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A number of researchers have noted that the structure of linked dependent clauses
(including such things as argument coding, zero anaphora) can differ from that in main
clauses in a range of languages. It has been proposed that there is a continuum of linked
clause types which show greater or lesser divergence (or ‘deformation’) from main clause
morphosyntax. There are basically two hypotheses in the typological literature to explain
this:

o  the  discourse  function  of  clauses  (main  and  subordinate)  determines  their
syntactic form (degree of nominalization and expression as independent verbal
predicates) – Hopper and Thompson, Fox, O’Dowd

o  the semantic link between the predicates of the main and dependent clauses
(degree of bonding) determines their syntactic forms (degree of nominalisation and
expression as independent verbal predicates) – Givón “binding hierarchy”, Silverstein,
Foley and van Valin, Lehmann, Van Valin and LaPolla.

In  this  paper  I  will  draw  on  cross-linguistic  data  from  a  number  of  Australian
Aboriginal languages to explore the kinds of linkage hierarchies that occur and whether
either or both of these hypotheses can account for the generalizations that emerge from
the Australian data. Some suggestions will be made about the wider relevance of these
findings for other languages.

REFERENCES

Foley,  William A.  and Robert  D.  van Valin,  Jr.  1983. Functional Syntax and Universal
Grammar. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Fox, Barbara. 1983. The discourse function of the participle in Ancient Greek. In F.
KleinAndreu (ed.), Discourse perspectives in syntax, 23–40. New York: Academic
Press.

Givon, Talmy. 1980. The binding hierarchy and the typology of complements. Studies in
Language 4: 333–377.

Hopper, Paul J. and Sandra A. Thompson. 1984. The discourse basis of lexical categories
in universal grammar. Language 60(4): 703–752.

Lehmann, Christian. 1988. Towards a typology of clause linkage. In John Haiman and
Sandra A. Thompson (eds), Clause Combining in Grammar and Discourse, 181–
225. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

O'Dowd, Elizabeth 1992. The syntactic metaphor of subordination: a typological study.
Lingua 86: 47–80.

Silverstein, Michael. 1976. Hierarchy of features and ergativity. In R.M.W. Dixon (ed.),
Grammatical Categories in Australian Languages, 112–171. Canberra: Australian
Institute of Aboriginal Studies.



2

Van Valin, Robert D. Jr. 1984. A typology of syntactic relations in clause linkage.
Berkeley Linguistics Society 10: 542–558.

Van Valin, Robert D. and Randy LaPolla. 1997. Syntax: structure, meaning and function.
Cambridge, UK: CUP


