
From VSO to SVO in Austroasiatic?  
Towards a study of pragmatic pressures in the loss of verb-initial order 

Wei-Wei Lee 
Institute of Comparative Linguistics (UZH) 

 
Verb-initial word orders (VSO/VOS) seem to be widely disfavored in the world’s languages. 
Only around 9% of the languages exhibits a basic order that is verb-initial (Dryer 2013), and 
this is never the exclusive order (Greenberg 1966:79; Nichols 2003:305). Verb-initial orders 
have moreover been shown to conflict with cognitive biases in language processing and 
communication. Yet, VSO and VOS orders are found to a considerable degree within the 
dominantly SVO-ordered Austroasiatic language family (Jenny forthcoming). The 
Austroasiatic languages are spoken today in an area stretching from eastern India to Vietnam. 
Interestingly, the V1 structures occur in geographically scattered languages across very 
diverse language groups. While the appearance of VOS order in the Nicobarese languages 
can be attributed to areal influence, the unexpected VSO structures attested in other language 
groups are still in need of an explanation. 
 
The first theoretical paper of my cumulative dissertation will tentatively posit a scenario in 
which the VSO order already existed in the protolanguage, explaining the current VSO 
structures as remnants. This scenario assumes that this order was lost in the present-day 
SVO languages. A shift from VSO to SVO is deemed more likely than the reverse process, 
based on the (intra- and interlinguistic) locus of the structures and evidence of similar 
developments in other language phyla. In many of these cases, pragmatic factors have been 
suggested to play a significant role in the process (e.g. Donohue 2005; Dimmendaal 2006). I 
suggest that this may also be the case in Austroasiatic languages. Languages in Mainland 
Southeast Asia are characterized by a highly pragmatically oriented grammar (Bisang 2006). 
Furthermore, word order variation triggered by information-structural aspects is common in 
languages in the area, including the Austroasiatic languages (Jenny forthcoming). For most 
of the languages in question (i.e. with attested VSO structures), however, the little data 
currently available are only vaguely indicative at most. At this stage, it remains unclear what 
factors the alternation of word order is conditioned by. Collection of additional narratives and 
conversations and the resulting corpus will enable the first systematic investigation of the role 
of pragmatics in these languages. This also includes the interaction with other linguistic 
domains, particularly morphosyntax and semantics. 
 
The follow-up, data-driven study will focus on the Palaungic branch. Fieldwork in Myanmar 
will start in July, the output of which is expected to enable an exploratory pilot study. This is 
an essential step prior to corpus annotation, not only for practical reasons, but perhaps more 
importantly because of the lack of notional and terminological consensus in the field of 
information structure (Jacobs 2001; Song 2012:4; Matić & Wedgwood 2013). This problem, 
along with other issues, has shaped an incongruous picture of research in this area with often 
incompatible results. Several of these issues will be briefly addressed during the talk. For this 
pragmatic study, I aim to create a broad cross-linguistic overview of the documented findings 
so far with respect to VS/SV order variation and change. The challenge is to reconcile a range 



of diverging approaches and employed concepts. Only in this manner will cross-linguistic 
comparison become possible.  
 
The approach taken here is both fieldwork- and corpus-based. After a brief scan of the first 
texts and selection of the pragmatic factors to examine, these will be coded in the corpus on 
separate tiers, in addition to morphosyntactic and semantic tiers. Detailed annotation 
guidelines will be set up beforehand to maximize homogeneity across annotators. Due to the 
fuzzy nature of notions like ‘topic’ and ‘focus’ (e.g. Vallduví 1990; Chafe 1994; Lambrecht 
1994), it is most likely that more basic features will be used instead into which these concepts 
may be deconstructed, such as ‘given’ and ‘new’. In addition to theoretical reasons, it has also 
been shown that the inter-annotator agreement is higher for the latter set of features in 
comparison to the former (Ritz et al. 2008). I will point out some issues that are involved in 
coding information-structural features. Finally, the annotated corpus will enable statistical 
analysis of frequencies and mixed effects.  
 
In my subsequent research, I may look at argument coding in the Austroasiatic languages 
from a typological perspective. This is an area in which interactions with word order are to be 
expected, especially in the isolating and largely zero-marking Austroasiatic languages in 
Southeast Asia. The exact focus of my following papers will however to a large extent depend 
on what I find in the new data. 
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