in which adverbial clauses commonly occur in both initial and
final position. If we look at the latter more closely, we find that they have either
flexible word order (notably Georgian and Tümpisa Shoshone) or mixed word order
characteristics. For example, while Persian is rather rigidly OV, it employs prepositions
and the genitive follows the head noun, and while Supyire uses the direct object before
the main verb, the indirect object follows it (for more information see Appendix B).
Moreover, with the exception of Tümpisa Shoshone, all of these languages share one
interesting feature with VO languages (which is obviously related to the fact that they
have mixed or unusual word order characteristics): while OV languages in which adverbial clauses tend to precede the main clause/predicate employ final subordinators to
mark adverbial clauses (as one would expect in a head final language), the four exceptional OV languages as well as two of the three OV/VO languages mark adverbial
clauses by initial subordinators like all VO languages in my sample. There is thus a
strong correlation between the ordering of main and adverbial clauses and the position
of the adverbial subordinator: in languages in which adverbial clauses are marked by
final subordinators, as in the majority of OV languages, adverbial clauses tend to precede the main clause/predicate, whereas in languages in which adverbial clauses include
15
Note that in two of the languages in which adverbial clauses tend to occur in sentence-initial position,
Usan and Ungarinjin, purpose clauses always follow the main clause. In both cases, however, purpose clauses
have been excluded because they do not qualify as adverbial clauses according to my definition: in Usan
purpose clauses are complement clauses of the verb ‘to say’ (cf. Reesink 1987:261), and in Ungarinjin
purpose clauses are so ‘impoverished’ that Rumsey (1982:155) doubts that ‘they can be called clauses’.
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an initial subordinator, as in VO languages and a significant minority of OV and OV/
VO languages, adverbial clauses commonly occur both before and after the main clause/
predicate.16
SUB-S

S-SUB
TOTAL
–
17
17
ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV
21
1
22
S/VP-ADV
–
1
1
Total
21
19
40
3. Order of main and adverbial clauses and position of subordinator.
ADV-S/VP

TABLE

As can be seen in Table 3, there are only two languages in my sample in which the
ordering of main clause/predicate and adverbial clause does not correlate with the
position of the subordinator as described in the preceding paragraph: Arabana Wangkangurru, in which adverbial clauses marked by final subordinators tend to follow the
main clause (Hercus 1989:273), and Tümpisa Shoshone, in which adverbial clauses
marked by final subordinators commonly occur in both initial and final position (Dayley
1989:349). As pointed out above, the unusual distribution of adverbial clauses in Arabana Wangkangurru is probably due to the fact that they are only loosely integrated
in the main clause, and the free order of main and adverbial clauses in Tümpisa Shoshone might be attributed to the general flexibility of constituent order in this language
(Dayley 1989:17).
2.2 DISTRIBUTION OF DIFFERENT SEMANTIC TYPES OF ADVERBIAL CLAUSES. I turn now
to the distribution of different semantic types of adverbial clauses in languages in which
adverbial clauses commonly occur in both initial and final position. In particular, I will
examine the positional patterns of five common types of adverbial clauses: (i) conditional clauses, (ii) temporal clauses, (iii) causal clauses, (iv) result clauses, and (v)
purpose clauses. There are other adverbial clauses, such as concessive and manner
clauses, which will not be considered because they often are not discussed in reference
grammars.
CONDITIONAL clauses describe a condition for the realization of the event denoted in
the main clause;17 TEMPORAL clauses indicate a specific temporal relationship between
main and adverbial clauses; CAUSAL clauses provide a cause or reason for the associated
proposition; RESULT clauses describe a consequence or conclusion derived from the
main clause; and PURPOSE clauses indicate the intention or goal of the activity denoted
in the main clause. Attested examples of these five types are given in 7–11, respectively:
(7) If you change jobs you won’t necessarily have to sell the farm.
(8) When it was cool, the fat was skimmed off and bottled.
(9) We want no part in such discussions, because we think them largely futile.
16

Punjabi is especially interesting in this regard: while finite adverbial clauses marked by initial subordinators are common in both initial and final position, nonfinite adverbial clauses marked by final subordinators
usually precede the main clause/predicate (Bhatia 1993:67). (Note that the latter have been disregarded in
the classification of Punjabi in Fig. 1 and Tables 2 and 3).
17
Conditional clauses are often divided into various subtypes: hypothetical conditionals, counterfactual
conditionals, predictive conditionals, negative conditionals, speech act conditionals, concessive conditionals,
and several others (Thompson & Longacre 1985, Traugott et al. 1986, Athanasiadou & Dirven 1997, Dancygier 1998). In my analysis I will concentrate on hypothetical and predictive conditionals (see Sweetser 1990,
1996); however, other types of conditional clauses have been excluded only if they are marked differently
from hypothetical/predictive conditionals such as negative, counterfactual, and concessive conditional clauses
in Supyire (Carlson 1994:574–80).
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(10) Then I dry the sheet under mild pressure so that it will lie flat as a board.
(11) . . . which I shall call mimesis in order to distinguish it from earlier theories
of imitation.
Table 4 shows the positional patterns of conditional, temporal, causal, result, and purpose clauses in English. The numbers (and percentages) are based on initial and final
adverbial clauses in the Brown corpus, which is freely available on the Internet (http://
www.ldc.upenn.edu/).
CONDITIONAL

Initial
Final
Total

435
387
822
TABLE 4.

TEMPORAL

CAUSAL

RESULT

PURPOSE

(53%)
361 (18.5%)
30 (5.5%)
– (0%)
1 (1%)
(47%)
1604 (81.5%)
511 (94.5%)
227 (100%)
84 (99%)
(100%)
1965 (100%)
541 (100%)
227 (100%)
85 (100%)
Conditional, temporal, causal, result, and purpose clauses in the Brown corpus.

The Brown corpus is a large computerized database including texts from four different
genres: press reports, belles lettres and biography, learned and scientific writing, and
fiction: adventure and western. The figures in Table 4 are based on adverbial clauses
marked by the following subordinators: if (conditional), when (temporal), after (temporal), before (temporal), until (temporal), because (causal), so that (result), and in
order to (purpose). Though some of these subordinators may occur in various types of
adverbial clauses (Quirk et al. 1985), all of them have one basic meaning (which I
indicated in parenthesis). For the purpose of this study, I assume that the basic meaning
of the subordinators determines the meaning of the adverbial clause; that is, I assume
that if clauses are generally conditional, when clauses are always temporal, and so on.
The figures in Table 4 are based on both finite and nonfinite adverbial clauses.
Precluded are if clauses functioning as sentential complements, truncated if clauses
such as if possible or if so, concessive conditional clauses introduced by even if (or
even when), and temporal clauses that occur in apposition to a time expression in the
main clause, as in 12.
(12) Its building was first proposed in 1791, when a group of citizens, mostly
Newburyport men, petitioned the General Court for an act of incorporation.
The temporal clause in 12 provides additional information about a temporal expression
in the preceding main clause. Temporal clauses of this sort are not included in my
sample because they cannot be preposed. Also excluded are adverbial clauses that are
inserted into the main clause as in 13.
(13) What most people don’t seem to realize, if they aren’t tied up with the thing
as I am, is that 90% of the production is transportation.
The figures in Table 4 are consistent with the percentages of initial and final adverbial
clauses reported elsewhere in the literature (Quirk et al. 1985:1107, Ford & Thompson
1986, Ramsay 1987, Ford 1993, Diessel 1996). However, the percentages of initial
conditional clauses and initial temporal clauses are relatively low in the BROWN corpus
compared to the percentages of initial conditional and temporal clauses in other corpora.
For instance, in the corpus examined in Ford & Thompson 1986, 79 percent of all
conditional clauses precede the main clause and only 21 percent follow it, and in the
data presented in Ford 1993, 34 percent of the temporal clauses occur sentence-initially
and (only) 66 percent occur in sentence-final position. Similar proportions of pre- and
postposed conditional and temporal clauses are reported in Ramsay 1987 and Diessel
1996. While it is unclear why conditional and temporal clauses are relatively infrequent
in sentence-initial position in the Brown corpus, it is important to note that in all corpora
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that have been examined, conditional clauses precede the main clause more frequently
than temporal clauses, which, in turn, are more often preposed than causal, result, and
purpose clauses.
Table 5 indicates the positional patterns of conditional, temporal, causal, result, and
purpose clauses in other languages in my sample for which I was able to obtain the
relevant data.18 Five of these languages are mixed ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages, in
which specific semantic types of adverbial clauses either always precede or always
follow the main clause/predicate: Babungo, Supyire, Wari’, Kera, and Kwami.19 The
four other languages, German, Ndyuka, Kera, and Persian, are flexible ADV-S/VP Ⳮ
S/VP-ADV languages, in which (most) adverbial clauses may in principle precede or
follow the associated main clause/predicate. The positional patterns that are indicated
for adverbial clauses in German are based on frequency counts reported in Diessel
1996,20 while the distributional patterns of adverbial clauses in Ndyuka, Kera, and
Persian are based on descriptions in reference grammars (parentheses indicate a less
common pattern).
CONDITIONAL

TEMPORAL

CAUSAL

RESULT

PURPOSE

MIXED

Babungo
Supyire
Wari’
Kera
Kwami

initial
initial
initial
initial
initial

initial
initial
initial
initial
initial

Ⳮ final
Ⳮ final
Ⳮ final

initial
initial
initial
initial

initial
initial
initial
initial

Ⳮ (final)

final
final
final
final
final

final
final
coordinate
final
final

final
final
final
final
final

Ⳮ
Ⳮ
Ⳮ
Ⳮ

(initial) Ⳮ final
final
(initial) Ⳮ final
initial Ⳮ final

final
coordinate
no data
final

no data
final
final
final

FLEXIBLE

German
Ndyuka
Tzutujil
Persian

final
final
final
(final)

TABLE 5. Positional patterns of specific semantic types of adverbial clauses.

As shown in Table 5, conditional clauses usually occur in sentence-initial position. In
mixed ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages, they ALWAYS precede the main clause, and in
flexible ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages, they are USUALLY preposed to the main clause
but may occasionally occur sentence-finally. Temporal clauses show a mixed pattern:
some temporal clauses tend to precede the main clause, others, notably temporal clauses
of posteriority, usually occur in sentence-final position (e.g. Supyire, Kwami, Ndyuka,
German). Causal clauses typically follow the main clause; however, in flexible ADVS/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages, causal clauses are more often preposed to the main clause
than result and purpose clauses, which almost always occur sentence-finally. Note that
some of these languages tend to use specific conjunctions to mark initial causal clauses.
In English, for instance, initial adverbial clauses are frequently marked by since rather
than by because (Altenberg 1984), and in German the common causal subordinator
18
Unfortunately, the data was available only for the nine languages shown in Table 5. Let me reemphasize
that I only considered languages in which the positional patterns of conditional, temporal, causal, result, and
purpose clauses are explicitly and unambiguously described in reference grammars.
19
While the position of most adverbial clauses is invariable in these five languages, some of them employ
a few adverbial clauses that may precede and follow the main clause, such as temporal clauses in Babungo
(see above).
20
Based on data from both written and spoken German, Diessel 1996 obtained the following figures: (1)
conditional clauses: 70% initial and 30% final, (2) temporal clauses 49% initial and 51% final, (3) causal
and result clauses together: 23% initial and 77% final.
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weil is often replaced by da if the causal clause precedes the main clause (Diessel
1996).
The adverbial clauses of the languages in Table 5 show basically the same positional
patterns as main and adverbial clauses in English. The ordering hierarchy in 14 summarizes this finding.

(14) conditional
preposed

temporal

causal

result/purpose
postposed

The hierarchy in 14 makes two slightly different predictions for mixed and flexible
ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages: (1) In languages in which specific semantic types of
adverbial clauses occur in fixed positions (i.e. in mixed ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages), a certain type of adverbial clause will always occur sentence-initially if it is
higher on the hierarchy than another type of adverbial clause that precedes the main
clause/predicate. For instance, if a language uses causal clauses before the main clause/
predicate, one can predict that the temporal clauses and conditional clauses of the same
language also precede the main clause/predicate. (2) In languages in which individual
types of adverbial clauses may precede or follow the main clause/predicate (i.e. in
flexible ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV languages), adverbial clauses higher up on the hierarchy
will occur at least as frequently in sentence-initial position as adverbial clauses that
are lower on the hierarchy. If for example the causal clauses of a particular language
precede the main clause/predicate 15 percent of the time (on the average), one can
predict that at least 15 percent of the temporal clauses and 15 percent of the conditional
clauses also precede the main clause/predicate.21
3. DISCUSSION. I have shown that the ordering of main and of adverbial clauses
closely correlates with the position of the adverbial subordinator in the embedded
clause. In languages in which adverbial clauses include a final subordinator, as in most
OV languages, adverbial clauses tend to precede the main clause/predicate, whereas in
languages in which adverbial clauses are marked by initial subordinators, adverbial
clauses commonly occur in both initial and final position as in all VO languages and
a significant minority of OV and OV/VO languages with mixed head-dependent and/
or flexible word order. Furthermore, the reader has seen that in the latter language type,
the distribution of adverbial clauses varies with their meaning or function: conditional
clauses usually precede the main clause/predicate; temporal clauses are commonly preand postposed; causal clauses tend to occur in sentence-final position, but occasionally
they precede the main clause/predicate; finally, result and purpose clauses almost always
follow the associated element (i.e. S/VP).
I conclude by considering some of the factors that might motivate the distributional
behavior of adverbial clauses and begin the discussion by comparing the distribution
of adverbial clauses with the positional patterns of relative and complement clauses.
Relative clauses modify a noun or noun phrase functioning as the head of the relative
construction (see above). In VO languages adverbial clauses tend to follow the head
noun, whereas in OV languages relative clauses are common both before and after the
noun that they modify (Hawkins 1983, Lehmann 1984, Dryer 1992b).
21

Note that this prediction concerns the classes of conditional, temporal, causal, result, and purpose clauses;
individual types of these five classes may deviate from the pattern that is characteristic of a specific type
of adverbial clause in a specific language. For instance, temporal clauses of posteriority may follow the main
clause/predicate even though all other types of temporal clauses occur sentence-initially.

THE ORDERING DISTRIBUTION OF MAIN AND ADVERBIAL CLAUSES

447

Complement clauses function as arguments of a complement-taking predicate in the
superordinate clause. In VO languages complement clauses consistently follow the
main clause predicate, whereas in OV languages complement clauses may occur both
before and after the verbal head (Kuno 1974, Grosu & Thompson 1977, Dryer 1980).
As Hawkins (1988) and others have noted, there is a LEFT-RIGHT ASYMMETRY such that
relative and complement clauses are overall more common in the position after the
head (Kuno 1974, Dryer 1992b).
The ordering of main clause/predicate and adverbial clause presents, in a sense, the
mirror image of this pattern. In OV languages with consistent head-dependent ordering,
adverbial clauses almost always precede the main clause/predicate, whereas in VO
languages and OV and OV/VO languages with mixed head-dependent and/or flexible
word order, adverbial clauses commonly occur both before and after the main clause/
predicate. There is thus a RIGHT-LEFT ASYMMETRY in this case such that adverbial clauses
are overall more common in the position before the head. Furthermore, while relative
and complement clauses show a consistent pattern in VO but not in OV languages (i.e.
they consistently follow the head in VO languages), adverbial clauses behave more
consistently in OV languages (where they tend to precede the main clause/predicate)
than in VO languages (where they commonly occur in both initial and final position).
This is summarized in Table 6.
REL-N N-REL
COMP-V V-COMP
ADV-S/VP S/VP-ADV
VO
–
x
–
x
x
x
OV
x
x
x
x
x
–
TABLE 6. Distributional patterns of relative, complement, and adverbial clauses.

Table 6 shows that while relative and complement clauses are skewed in favor of the
order head-dependent, adverbial clauses tend to precede the element that they modify
(i.e. they are skewed in favor of the order dependent-head if one assumes that the main
clause/predicate is the head of the construction).
In the literature on word-order correlations it is commonly assumed that one of the
factors determining constituent order is parsing. Specifically, it has been argued that
languages tend to be either consistently right-branching (head initial) or consistently
left-branching (head final) for processing reasons; that is, structures following a consistent branching direction seem to be easier to process than structures with both left- and
right-branching (Kuno 1973, 1974, Frazier 1979, 1985, Dryer 1992b, Hawkins 1990,
1992, 1994, 1998). How, then, do we account for the asymmetries in Table 6, which
arise from mixed left- and right-branching? In particular, how do we explain the rightleft asymmetry in the distribution of adverbial clauses?22
If processing was the only factor determining the position of adverbial clauses one
would expect that adverbial clauses consistently precede the main clause/predicate in
head-final languages and that they always follow the main clause/predicate in headinitial languages. This study has shown, however, that although adverbial clauses tend
to precede the main clause/predicate in the majority of head final languages, there are
many languages—mainly head initial but also head final—in which adverbial clauses
commonly precede and follow the associated main clause/predicate. What all of the
latter languages (except for Tümpisa Shoshone) have in common is that they employ
initial subordinators. Since adverbial clauses that tend to precede the main clause are
22

For a possible explanation of the left-right asymmetry in the distribution of relative and complement
clauses see Kuno 1974, Grosu & Thompson 1977, Dryer 1980, and Hawkins 1988, 1994.
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generally marked by a subordinator at the end of the embedded clause (which is the
unmarked position for a subordinator in a head-final language), one might hypothesize
that the position of the subordinator is of central significance to the ordering distribution
of main and adverbial clauses. In fact, I suggest that there is a general tendency to
arrange clauses in such an order that the conjunction (or connecting affix) occurs between the two elements that it combines. This holds not only for complex sentences
including subordinate clauses but also for coordinate constructions, in which the coordinate conjunction (or affix) typically occurs between the two conjuncts (Johannessen
1998:109).23
If the position of the subordinator is in fact relevant to the ordering of main and
adverbial clauses, one has to explain why adverbial clauses marked by an initial subordinator do not always follow the main clause/predicate. I suggest that the right-left asymmetry in the distribution of adverbial clauses is due to discourse-pragmatic factors that
favor the use of certain types of adverbial clauses in sentence-initial position regardless
of the position of the subordinator in the embedded clause. As argued in studies by
Chafe (1984), Thompson and Longacre (1985), Givón (1990), and many others, adverbial clauses are often used to organize the information flow in the ongoing discourse.
More specifically, adverbial clauses are commonly preposed to the main clause in order
to provide a ‘framework’ or ‘orientation’ for the interpretation of information expressed
in the main clause (and possibly in subsequent clauses). In some languages, this is
immediately reflected in the morphological marking of initial adverbial clauses. As
Thompson and Longacre (1985) have pointed out, there are many languages in which
initial adverbial clauses are marked by the same morpheme as sentence topics (Haiman
1978, Marchese 1987). Consider, for instance, an example from Lisu.
(20) Lisu (Thompson & Longacre 1985:232)
[ame
th+ nwu patsé-a dye-a √u b+ -a
nya]
yesterday TIME you plain-to go-DECL FACT say-DECL TOPIC
nwu nya asa ma mu-a.
you TOPIC Asa not see-Q
‘When you went to the plain yesterday, didn’t you see Asa?’
In Lisu, initial adverbial clauses are marked by nya, which also serves to indicate the
topic in the following main clause. This suggests that adverbial clauses share certain
properties with topics: both provide pragmatically presupposed information that links
the following information to information that is already in the hearer’s knowledge
store.24 It is therefore reasonable to assume that the right-left asymmetry in the distribu23
Like adverbial clauses, complement clauses tend to occur in the position where the subordinator (i.e.
the complementizer) occurs between the two elements that it ‘combines’, i.e. the complement-taking predicate
and the subordinate clause. As noted by Kuno (1974) and Dryer (1980) among others, in head-final languages
complement clauses are often extraposed to the position after the main clause predicate, giving rise to the
left-right asymmetry in the distribution of complement clauses (see above). What is interesting in the context
of the current investigation is that the extraposition of complement clauses is basically restricted to complement clauses marked by initial subordinators (i.e. initial complementizers). As Grosu and Thompson (1977)
showed, complement clauses including a final subordinator and complement clauses with no overt marking
are usually not extraposed to the position after the main clause predicate in this type of language (cf. Dryer
1980). One way of interpreting this finding is to argue that the left-right asymmetry in the distribution of
complement clauses is due to the common occurrence of initial subordinators in both head initial and head
final languages (Dryer 1992a), which motivates the extraposition of complement clauses to the position after
the head where the subordinator occurs between the two elements that it combines.
24
In the functional literature, it is often argued that (initial) adverbial clauses are topics (Haiman 1978,
Thompson & Longacre 1985) but this hypothesis is problematic. While preposed adverbial clauses share
certain properties with sentence topics (both provide pragmatically presupposed information), they are not
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tion of adverbial clauses is due to their discourse-pragmatic function, which motivates
the use of adverbial clauses in sentence-initial position and overrides the preference
for final occurrence that arises from other factors (i.e. the use of an initial subordinator).
If this analysis is correct, it raises an interesting question for future research. Given
that conditional clauses precede the main clause more often than temporal clauses,
which in turn are more often preposed than causal, result, and purpose clauses, one
must ask why conditional clauses (and to a lesser degree, temporal clauses) are much
more likely to provide an orientation or framework for subsequent information than
causal, result, and purpose clauses, which tend to occur in sentence-final position, where
they provide additional information concerning the preceding main clause (Ford 1993,
Diessel 1996).

APPENDIX A:
North America
1. West Greenlandic
2. Slave
3. Lakota
4. Tümpisa Shoshone
5. Ayutla Mixtec
6. Tzutujil
South America
7. Barasano
8. Quechua
9. Wari’
10. Urubu-Kaapor
11. Sanuma
12. Ndyuka
Asia
13. Modern Hebrew
14. Arabic
15. Persian
16. Punjabi
17. Malayalam
18. Japanese
19. Korean
20. Meithei
21. Tibetan
Europe
22. German
23. French
24. Polish
25. Hungarian
26. Turkish
27. Lezgian
28. Georgian

LANGUAGES

Eskimo-Aleut
Athapaskan
Siouan
Uto-Aztecan
Oto-Manguean
Mayan

Fortescue 1984
Rice 1989
Buechel 1939
Dayley 1989
Hills 1990
Dayley 1985

Tucanoan
Quechuan
Chapacura-Wanham
Tupı́
Yanomam
English-based Creole

Jones & Jones 1991
Weber 1989
Everett & Kern 1997
Kakumasu 1986
Borgman 1990
Huttar & Huttar 1994

Semitic
Semitic
Iranian
Indic
Dravidian
Japanese
Isolate
Tibeto-Burman
Tibeto-Burman

Glinert 1989
Holes 1995
Mahootian 1997
Bhatia 1993
Asher & Kumari 1997
Kuno 1978
Chang 1989, Sohn 1994
Chelliah 1997
Denwood 1999

Germanic
Romance
Slavic
Ugric
Turkic
North Caucasian
South Caucasian

Diessel 1996
Calvez 1993
Bielec 1998
Kenesei et al. 1998
Kornfilt 1997
Haspelmath 1993
Hewitt 1987, 1995, Fähnrich 1987

topics in the sense that the whole sentence is ABOUT the event or situation described in the adverbial clause.
Thus, if one characterizes initial adverbial clauses as topics (because they share certain properties with
sentence topics and may be marked by the same morpheme), one has to distinguish between different types
of topics—as, for instance, suggested by Lambrecht (1994:125), who differentiates between ‘primary topics’
(i.e. simple sentence topics) and ‘scene-setting topics’; the latter notion subsumes initial adverbial clauses
(see also Dik’s (1980) distinction between ‘topics’ and ‘themes’).
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Africa
29. Kwami
Chadic
30. Kera
Chadic
31. Babungo
Benue-Congo
32. Supyire
Gur
33. Kana
Benue-Congo
34. Turkana
Nilo-Saharan
Oceanic Ⳮ New Guinea Ⳮ Australia
35. Indonesian
Austronesian
36. Tagalog
Austronesian
37. Usan
Adelbert Range
38. Amele
Madang
39. Ungarinjin
Wororan
40. Arabana Wangkangurru
Pama-Nyungan

APPENDIX B:

Sneddon 1996
Schachter & Otanes 1972
Reesink 1987
Roberts 1987, 1988
Rumsey 1982
Hercus 1989

WORD ORDER CORRELATIONS

subordinator

adpositiona

OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

(PO)

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

gn

S-SUB

(PO)

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV
OV

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

GN

S-SUB

(PO)
(PO)

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN

S-SUB

PO

GN/NG

S-SUB

(PO)

GN

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PO

GN

SUB-S

PR

NG/GN

SUB-S

PO

GN

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG/GN

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PO

GN

SUB-S

PR

NG

S-SUB

PO/PR

NG/GN

SUB-S

(PR)

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

verb-object
(1) Rigid
Barasano
Japanese
Lezgian
Meithei
Sanuma
Slave
Tibetan
Usan

Leger 1994
Ebert 1979
Schaub 1985
Carlson 1994
Ikoro 1996
Dimmendaal 1983

genitive

ADV-S/VP

(2) Nonrigid ADV-S/VP
Amele
Korean
Lakota
Malayalam
Quechua
Turkish
Urubu Kaapor
Ungarinjin
West Greenlandic

(3) Flexible ADV-S/VP Ⳮ S/VP-ADV
Arabic
VO
Ayutla Mixtec
VO
French
VO
Georgian
OV
German
OV/VO
Hungarian
OV/VO
Indonesian
VO
Kana
VO
Modern Hebrew
VO
Ndyuka
VO
Persian
OV
Polish
VO
Punjabi
OV
Tagalog
VO
Tümpisa Shoshone
OV/VO
Turkana
VO
Tzutujil
VO

GN
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(4) Mixed
Babungo
Kera
Kwami
Supyire
Wari’

ADV-S/VP
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Ⳮ S/VP-ADV

(5) Nonrigid S/VP-ADV
Arabana Wangkangurru

VO
VO
VO
DO V IO
VO

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR

NG

SUB-S

PR/PO

GN

SUB-S

PR

NG

OV

S-SUB

(PO)

NG/GN

(6) Rigid S/VP-ADV
not attested in the current sample
a

Parentheses indicate the use of locational affixes rather than adpositions.

REFERENCES
GRAMMARS

ASHER, R. E., and T. C. KUMARI 1997. Malayalam. London: Routledge.
BHATIA, TEJ K. 1993. Punjabi: A cognitive-descriptive grammar. London: Routledge.
BIELEC, DANA. 1998. Polish: An essential grammar. London: Routledge.
BORGMAN, DONALD M. 1990. Sanuma. Handbook of Amazonian languages, ed. by Desmond
C. Derbyshire and Geoffrey K. Pullum (3 vols., 1986–1990), 2.15–248. Berlin: Mouton
de Gruyter.
BUECHEL, EUGENE S. J. 1939. A grammar of Lakota. The language of the Teton Sioux
Indians. Saint Francis P.O., South Dakota: Saint Francis Mission.
CALVEZ, DANIEL J. 1993. French reference grammar. Lincolnwood: NTC Publishing Group.
CARLSON, ROBERT. 1994. A grammar of Supyire. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
CHANG, SUK-JIN. 1989. Korean: Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
CHELLIAH, SHOBHANA L. 1997. A grammar of Meithei. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
DAYLEY, JON P. 1985. Tzutujil grammar. Berkeley: University of California Press.
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