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LANGUAGE, VOLUME 72, NUMBER 1 (1996) 

The emergence and development of SVO patterning in Latin and French: Dia- 
chronic and psycholinguistic perspectives. By BRIGITTE L. M. BAUER. New 
York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995. Pp. xvi, 242. 

Reviewed by DAVID W. LIGHTFOOT, University of Maryland 

Languages change over time, and historical linguists, who study the phenom- 
enon and fancy themselves as scientists, seek to explain what they observe. 
However, historical linguists who limit themselves to phenomena of language 
change are prone to offer pseudo-explanations which lose touch with reality 
and which create mysteries where there is nothing mysterious. This feature is 
found in much historical work and is illustrated most recently and most graphi- 
cally by the book under review. 

The book needs to be set in the context of the 'typological' approach to 
change which flourished in the 1970s. Language types were defined in terms 
of the harmonic properties of Greenberg's (1966) universals. One could then 
distinguish 'pure' and 'transitional' types, and a particular pure type, e.g. a 
SOV language with several of the features of Latin might change into a fairly 
pure SVO-type like French, by changing the various harmonic features in accor- 
dance with a universal 'diachronic continuum' (e.g. Lehmann 1974, Vennemann 
1975). The explanation for any particular change, therefore, lay in the notion 
that the language was taking another step along the universal continuum, and 
the explanans was that continuum, which existed presumably in some theory 
of history. The continuum crucially was the explanans, not the explanandum, 
as comparable notions of drift had been for Sapir and earlier writers. Since the 
continuum was essentially a diachronic notion, it could not exist as part of a 
theory of acquisition nor as part of the theory of language types, and such a 
theory of history was the essential mystery concocted by these typologists. 
This approach was discussed critically in Lightfoot 1979a,b. 

Brigitte Bauer now offers us a revision of her 1992 Nijmegen PhD disserta- 
tion, supervised by Bernard Bichakjian, in which she adapts the work of typolo- 
gists like Lehmann and Vennemann and avoids postulating principles of history. 
Like the typologists, B is interested in comprehensive changes. But rather than 
thinking in terms of a language moving from one pure type to another, via 
various transitional types, B argues that Latin (like other early Indo-European 
languages) was a thorough-going left branching (LB) language which changed 
into a thorough-going right branching (RB) system in French. We'll get to the 
explanation for this comprehensive shift later. 

B (25-6) offers the following examples of Latin LB structures, along with 
the equivalent RB structures of French. 

(1) LATIN LB STRUCTURES FRENCH RB STRUCTURES 

a. object verb verb object 
exercitum duxit il conduisit l'armee 

b. PP verb verb PP 
in partes discindere diviser en parties 

c. adverb verb verb adverb 
leniter ridere rire doucement 
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REVIEWS 

d. adjective 
avidus 

e. noun 
me 
temporis 

f. adjective 
longissimus 

g. genitive 
deorum 

h. noun 
pecuniae 

i. referent 
Paulo 

j. adjective 
grand 

k. noun 
leg 

1. verb 
am 

m. noun 
populus 

copula 
est 
adposition 
-cum 
causa 
noun 
truncus 
noun 
munus 
adjective 
avidus 
comparative 
grandior 
degree 
-ior 
ending 
-ibus 
ending 
-av-erit 
conjunction 
-que 

copula 
il est 
adposition 
avec 
ai cause 
noun 
un tronc 
noun 
le present 
adjective 
avide 
comparative 
plus grand 
degree 
plus 
preposition 
avec 
aux/pronoun 
il aura 
conjunction 
et 

These lists make sense only if the rightmost item in the Latin list and the leftmost 
item in the French list are heads of the phrases to which they project and which 
contain the other item: thus vp[exercitum vduxit], etc. The definition of a head 
(Ch. 2) makes it difficult to judge quite how analytical decisions have been 
made, but the empirical problems are clear.1 

First, if one finds equivalent orders to the above which clearly do not involve 
a head and some other element in the headed phrase, then the ordering facts 
are not related to head-complement relations or, therefore, to branching proper- 
ties. So, for example, Latin verbs follow adverbs and PPs even when the adverb 
or PP is sentential, i.e. not a member of the VP headed by the verb. Therefore, 
there is more to be said, and adverb-verb and PP-verb order cannot be invoked 
as indicating a left branching VP. 

Second, it is well-known that adjectives and adjective phrases (APs) often 
have different positions, as in English (the tall man/the man taller than anybody 
I have met) and French (le grand homme/l'homme plus grand que moi). A 
noun modified by an AP reveals something about branching structure, but not 
a noun modified by a simple adjective, where one has either N-A or A-N but 
no branching. 

Third, more theoretical discussion is required to show how a comparative 

l While taking a verbal head as head of the VP to which it projects, B then uses 'head' in quite 
different senses, as when she writes that 'there is a general consensus to consider the verb the 
head of the direct object ... Likewise the noun governs the adjective because it determines its 
gender, number and case' (42). After roundly condemning X-bar theory, B ends up adopting its 
notion of head, at least for syntactic purposes (46). 

adjective 
avide 
noun 
moi 
du temps 
adjective 
tres allonge 
genitive 
des dieux 
noun 
d'argent 
referent 
que Paul 
adjective 
grand 
noun 
des lois 
verb 
aime 
noun 
le peuple 
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LANGUAGE, VOLUME 72, NUMBER 1 (1996) 

ending like -ior or a case ending like -ibus acts as a comparable head, and still 
more to show how a clitic like the Latin conjunction -que is a head and how a 
nonclitic like the French conjunction et is also a head in a comparable sense. 

Fourth, if synthetic forms like Latin grandior and legibus have the same 
structure (apart from direction of branching) as the analytic French forms plus 
grand and avec des lois (surely a PP), it would have been helpful to read some 
analysis and justification. Like 1970s typological work, this book offers analyses 
which are rarely based on anything more than random anecdotal observations 
or impressions about preferred orders in various texts. 

Nowhere is this analytical sloppiness clearer than in the discussion of early 
Latin. B seeks to demonstrate that there can be no external causes for the 
comprehensive shift from LB to RB (50-3). That is, the change was not moti- 
vated by the languages with which Latin speakers had contact: Gaulish, Ger- 
manic, Oscan, Umbrian. Each language gets a paragraph or so. We are told 
that Gaulish 'was undergoing a shift from left to right branching ... but it still 
featured SOV residues' (50) (no data are given) and that 'the unmarked genitive 
was left branched in Oscan and Umbrian' (53). We are given no idea of what 
kind of grammar B is presupposing, and structures are invoked sometimes be- 
cause they are the 'most frequent', or 'unmarked', or 'underlying', although 
these notions are not defined. We are given quite implausible claims about the 
motivation of authors, with no attempt to provide evidence or argumentation: 
'the verb in initial position was meant, for example, to underscore its grammati- 
cal features: mood, tense, or voice' (93), etc. B has read some of the post- 
Pollock generative literature on verb movement, but she does not assimilate it 
(although it would have solved some problems if she had). In addition, the 
work on the acquisition of verb movement stemming from Wexler 1994, which 
appeared after the dissertation was completed, addresses some of the difficul- 
ties she confronts in Ch. 6, 'The acquisition of branching'. 

It is clear that there are several differences in branching structure between 
the grammars of Latin and French, but B's account is less useful than it might 
have been by virtue of her analytical idiosyncrasies and by her commitment to 
the notion of a single comprehensive change. In fact, RB structures emerged 
at very different times and at different rates; B is aware of this, but it is difficult 
to extrapolate the dating details from her text. This is unfortunate because that 
is exactly the kind of information which might enable one to track changes in 
primary linguistic data and parametric changes, which is what one needs for 
an explanation of the grammatical shifts (e.g. Lightfoot 1995). 

That, however, is not B's view of how the changes should be explained. 
Rather, she views the change in direction of branching as irreversible and adopts 
Bichakjian's 'evolutionary concept of language change' under which general 
and irreversible language changes are viewed as analogous to evolutionary 
change at the phylogenetic level (15-6, 170-1). She implements this by arguing 
that the switch from LB to RB represents evolutionary progression because 
LB languages, at least as manifested in Latin (with nonagglutinating morphol- 
ogy), were hard for children to acquire. Hence the progression to RB structures: 
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REVIEWS 

'Latin must have been a difficult language to master, and one understands why 
this type of language represents a temporary stage in linguistic development' 
(188). So, she explains her diachronic change not in a mysterious theory of 
history, along the lines of the earlier typologists, but rather in terms of human 
biology: our brains work in such a way that complex structures in LB languages 
without agglutinative morphology are hard to acquire. This, of course, immedi- 
ately raises the question of why early Latin would have been LB. B devotes 
section 7.2 to this question: 'If left-branching structures are less recursive and 
are acquired with greater difficulty, it is indeed legitimate to wonder why lan- 
guages, in an early period, exhibit this kind of structure' (216). She concludes 
that this 'still remains to be explained' (217). 

One can explain a change by saying that human biology required it, but human 
biology must also allow an account for how Latin was acquired, unless one 
has evidence that it was not acquired in the usual way. B's error is precisely 
comparable to that of a linguist who explains a property of English or a creole 
language by saying that it manifests some otherwise unmotivated property of 
Universal Grammar, which in fact makes other grammars unlearnable willy 
nilly. This is a kind of Lamarckism with a twist: truly acquired properties are 
given a biological explanation. Properties of UG have been postulated success- 
fully by arguments from the poverty of the stimulus, and so far only on that 
basis. There is an increasing tendency to invent properties of UG in order to 
explain the direction of certain diachronic changes (Lightfoot 1995). The fallacy 
is widespread, and B represents a particularly striking example of this reason- 
ing. I therefore recommend her book as a cautionary tale. 
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