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Linguistic universals are generalizations about language structure hypothesized to hold for all human
languages. A common view is that linguistic universals are unrestricted, that is, of the form ‘All languages
have X’ (e.g., ‘All languages have nouns and verbs’). However, languages are extremely diverse in
structure, and unrestricted universals are quite rare. The great majority of known linguistic universals
are restricted universals, for example, implicational universals of the form ‘If a language has Y, then it also
has X’ (e.g., If in a language adjectives precede the noun they modify, then the demonstrative does also’).
Universals are rarely exceptionless, and quantitative and statistical techniques are used to find and
evaluate universals. Terms like ‘noun’ and ‘verb’ in linguistic universals must be defined in a cross-
linguistically valid way, that is, as comparative concepts. A variety of explanations have been offered for
linguistic universals, including language learning, language processing, conceptual structure, and

language change.

History

European exploration and colonization led to contact with non-European societies and their languages.
By the 19th century, the emerging field of linguistics in Europe became aware of the tremendous diversity
of grammatical structures of languages outside of Europe, not only major languages with written
traditions but also the vastly greater number of languages spoken in smaller indigenous societies [see
Linguistic Variation]. During the 19th century, languages were compared in terms of their structure as
well as their historical relationships. However, language differences were emphasized, and theories of
differences were based on putative psychological and cultural traits of societies that stemmed from racial
and ethnic stereotypes. In the early 20th century, such stereotypes and explanations were rejected.
Structuralist theories focused on the interconnection of grammatical traits within a single language [see

Language].

By the middle of the 20th century, attention returned to universals across languages, and language
documentation had progressed to the point that substantive linguistic universals could be proposed and

tested. An important development, associated with Joseph H. Greenberg (Greenberg, 1966), was the

discovery of restricted universals of language. Greenberg’s initial discoveries led to the positing of many
other restricted linguistic universals. A second approach, associated with Noam Chomsky, argues for

unrestricted linguistic universals with an ultimately biological basis (Hauser et al., 2002). The most

studied domain of language universals is grammatical structure, but there is also significant research in

universals of sound structure (Maddieson, 1984; Hyman & Plank, 2018) and, more recently, universals of

lexical semantics (Talmy, 1985; Koptjevskaja-Tamm & Vanhove, 2012; Majid et al., 2008; Majid et al., 2018)

[see Phonologyl.

Core concepts

Linguistic universals describe patterns that are hypothesized to hold for all human languages. A popular

conception is that a universal describes a particular grammatical structure that holds for all languages,
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for example, the hypothesis that all languages have nouns and verbs. This type of universal is called an
unrestricted universal. In fact, there is tremendous diversity of grammatical structures of all kinds across
the 7,000+ known languages of the world. There are few unrestricted linguistic universals, and those that

have been proposed also face definitional issues.

However, there are many more restricted linguistic universals. Restricted universals described a
conditional relation such as material implication, for example, ‘If in a language, adjectives precede the
noun they modify, then the demonstrative does also’ (in formula form: AN > DemN). English conforms to
this universal: In this red book, the demonstrative this and the adjective red precede the noun book.
Restricted universals accommodate some variation in structure across languages. Spanish conforms, with
este libro rojo (with the literal gloss [“lit.”]: ‘this book red, NA and DemN), and so does I'saka (Skou family,
Papua New Guinea), with a nua ble (lit. ‘pig big this’). But restricted universals constrain that variation—in
this case, the word order combination AN and NDem is hypothesized not to exist because if a language

has AN order, then it also has DemN order.

A restricted universal such as AN D DemN is an implicational universal. There are also proposed
biconditional universals, such as ‘If in a language, the genitive modifier follows the noun, then it also has
prepositions, and vice versa’ (in formula form: NGen = PrepN). For example, French has prepositions (d
Marie, ‘to Marie’) and a postposed genitive or possession (le livre de Marie, ‘the book of Marie’). Conversely,
Amele (Madang family, Papua New Guinea) cahel sain na (lit. ‘famine time in’), ‘in a time of famine’, has a

preposed genitive and a postposition.

Another common type of universal is a hierarchy, which is a chain of implicational universals. For
example, some languages only express a plural number on certain semantic classes of nouns or
pronouns, specifically, if plural marking is found on nouns denoting inanimate objects, then plural
marking is also found on nonhuman animate nouns; if plural marking is found on nonhuman animate
nouns, then it is also found on human nouns, leading to the hierarchy human < animate < inanimate. For
example, in Kharia (Munda family, India), ‘cats’ is biloi-ki with a plural suffix, while sore means ‘stone’ or
‘stones’; by contrast, in Tiwi (Tiwian family, Australia), ‘young girls’ is wa-wualaka-wi with plural prefix

and suffix, while waliwalini means ‘ant’ or ‘ants.

Defining and evaluating linguistic universals

Three basic issues arise in defining and evaluating linguistic universals. The first is how to deal with
linguistic variation: Languages often have more than one construction expressing a particular meaning
or function. English has two genitive constructions that differ in word order: the car’s trunk (GenN) and the
trunk of the car (NGen). In many such cases, linguists describe one construction as more basic than the
other in the relevant function. Criteria for basicness include greater frequency in use, greater generality

in function, and greater simplicity in form.
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The second issue is what to do with exceptions to proposed universals. There are languages with a basic
GenN order that have prepositions, such as Maung (Iwaidjan family, Australia) and Palikur (Arawakan
family, Brazil), but they are quite rare. From the beginning of the study of restricted universals, proposed
universals were not always exceptionless; they were often statistical universals. Statistical universals are
informative because the cross-linguistic occurrence of possible structures is skewed due to the ‘soft’

constraints described by statistical universals (Dryer, 1992; Dryer, 1997).

The third and most fundamental issue is how to define the grammatical concepts used to formulate
linguistic universals. When one proposes that all languages have nouns and verbs, what is a ‘noun’ and
what is a ‘verb’? Since the advent of structuralism, grammatical categories, features, and constructions are
defined with respect to the structures of the particular languages in which they occur. That is,
grammatical categories are incommensurable across languages. Instead, other means must be used to
define grammatical concepts that are cross-linguistically valid, that is, comparative concepts (Haspelmath,_

2010). Comparative concepts are generally defined in terms of meaning or function (Greenberg, 1966), but

one can also define comparative concepts in terms of properties of structure that are cross-linguistically
valid, such as word order, or zero versus overt coding of meanings such as singular or plural.
Comparative concepts incorporating properties of structure are called strategies (Keenan & Comrie, 1977;

Stassen, 1985, 1997; Croft, 2022).

Questions, controversies, and new developments

The three issues of variation in form, exceptions to universals, and defining comparative concepts remain
open questions and are sometimes controversial. Instead of setting aside variation for a basic
construction expressing a function, variation can be incorporated in finding language universals because
variation is often a symptom of language change in progress. In fact, many universals of language

structure are actually the product of universals of language change (Greenberg, 1969, 1978).

More recent research has employed increasingly sophisticated quantitative and statistical methods to
evaluate proposed statistical universals. In these cases, mathematical models of language diversification

and change are used to analyze or simulate restricted linguistic universals (e.g., Shcherbakova et al., 2024).

Defining comparative concepts, particularly those that include properties of linguistic form, and their
relation to language-particular grammatical structures remains challenging. One debate is over
comparative concepts and whether they are the same or different in type from language-particular

grammatical concepts (Haspelmath, 2010; Croft, 2016).

Broader connections

Of course, linguistic universals demand explanations that connect language structure to human cognition
and social interaction. A variety of explanations have been offered, all of which may be valid in some
contexts. Linguistic universals may be shaped by constraints in the language learning process, including

first language acquisition (Chomsky, 1972, 1986; Christiansen & Chater, 2016) [see Language Acquisition].
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They also may be the byproduct of language processing, such as parsing (Hawkins, 2014), or frequency

effects in storage, production, and comprehension (Bybee, 2010) [see Psycholinguistics; Iterated

Learning]. Other constraints may be due to the structure of the space of concepts expressed in language

(Haspelmath, 2003; Croft & Poole, 2008). Finally, the universals that hold for the grammar of a language at

a given point in time may be the result of universal processes of language change, in both their social and

cognitive dimensions.

Further reading

o Comrie, B. 1989. Language universals and linguistic typology (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

« Croft, W. 2003. Typology and universals, 2nd edition. Cambridge University Press.
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