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The paucity or absence of inflectional morphology (radical analyticity) and
the omission of verbal arguments with no concomitant agreement (radical
pro-drop) are well-known characteristics of East and mainland Southeast
Asian languages (EMSEA). Both of them have a special status in typology
and linguistic theory. Radical analyticity is known under the term of
‘morphological isolation’ and has recently been described as ‘diachronically
anomalous’ (McWhorter 2016), while radical pro-drop is a theoretical
challenge since Rizzi (1986). The present paper offers an alternative view on
these characteristics based on data from EMSEA languages, radically
analytic West African languages and pidgins and creoles. It develops
diachronic evolutionary scenarios combining the specific properties of
languages in their diachronic and geographic situations with two different
notions of complexity (hidden vs. overt complexity) and factors which tend
to block the development of inflectional morphological paradigms. From
such a perspective, radical analyticity and radical pro-drop are by no means
extraordinary. Given the enormous size of the task, the paper is a thought
experiment based on available data and discussions on the above languages
for stimulating further research.

Keywords: diachronic linguistics, frequency, grammaticalization, linguistic
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1. Setting the stage: The basic idea of the paper

East and mainland Southeast Asian languages are generally known for their rad-
ically analytic morphology and for being radical pro-drop. Radical analyticity
roughly corresponds to the more traditional notion of isolating morphology and
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is defined by McWhorter (2016, p. 50) as the ‘paucity or absence of inflectional (as
opposed to derivational) marking indicated by affixation, tone, or vowel changes in
quality or length’. Grammars of languages with radical pro-drop allow the omis-
sion of verbal arguments without the presence of concomitant agreement mor-
phology on the verb (Rizzi 1986; Ackema et al. 2006; Neeleman and Szendrői
2007 and many others). With this definition, radical pro-drop differs from “mild”
pro-drop as it is found in Italian or Spanish, in which the person/number features
of the subject are still expressed on the verb. Languages with radical pro-drop are
a challenge for linguistic theory because they show that there is no necessary cor-
relation between morphological richness and the licencing of pro-drop (also cf.
Section 5.5 and footnote 12 in Section 4 on pidgins and creoles).

Radical analyticity is not limited to the languages of East and mainland
Southeast Asia (EMSEA). Similar properties are found in some West African lan-
guages of the Niger-Congo family (Gbe languages, Yoruba, Nupe) and in some
Austronesian languages spoken on the islands of Flores and Timor. The present
paper will be focused on the comparison of EMSEA languages with isolating West
African languages and with Pidgin and Creole languages. It starts out from the
observation that the highly analytic languages of West Africa show no radical pro-
drop, while the highly analytic languages of East and mainland Southeast Asia
do so. As it will be shown, this difference is related to the question of whether
the ancestor languages involved had inflectional morphological paradigms for the
features of person, number and, in some languages, gender or noun class. East
and mainland Southeast Asian languages did not have such paradigms in their
ancestor languages and are overwhelmingly radical pro-drop, while the analytic
languages of West Africa had them and show no radical pro-drop. The effects
of such paradigms even show up after extreme situations of contact as they are
found in pidgins and creoles. As will be shown, the pro-drop properties of pidgin
and creole languages remarkably covary with the presence/absence of inflectional
morphological paradigms in the contact languages involved. Moreover, the num-
ber of pidgin and creole languages with radical pro-drop is relatively small (for
details, cf. Section 4). Finally, it may be added that other well-known radical pro-
drop languages did not have inflectional paradigms with person/number mark-
ing. This is the case for the radically analytic languages of the Austronesian family1

as well as for non-radically analytic languages like Japanese and Korean.2

1. Cf. Ross (2002) and Adelaar (2005). As one can see from Ross (2002: 52–53), Austronesian
does have inflectional morphological paradigms but these paradigms typically do not include
person/number marking.

2. These languages have inflectional morphology for various categories on the verb (tense,
aspect, modality, evidentiality, negation, etc.) but no person/number marking.
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The findings on the presence or absence of radical pro-drop in its correlation
to the absence of inflectional morphological paradigms in EMSEA languages in
analytic West African languages and in pidgin and creole languages will be mod-
elled in diachronic evolutionary scenarios based on two types of complexity and
two types of maturation (Bisang 2009, 2014b, 2015a) in combination with a few
other factors which tend to block the emergence of incipient inflectional morpho-
logical paradigms in the radically analytic EMSEA languages.

From the perspective of radical pro-drop, the grammars of EMSEA languages
have the potential to produce more simple surface structures than the majority
of pidgins and creoles inasmuch as they can leave the information on person/
number/(gender/noun class) features of verbal arguments to pragmatic inference.
This shows that explanations in terms of intensive contact and the emergence
of languages with minimal grammatical complexity is not necessarily sufficient.
For that reason, the scenario presented in this paper needs a richer concept of
complexity that integrates pragmatic inference and thus goes beyond the general
discussion in linguistic typology (Kusters 2003; Dahl 2004; Sinnemäki 2011 and
others). Such a concept is crucial for modeling the presence/absence of radical
pro-drop in this paper. Its basic idea is that linguistic complexity is the result of the
competing motivations of explicitness (overt encoding of grammatical categories)
and economy (pragmatic inference of grammatical categories existing in a given
language). This competition creates two types of complexity, explicitness-based
overt complexity which manifests itself in linguistic form as it is discussed in
typology and economy-based hidden complexity which leaves information which
is part of the grammatical inventory of a language to pragmatic inference (Bisang
2009, 2014b, 2015a).

If a language has an inflectional morphological paradigm expressing person/
number/ (gender/noun class) agreement on the verb, information on these fea-
tures will generally be available for subject nouns (and maybe object nouns, if there
is obligatory object agreement). Thus, one may argue that speakers are not used to
this kind of pragmatic inference in languages which show overt complexity with
regard to these features, while this is no problem to speakers who grow up in a
linguistic environment of hidden complexity in which the frequency of these fea-
tures is low because there are no inflectional morphological paradigms requiring
their presence. This difference supports structures with no radical pro-drop in rad-
ically analytic West African languages and enhances radical pro-drop in EMSEA
languages. In the case of pidgin and creole languages, both effects can be observed,
depending on the properties of the input languages (also cf. Section 5.3).

The scenarios developed in this paper are understood as the result of a
thought experiment based on representative data from the languages involved.
Even though the paper does not offer a systematic and rigorous statistical analysis
its aim is to contribute to the understanding of why languages show the properties
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they have at a given time in a given area (cf. Bickel 2007). It particularly hopes
to stimulate further research for improving the modeling of these questions (and
maybe falsifying the scenarios developed here) by the production of (i) more
detailed descriptions of relevant individual languages, (ii) more rigorous statis-
tical analyses and (iii) more experimental studies on complexity and cognitive
costs. For that purpose, it combines issues discussed in previous publications by
the present author on linguistic complexity (Bisang 2009, 2014b, 2015a) and on
grammaticalization in EMSEA languages (Bisang 2008, 2015b) with ideas on mor-
phological paradigms and radical-pro-drop (Bisang 2014a). In addition to these
topics, it will compare data on radical pro-drop from APiCS (Atlas of Pidgin and
Creole Language Structures, feature 62; Michaelis et al. 2013) with the presence/
absence of morphological paradigms in the input languages. Given this situation,
some overlap with data from previous publications in this paper will be inevitable.

The definition of inflectional morphological paradigms adopted in the pre-
sent paper follows Baerman and Corbett (2010), who understand morphological
paradigms in terms of the three components of a form paradigm, a content para-
digm and the mapping of these two paradigms onto each other. The interaction of
these components creates patterns consisting of categories and subcategories (val-
ues) with individual cells that are filled by individual markers (e.g. the two cate-
gories of number and person with their respective values of singular and plural vs.
1st, 2nd and 3rd person).

The scenarios outlined so far will be discussed as follows: Radical pro-drop
in EMSEA languages and its absence in radically analytic West African languages
are presented in Section 2. The discussion of these two groups of languages is con-
tinued in Section 3 on the diachronic strength of inflectional morphological para-
digms. Section 4 is on pidgin and creole languages and their pro-drop properties
in the light of the presence/absence of inflectional morphological paradigms in
the input languages. The scenarios for modeling these situations in the context
of complexity/maturation and some factors that operate against incipient inflec-
tional morphology (without being able to fully block it) will be developed in
Section 5. Finally, Section 6 offers a short conclusion concerning the typological
status of radical analyticity and radical pro-drop.

2. Radical pro-drop in East and mainland Southeast Asia and
in West Africa

The area of East and mainland Southeast Asia extends over Peninsular Malaysia,
the northwestern part of Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam in
the South and Sinitic in the north. The languages spoken in that area belong to
five families – Sinitic, Mon-Khmer (a branch of Austroasiatic), Tai (a branch of
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Tai-Kadai), Hmong-Mien (or Miao-Yao in Chinese) and Chamic (a branch of
Austronesian spoken in Vietnam). In the vast majority of these languages, argu-
ments do not agree with the verb and they may be omitted if they can be infered
from context. This is illustrated by the following two examples from Mandarin
Chinese (1) and Thai (2):

(1) Mandarin Chinese:
你
Nǐ
you

买了
mǎi-le
buy-pfv

苹果
píngguǒ
apple

吗？
ma?
q

–
–
买了。
ø mǎi-le øi.
buy-pfv

‘Did you buy apples?’ – ‘[I] bought [some].’

(2) Thai:
Khun
you

rúucàk
know

aacaani
teacher

máy?
q

ø rúucàk
know

øi.

‘Do you know the teacheri?’ – ‘[I] know [himi].’

Radical pro-drop is not a recent phenomenon in Chinese and most likely also
in the languages from the other families spoken in East and mainland Southeast
Asia. In the following example from classical Chinese (5th – 3rd centuries BC),
the two protagonists, i.e. the king (wáng ‘king’) and the philosopher Mencius
(Mèng-zǐ [Meng master] ‘Master Meng’), are introduced by overt nouns. After
that, the arguments are left unexpressed in the discourse situation reported by
the text and the distinction between 1st and 2nd person must be inferred from
context:

(3) Classical Chinese (Mencius 2.B.10; Bisang 2013:8–9):
王就見孟子曰，前日願見而不可得，得侍同朝甚喜。今又棄寡人而歸，

（孟子，公孫丑章句下）不識可以繼此而得見乎。
Wángi
king

jiù
get.close-to

jiàn
see

Mèng-zǐj
Mencius-master

øi yuē
say

‘qiánrì
previously

ø yuàn
want

ø jiàn
see

ér
but

ø

bù
neg

kě
can

dé,
succeed

ø dé ø
succeed

shì
serve

tóngcháo
court

ø shén xǐ.
delighted

Jīn
now

yòu
again

ø qì
abandon

guǎrén
I

ér
and

ø guī,
go.home

ø bù
neg

shí
know

ø kěyǐ
can

jìcǐ
hereafter

ér
and

ø dé
succeed

ø jiàn
see

ø hū?’
q

‘The kingi went to see Mencius and øi said: “Previously, [I] wanted to see
[you] but [I] did not succeed and when [I] succeeded in serving the same
court [i.e. working together] [I] was highly delighted. Now, [you] abandon me
again and [you] go home. [I] don’t know if it will be possible hereafter that [I]
see [you].”’
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Radical pro-drop has its effects in syntax. One of them shows up in relative-
clause formation. Chinese relative clauses always end with the attributive marker
de and precede their head nouns. The syntactic function and the semantic role
of the head noun within the relative clause can be inferred from the fact that
arguments of intransitive and monotransitive verbs must be zero-marked. Since
pro-drop is generally possible in relative clauses, constructions consisting merely
of a transitive verb are ambiguous (Bisang 2013). For that reason, the following
relative clause, which consists only of the verb zhǎo ‘look for’ plus the relative
marker de, can be interpreted either in terms of object coreference (4a) or sub-
ject coreference (4b):

(4) Mandarin Chinese:
找
[zhǎo
look.for

的
de]
rel

人
rén
man/people

还
hái
still

没有
méiyou
neg:pst

回来。
huí-lái.
return-come

a. Object coreference:
‘The people [(we) were looking for] haven’t come back yet.’

b. Subject coreference:
‘The people [who looked (for us)] haven’t come back yet.’

In a similar way, a simple relative construction in Thai with the relative marker
thîi followed by a monotransitive verb may stand for subject coreference (5a) or
object coreference (5b):

(5) Thai:
a. Subject coreference:

khon
man

[thîi
rel

kin]
eat

‘the man who eats’
b. Object coreference:

mamûang
mango

[thîi
rel

kin]
eat

‘the mango which is eaten/which X eats’

In contrast to the EMSEA languages described so far, isolating languages of the
West African type are not radical pro-drop. As can be seen from the following
example from Yoruba (Niger-Congo: Atlantic-Congo: Volta-Congo: Benue-
Congo: Defoid), arguments must be expressed overtly in independent declarative
clauses irrespective of whether they are subjects or objects. For that reason, Exam-
ples (6a–d) with overt subject and object marking are grammatical, while Exam-
ples (6e–g) are ungrammatical because the subject, the object or both are not
expressed overtly:
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(6) Yoruba: On pro-drop with the verb rà ‘buy’:3

a. Ayọ̀
Ayọ̀
Ayo

ˊ
ˊ
hts

raṣọ.
rà aṣọ
buy clothes

‘Ayo bought clothes.’
b. ó

ó
he

raṣọ.
rà aṣọ.
buy clothes

‘He buys clothes.’
c. Ayọ̀

Ayọ̀
Ayo

ˊ
ˊ
hts

ràá.
rà-á.
buy-3.obj

‘Ayo buys it.’
d. ó

ó
he

ràá.
rà-á.
buy-3.obj

‘He buys it.’
e. *raṣọ.

ø rà
buy

aṣọ
clothes

f. *Ayọ̀
Ayọ̀
Ayo

ˊ
ˊ
hts

rà.
rà ø.
buy

g. *rà.
ø rà

buy
ø.

In Fongbe (Niger-Congo: Atlantic-Congo: Volta-Congo: Kwa), the overt expres-
sion of arguments in simple independent clauses is obligatory (7). Only a few
verbs like cí ‘seem, look like’ (8) and ɖɔ̀ ‘seem, resemble’ have optional subjects
(Lefebvre and Brousseau 2002: 246, 276–277):4

3. hts stands for ‘High Tone Syllable’. This tonal marker is a floating tone which occurs at the
final syllable of subject NPs under certain semantic conditions (Bisang and Sonaiya (1999) and
Déchaine (1993)).

4. Objects are also obligatory in Fongbe. For further information, cf. Lefebvre and Brousseau
(2002:247–248).
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(7) Fongbe (Lefebvre and Brousseau 2002:276):
(É)
3.sg

cí
seem

ɖɔ̀
comp

Kɔ̀kú
Koku

jɛ̀ àzɔ̀n.
be.sick

‘It seems that Koku is sick.’

(8) Lefebvre and Brousseau (2002:277):
É
3.sg

vɛ̀-wú
be-difficult

nú
comp

Kɔ̀kú
Koku

ní
subord

yì.
leave

‘It is difficult that Koku leaves.’

The syntactic effects of relative-clause formation are equally absent in Yoruba and
Fongbe. In Yoruba, relative clauses are introduced by the relative marker tí. With
subject coreference, the subject position within the relative clause must be filled
by an obligatory pronoun which is coindexed with the head noun (9). In the case
of object coreference, the object position of the verb in the relative clause must be
empty (10):

(9) Yoruba: Subject coreference (Bisang 2013:70):
obìnrin
obìnrin
woman

[t’ó
tí
rel

ó
3.sg.sbj

maa
maa
ta

ràá].
rà-á
buy-3.obj

‘the woman who bought it’

(10) Yoruba: Object coreference (Bisang 2013:70):
iṣui
yam

[tí
rel

mo
1.sg

rà
buy

øi lánàá]
yesterday

‘the yam I bought yesterday’

In Yoruba, the grammar systematically blocks structures that leave coreference
interpretation in relative clauses to pragmatic inference. Fongbe grammar does
the same with different means. The head noun of Fongbe relative clauses ‘is linked
to a position within the relative clause through the lexical nominal operator, ɖé
(Lefebvre and Brousseau 2002: 161). This operator attracts lexical material. In the
case of relative clauses, it attracts resumptive pronouns by moving them from
their initial position in the relative clause to the position immediately after ɖé.
This process generates surface structures which clearly differ for each type of
coreference. In the case of subject coreference, the nominal operator ɖé is fol-
lowed by the high-tone 3rd singular subject pronoun é (11). In the case of object
coreference, we find the low-tone 3rd singular object pronoun è (12) in the same
position:
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(11) Fongbe: Subject coreference (Lefebvre and Brousseau 2002: 161):
súnû
man

[ɖé-é
op-3.sg.sbj

wá]
come

ɔ́
def

‘the man who came’

(12) Object coreference (Lefebvre and Brousseau 2002: 161):
àsɔ́ni
crab

[ɖé-èi
op-3.sg.obj

Kɔ̀kú
Koku

ɖù
eat

øi] ɔ́.
def

‘the crab that Koku ate’

The absence of radical pro-drop in Yoruba and Fongbe reflects a general property
of African languages. As was pointed out by Creissels (2005), we find the following
three patterns of argument expression in Africa:

i. Complementary distribution of pronominal marking on the verb vs. overt
noun phrase.

ii. Obligatory pronominal marking on the verb but optional expression of cor-
responding noun phrase.

iii. Obligatory pronominal marking on the verb and obligatory corresponding
noun phrase.

Based on this typology, Creissels (2005) presents the following conclusion:

In virtually all African languages, arguments encoded as subjects, if not repre-
sented by a noun phrase or free pronoun in subject function, must at least be rep-
resented by a subject marker. In the case of arguments encoded as objects, most
of the time, their total omission triggers an indefinite rather than anaphoric inter-

(Creissels 2005)pretation.

The above data from East and mainland Southeast Asia and from West Africa
clearly show that the presence or absence of radical pro-drop (zero reference) is
not related to morphological complexity in a simple way. Kibrik (2011: 113) points
out this fact as follows:

However, it is not so easy to prove a relationship between zero reference and mor-
phological scarcity. First, West Africa also is an area of isolating, analytic, and no-
marking language, but zero reference is not typical there at all. Second, there are
languages that are morphologically quite developed but still have zero reference.
Both Yidiny and Japanese … exemplify this combination.

As is argued in this paper, the correlation between inflectional morphology and
radical pro-drop needs a look at the history of the languages involved.
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3. The diachronic strength of inflectional morphological paradigms

3.1 Absence of inflectional morphological paradigms in EMSEA languages

Due to their long and intricately complex history of contact EMSEA languages
share a lot of typological properties irrespective of their genetic affiliation. How-
ever, some of these properties seem to be independently existing in the families
involved or may have been developed independently in each family and were then
further enhanced and corroborated by contact with speakers whose languages
already showed similar tendencies. One of them is the absence of verbal inflec-
tional morphological paradigms marking the features of person, number (and
gender/noun class). As will be argued in this subsection, inflectional morphology
on the verb was completely absent or not very much developed in any of the lan-
guage families involved in the last two millennia. This will be briefly illustrated
by a look at Sinitic and Mon-Khmer. In the case of Tai-Kadai and Hmong-Mien,
there is no evidence for the existence of inflectional morphological paradigms. In
particular, there is no evidence for marking person, number (and gender/noun
class) in historical-comparative work.5 In Proto-Austronesian, the features of per-
son and number were not involved with verbal morphology even though there
was an elaborate paradigm of diatheses and tense-aspect marking (cf. footnote 1).

The existence of bound morphology in Old Chinese (11th – 6th centuries BC)
is uncontroversial but that morphology did not express inflectional categories like
person, number or tense-aspect and it was not organized in morphological par-
adigms (cf. Downer 1959; Sagart 1999; Baxter and Sagart 2014). Moreover, most
of the markers were multifunctional and their concrete function was determined
lexically, i.e. a specific lexical item was associated with one specific function of the
multifunctional marker. The following list (Bisang 2014a: 41) is a summary of the
most important affixes in Old Chinese and their functions as they are presented
in Sagart (1999):

(13) *s-: Denominal verbs, causative, directive (acts/states directed toward
external condition or other persons), maybe inchoatives;

*m-: Controlled actions by volitional actors: (a) volitionality, (b) agentive
nouns, (c) small animals;

*k-: Actions/objects “that are well-delimited in time and space, and hence
usually concrete and countable” (Sagart 1999:107). With verbs:
transient/attempted action, repeated action, continued action;

5. Cf. Li (1977), Edmondson and Solnit (1988), Luo (1997) on Tai and Ratliff (2010) on Hmong-
Mien.
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*t-: (a) stative verbs, (b) involuntary physiological actions, (c) some other
intransitives, (d) some nouns;

*-r-: General idea of intensification: (a) iteratives, (b) action taking place in
two or more locations, (c) nouns denoting double/multiple object (e.g.
eyeballs), (d) intense quality;

*-s: (a) denominal nouns, (b) exodirectional/endodirectional verbs (e.g.
hear vs. ask).

Since none of these affixes seemed to be used productively and their concrete
meaning was lexically determined for individual roots, Sinitic morphology as it
can be reconstructed was not inflectional and it disappeared completely after clas-
sical Chinese, giving way to a number of new constructions that did not exist in
classical Chinese (e.g. resultative constructions, directional verbs, coverbs/prepo-
sitions; Xu 2006; Bisang 2010).

The Austroasiatic family is characterized by a remarkable typological split
between the Munda languages spoken across portions of central and eastern India
and the other subfamilies spoken outside of that area in East and mainland South-
east Asia (Aslian, Khmeric, Vietic, Pearic, Katuic, Monic, Bahnaric, Khmuic,
Palaungic, Mangic), the eastern part of Meghalaya State in India (Khasian) and
the Nicobarese islands (Nicobarese). In Donegan and Stampe’s (2004) descrip-
tion, Munda languages are synthetic, head-last (OV), agglutinative and have pre-
fixes, suffixes and infixes, while the languages of the Mon-Khmer branch are
analytic, head-first (VO), fusional and have prefixes and suffixes or are isolat-
ing. As for inflectional morphological paradigms, Munda languages show subject
and object cross-reference on the verb as well as tense-aspect marking, transitive/
intransitive marking and finiteness marking (Zide and Anderson 2001; Anderson
2007; Anderson 2016):

(14) Juang (Matson 1964: 35; quoted from Anderson 2016:390):
mɛ-dʒɔ-ki-ɲ
2:sbj-see-prs.tr-1:obj
‘you see me.’

(15) Mundari (Cook 1965: 228; quoted from Anderson 2016:391):6

hola
yesterday

Ranchi-te=ŋ
Ranchi-all-1

sen-ke-n-a.
go-asp-intr-fin

‘Yesterday I went to Ranchi.’

6. Notice that the subject marker is preferably attached to the preceding word in Mundari and
the other languages belonging to the Kherwarian subfamily of Munda.
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In contrast, there are no verbal inflectional paradigms in the Mon-Khmer lan-
guages spoken in East and mainland Southeast Asia with the exception of Aslian
languages (cf. subSection 5.4), where cross-reference morphology is a rather
recent phenomenon. Outside of East and mainland Southeast Asia, Khasi spoken
in north-eastern India has obligatory subject pronouns but no inflectional mor-
phology. In this language, “[v]erbs are always preceded by a pronoun, either
directly representing the subject or resumptively indexing the subject where it is
already represented by a full noun, in which case it can be analyzed as obligatory
subject person/number agreement” (Nagaraja 2016: 1171):

(16) Khasi (Nagaraja 2016: 1172):7

ki=briew
pl=person

ki
3.pl

la
pst

jadie
sell

ja
acc

ka=du:t.
f=milk

‘The men sold milk.’

Given the enormous cross-linguistic variation between languages with isolating
morphology like Vietnamese and the Munda languages with their highly devel-
oped verbal inflectional morphology, it comes as no surprise that different
hypotheses on the morphology of proto-Austroasiatic have been suggested in the
literature. Sidwell (2009: 62–64) discusses three currently available scenarios:

Scenario (i): Western origin in northern India or in the vicinity of the Bay of
(Pinnow 1960; Zide and Anderson 2001; Van Driem 2001)Bengal.

Scenario (ii): Northern origin in central or southern China.
(Donegan and Stampe 2004)

Scenario (iii): (Sidwell 2008)Central origin within Southeast Asia.

In scenario (i), proto-Austroasiatic verb morphology was similar to Munda mor-
phology. Zide and Anderson (2001:517) reconstruct the following verbal template
for proto-Austroasiatic:

(17) sbj-neg-verb.stem-trans/tense-obj8

In scenario (ii), proto-Austroasiatic did not have inflectional morphology. Like
in modern Khmer, it had a number of derivational prefixes and infixes mainly
for marking nominalization (e.g. the infix -b- in rə-b-am ‘dance, n.’ from rɔəm
‘to dance’ or -m- in s-m-ò:m ‘beggar’ from sò:m ‘ask for’), causativization/

7. In Khasi, case is obligatorily expressed by markers that precede the noun (e.g. ja for acc).
Moreover, the language has gender in the singular (masculine vs. feminine).

8. The verb stem itself maximally has the following structure: caus/recip-(reduplication)-
root-passive/intransitive. The categories of transitivity and tense in (18) are expressed by
fusional morphemes.
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transitivization (e.g. p- in p-dac ‘break, separate, tr.’ from dac ‘break, be torn
apart, intr.’ or prə- in prə-kaət ‘cause, bring about’ from kaət ‘be born, arise, hap-
pen’) and for specifying the reference of the simplex root (the infix -vmn-/-vN-
in l-ùm-ʔɔːŋ ‘fine dust, pollen’ from lʔɔːŋ ‘dust’ or p- in p-haəm ‘swollen, preg-
nant’ from haəm ‘swollen’) (Jenner and Pou 1982; Bisang 1992, 2014a: 44–45).

If Zide and Anderson’s (2001) scenario (i) is right proto-Austroasiatic had
rather complex inflectional paradigms that got lost through time when its speak-
ers were settled in East and mainland Southeast Asia. If scenario (ii) of Donegan
and Stampe (2004) is right the Austroasiatic languages spoken in East and main-
land Southeast Asia directly reflect proto-Austroasiatic and the more complex
morphological patterns of Munda developed later, most likely in contact with
Indo-Aryan and Dravidian. For the EMSEA languages in question, this means
that they had no or maybe almost no inflectional morphological paradigms when
they got in contact with EMSEA languages from other families.

In scenario (iii), the number of affixes was smaller than in Khmer but the
functions they expressed were similar and there was clearly no inflectional mor-
phology expressing person, number or gender/noun class. This approach was
further elaborated by a computational phylogenetic project (Sidwell and Blench
2011). As a result of his research that combines lexical, lexicostatistical, com-
putational phylogenetic and phonological studies, Sidwell (2016) argues for a
much flatter tree structure that is much less deeply nested than in many former
approaches as for instance the one by Diffloth (2005) and does not follow the
typologically motivated dichotomy between Munda and Mon-Khmer. Sidwell’s
(2016) classification of Austroasiatic, he calls it a “provisional” classification, has
eleven primary nodes:

Figure 1. Classification of Austroasiatic (Sidwell 2016: 179)

In this scenario, proto-Austroasiatic is very old and remained very stable for mil-
lennia. Its speakers were situated ‘along the Mekong and surrounding uplands,
perhaps as far afield as the Red River valley’ (Sidwell 2016: 180). Given the flatness
of the tree structure in Figure 1, it is rather likely that there was ‘a phase of rapid
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differentiation at some point in the history of the phylum’ (Sidwell 2016: 179).
In the course of that rather short period of differentiation, the speakers of Aus-
troasiatic took their relatively limited morphological inventory with its absence of
inflectional properties to the areas where they are living up till now. The typologi-
cal differences emerged through time by contact with speakers of the surrounding
languages (e.g. Indo-Aryan and Dravidian in the case of Munda) or by language-
internal changes. Thus, scenario (iii) further supports the assumption that the
proto-Austroasiatic languages spoken in East and mainland Southeast Asia did
not have inflectional morphological paradigms in their history.

3.2 The presence of morphological paradigms in Niger-Congo

In the Niger-Congo family with its approximately 1.400 languages, there is con-
siderable variation between analytic structures with no morphology as illustrated
for Yoruba (examples, (6), (9) and (10)) and Fongbe (Examples (7), (8), (11) and
(12)) and synthetic morphology with sequences of affixes of considerable length
as in (18) from Makwe (Bantu: Swahili group, spoken in Mozambique). As is
characteristic of Bantu morpheme order, the preradical position in Makwe starts
with a subject marker, followed by a tense/aspect marker and an object marker.
In the post-radical position, we find derivational suffixes marking categories like
causative, applicative and passive:

(18) Makwe (Devos 2008:239):
mu-nandi
III-branch

u-nku-kom-ish-il-iw-a
III-prog-hit-caus-appl-pas-fv

wa-ana.
II-child

‘The branch is used to make somebody hit the children.’

Given this impressive variation between analytic and synthetic structures, the
question of how the morphology of proto-Niger-Congo (PNC) looked like has
led to divergent hypotheses. Hyman (2004, 2010) argues that verb morphology
was synthetic in proto-Niger-Congo, while Güldeman (2007, 2010) suggests that
proto-Bantu (PB) and proto-Niger-Congo was basically analytic. Since this paper
is about radical pro-drop and the expression of the features of person, number
and noun class, the remainder of this subsection will focus on the preradical posi-
tions in which subject and object cross-reference is expressed.

Güldemann (2007, 2010) is based on the Macro-Sudan belt (MSB), a large area
with languages from the Niger-Congo family as well as from the Sudanic family of
Nilo-Saharan and the Chadic subfamily of Afroasiatic. The languages of that area
were characterized by analytic structures. This also applied to proto-Bantu as long
as its speakers were living in the Macro-Sudan belt. When they moved out of it their
languages became more synthetic through processes of grammaticalization. In this
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scenario, the morphological pattern of [sbj-tam-obj-stem]V as it was illustrated in
(18) derived out of a former syntactic/analytic structure as illustrated in (19), con-
sisting of a subject pronoun, an auxiliary verb expressing tense-aspect-mood and
an object pronoun:

(19)

Hyman’s (2010) argument against Güldemann’s (2010) scenario is that the proto-
Bantu dispersion out of the Macro-Sudan belt must have taken place some 4.000
to 5.000 years ago, while the time-depth for proto-Niger-Congo (PNC) must be
about 10.000 to 12.000 years. Hyman (2010) agrees that the Bantu verb morphol-
ogy must have developed out of more independent morphemes but this does
not say much about the morphological properties of proto-Niger-Congo that was
spoken several millennia before the proto-Bantu (PB) dispersion. In Hyman’s
(2010) analysis, the diachronic changes in the last 10.000 to 12.000 years that
shaped the current typological variation within Niger-Congo are characterized by
cyclical oscillations of building up and reducing inflectional morphology:

There has been plenty of time for PB (and even more time for PNC) to cycle back
and forth, grammaticalizing full words as inflectional proclitics and prefixes, los-
ing them, and creating them once more. The issue thus is not one of “diachronic
typology”, to use G’s [Güldemann’s, W. B.] term, but of dating. This may not be
easy to do, given the cyclicity. We all seem to agree that PB came from an earlier
analytic stage – the question, however, is whether Basaa, Tunen etc. represent
that unchanged stage, or whether they are completing the cycle: analytic > agglu-

(Hyman 2010: 24)9tinative > analytic. I maintain that the latter is the case.

No matter which of the two scenarios is correct, what can be concluded from both
of them is that the expression of number, person and noun class by a morphologi-
cal paradigm of verbal cross-reference marking is a recurrent and very time-stable
property of Niger-Congo languages throughout the whole history of that family.

9. Basaá and Tunen are two Bantu languages spoken in Cameroun that belong to Zone A
(Basaá A43, Tunen A44). They are both characterized by comparatively high analyticity.
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4. Radical pro-drop in creoles/pidgins and the relevance of inflectional
morphological paradigms

The observation that there are similarities in the pro-drop properties of creoles
and their contact languages can be seen from comparing the Fongbe data given
in (7) and (8) with the data on the pro-drop properties of Haitian Creole. As in
Fongbe, the subject position of the raising verb genle ‘seem’ must be empty (20a),
while there is an optional pronoun in the subject position of the verb difisil ‘to be
difficult’ (20b).

(20) Haitian Creole:
a. DeGraff (1993:72), (cf. Example (7)):

ø genle
seem

Jak
Jack

damou.
be.in.love

‘It seems that Jack is in love.’
b. Déprez (1994) (cf. Example (8)):

*(Li)
3.sg

difisil
difficult

pou
to

pale
speak

ak
with

Jan.
John

‘It is difficult to speak with John.’

Given the importance of Fongbe as a substrate language of Haitian Creole, such
parallelisms are to be expected. The more general question is to what extent
such correlations can be generalized, or more specifically in the context of this
paper, to what extent there is covariation between the existence of morphological
paradigms with the features of person, number (and gender/noun class) on the
verb and the radical-pro-drop properties of creoles. This question can be stud-
ied more systematically since the publication of the Atlas of Pidgin and Creole
Language Structures (APiCS; Michaelis et al. 2013). APiCS lists no less than 76
languages under feature 62 ‘Expression of pronominal subject’. Out of these 76
creoles/pidgins, 49 have ‘obligatory pronoun words’ and are thus non-pro-drop
(64,5%). Only 18 are radical pro-drop (23,7%).10 The remaining nine creoles and
pidgins have the features of ‘pronoun affixes’ (four languages), ‘subject pronouns
in different positions’ (two languages) and ‘mixed behaviour of pronominal sub-
jects’ (three languages).

The remainder of this section will focus on the creoles and pidgins with
obligatory pronouns and with radical pro-drop. The creoles with English, Dutch
and French as lexifier languages are mostly non pro-drop. As is summarized in

10. Michaelis et al. (2013) use the value ‘optional pronoun words’ for these languages. Since
none of these languages show cross-reference marking on the verb, this value corresponds to
radical pro-drop.
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Table 1, 32 creoles/pidgins with obligatory arguments behave like their lexifier lan-
guages English, Dutch and French. 24 of these creoles/pidgins have developed out
of contact situations with African languages.

Table 1. Number of non-pro-drop creoles/pidgins with non-pro-drop lexifier languages
Lexifier language Number of languages

English-based (with African influence) 23 (17); cf. (21)

Dutch-based (with African influence) 3 (2); cf. (22)

French-based (with African influence) 6 (5); cf. (23)

Total 32 (24)

The details on the individual creoles/pidgins involved are listed in (21) to (23):

(21) English-based creoles/pidgins (languages with African influence are marked by *):
23 languages: *Early Sranan, Sranan, *Saramaccan, *Nengee, *Creolese, *Trinidad
English, *Vincentian Creole, *Jamaican, *Belizean Creole, *San Andres Creole,
*Nicaraguan Creole, Bahamian Creole, *Gullah, *African American English,
*Krio, *Ghanaian Pidgin English, *Nigerian Pidgin English, *Cameroon Pidgin
English, *Pichi, Tok Pisin, Norf ’k, Kriol, Hawai’i Creole.

(22) Dutch-based creoles/pidgins (languages with African influence are marked by *):
3 languages: Negerhollands, *Berbice Dutch, *Afrikaans.

(23) French-based creoles/pidgins (languages with African influence are marked by *):
6 languages: *Haitian Creole, *Guadeloupean Creole, *Martinican Creole,
*Guyanais, *Louisiana Creole, Tayo.

In the case of creoles/pidgins based on Portuguese and Spanish, we find another
ten languages with obligatory pronouns:

(24) Non-pro-drop creoles/pidgins based on Portuguese (P) and Spanish (S) as
their lexifier language (languages with African influence are marked by *):
*Cap Verdean Creole of Santiago (P), *Cap Verdean Creole of Brava (P), Cap
Verdean Creole of São Vicente (P), *Guinea-Bissau Kriyol (P), *Casamances
Creole (P), *Santome (P), *Angolar (P), *Principense (P), *Fa d’Ambô (P),
*Palenquero (S).

In addition to the 42 creoles/pidgins discussed so far, the following seven lan-
guages are also listed as non-pro-drop:

(25) Kikongo-Kituba: Major lexifier: Kikongo-Kimanyang (Bantu)
Other: many other Bantu languages

Fanakalo: Major lexifier: Zulu (Bantu)
Other: Afrikaans, English
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Kinubi: Major lexifier: Sudanese Arabic
Other: Egyptian Arabic, Swahili, English

Juba Arabic: Major lexifier: Sudanese Arabic
Other: Egyptian Arabic, Bari, Pojulu, Dinka, Shilluk

Pidgin Hindustani: Major lexifier: Fiji Hindi (Hindi spoken on Fiji island)
Other: Fijian, English

Gurindji Kriol: Major lexifier: Gurindji (Pama-Nyungan), Kriol
Other: English

Chinook Wawa: Major lexifier: Coastal Chinook
Other: English, Nuuchahnulth (Wakash), French

Each of the creoles/pidgins in (25) have developed out of languages with inflec-
tional morphological paradigms. The Bantu type of verbal morphological par-
adigms involved in Kikongo-Kituba and Fanakalo has been described in
Subsection 3.2. As is well-known, Arabic and Hindi (cf. Kinubi, Juba Arabic; Pid-
gin Hindustani) have inflectional paradigms as well. Coastal Chinook as the lexi-
fier language of Chinook Wawa is characterized by rich morphological templates.
Finally, Gurindji Kriol is a mixed language (McConvell 2008) spoken in the Vic-
toria River District in northern Australia. The languages involved are Gurindji
(Pama-Nyungan with rich inflectional paradigms and Kriol, an non-pro-drop
English-based creole (cf. (21)).11

The discussion so far shows that each of the 49 non-pro-drop creoles/pidgins
have emerged in the context of languages with inflectional morphological par-
adigms and thus confirms the correlation between the impossibility of omitting
information on the subject (and the object) in creoles/pidgins and the presence
of morphological paradigms in the contact languages involved. However, a look
at the 18 creoles/pidgins with radical pro-drop shows that quite a few of them are
related to Indo-European contact languages with inflectional morphology. The
following Table lists no less than twelve such languages:
What is quite remarkable about these figures is that the ratio between non-pro-
drop and radical pro-drop is much higher with the non-pro-drop languages Eng-
lish and French than with the “mild” pro-drop languages Portuguese and Spanish:

11. The two languages are combined as follows: “[B]asic verbs such as ‘go’ and ‘sit’, the tense-
aspect-mood system and transitive morphology are derived from Kriol, whereas emphatic pro-
nouns, possessive pronouns, case markers and nominal derivational morphology have been
transplanted from Gurindji relatively intact, but with some innovations. Demonstratives,
nouns, verbs and adpositions are adopted from both languages, however some generalisations
can be made about their distribution. The coverbs of Gurindji compound verbs can appear in
Gurindji Kriol as verbs” (McConvell 2008: 189).
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Table 2. List of radical pro-drop creoles/pidgins with Indo-European lexifier languages
Lexifier
language

Number of
creoles/pidgins Creoles/pidgins concerned

English-
based

2 Chinese Pidgin English, Singlish

French-
based

2 Mauritian Creole, Seychelles Creole

Portuguese-
based

5 Diu Indo-Portuguese, Korlai, Sri Lanka Portuguese, Papiá
Kristang, Batavia Creole

Spanish-
based

3 Ternate Chabacano, Cavite Chabacano, Zamboanga
Chabacano

(26) Ratio of non-pro-drop/radical pro-drop:
English: 23/2 = 11.5
French: 6/2 =3.0
Portuguese: 9/5 =1.8
Spanish: 1/3 =0.3

If one also takes into account the three Dutch-based creoles/pidgins, which are
all non-pro-drop, one gets an overall ratio of 32/4= 8.0 for the non-pro-drop lan-
guages English, Dutch and French, while the ratio for Portuguese and Spanish is
10/8 =1.24.

In the case of English, the radical pro-drop properties of the two languages of
Chinese Pidgin English and Singlish can be explained by the fact that the major-
ity of the speakers of these languages have a Chinese background and thus apply
the radical-pro-drop properties of Chinese to these two languages. Thus, the non-
pro-drop properties of English are too weak to show up in Chinese Pidgin Eng-
lish and Singlish. In the case of the French-based Mauritian Creole, Adone (1994)
points out that pro-drop is a recent phenomenon. In earlier times, there were no
null pronouns in Mauritian Creole. Moreover, there are significant constraints on
pro-drop in more recent Mauritian Creole. As Syea (1993) points out, pro-drop
is only possible with nouns denoting humans, it depends on the presence of cer-
tain tense-aspect markers and it is ungrammatical with intransitive verbs. To what
extent similar conditions apply to Seychelles Creoles needs more research.

In the case of the Portuguese-based and Spanish-based creoles/pidgins, nine
out of the ten languages with obligatory pronouns have African substrates (cf.
(24)). Thus, the importance of non-pro-drop in African languages as described
in Subsection 3.2 seems to be reflected in these creoles/pidgins. In contrast, three
of the five Portuguese-based radical pro-drop languages are spoken in India with
Indo-Aryan or Dravidian substrates (Diu Indo-Portuguese, Korlai, Sri Lanka Por-
tuguese). The substrates of both of these language families have inflectional mor-
phological paradigms and both of them have properties of “mild” pro-drop. It may
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be for the latter reason that the corresponding creoles/pidgins only have optional
use of pronouns. Moreover, some of the person/number distinctions are often
blurred in modern Indo-Aryan languages (cf. Masica 1990:263).12 The radical-
pro-drop properties of the other two Portuguese-based creoles with radical pro-
drop, i.e. Papiá Kristang and Batavia Creole (cf. Table 2), are most likely due to the
influence of the pro-drop properties of their substrates, i.e. Malay and Hokkien in
the case of Papiá Kristang and Malay and Javanese in the case of Batavia Creole.
The three Spanish-based creoles with radical pro-drop (cf. Table 2) are all spo-
ken in the Philippines with Philippine substrates (Austronesian), which have no
inflectional morphological paradigms marking person and number.

Summarising the twelve creoles/pidgins with radical pro-drop based on Eng-
lish, French, Portuguese and Spanish, one can say that most of them have sub-
strate languages with no inflectional morphological paradigms. However, there
remain the three Portuguese-based radical pro-drop languages spoken in India
for which one may expect absence of radical pro-drop because all or most contact
languages have morphological paradigms.

The remaining six creoles/pidgins with radical pro-drop are listed in (27)
together with their contact-languages:

(27) Six additional creoles/pidgins with radical pro-drop:
Chinese Pidgin Russian: Major lexifier: Russian

Others: Chinese, Mongolian, Tungusic
Sri Lankan Malay: Major lexifier: Malay

Others: Shonam (Sri Lanka Muslim Tamil), Sinhala
Ambon Malay: Major lexifier: Vehicular Malay

Others: Portuguese, Dutch, vernacular languages of
the Moluccas

Pidgin Hawaiian: Major lexifier: Hawaiian (Austronesian)
Others: English, Cantonese, Hakka, Portuguese

Yimas-Arafundi Pidgin: Major lexifier: Yimas (Papua: Ramu phylum: Lower
Sepik)
Other: Arafundi (Papua: Piawi)

Sango: Major lexifier: Ngbandi, Yakoma (Niger-Congo:
Adamawa-Ubangi)
Other: French

12. Interestingly enough, none of the Romance languages developed into a radical-pro-drop
language. This may be taken as another evidence of the strength of inflectional morphological
paradigms. Only in situations of intensive contact as in the cases of Diu Indo-Portuguese, Korlai
and Sri Lanka Portuguese was it possible to combine loss of inflectional morphology with pro-
drop. Obviously, that option exists but, as is also pointed out at the end of this section, it is not
an option that is frequently used even in the context of pidgins and creoles.
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In the case of Chinese Pidgin Russian, radical pro-drop may be assigned to the
influence of Chinese and Mongolian (Tungusic has cross-reference on the verb).
In addition, Russian is a “mild” pro-drop language with subject cross-reference on
the verb but no obligatory subject arguments. In Sri Lankan Malay and Ambon
Malay, the lexifier language Malay is radical pro-drop. Similarly, the pro-drop
properties of Hawaiian (Austronesian) can be said to be responsible for the rad-
ical pro-drop properties of Pidgin Hawaiian. The case of Yimas-Arafundi is dif-
ferent. Both Papuan languages involved are polysynthetic with bound pronouns
within the verb. In this case, the explanation for radical pro-drop may be due to
the fact that the pronominal elements in the verb are prefixes in Yimas and suf-
fixes in Arafundi. This difference in morpheme order may have led to omitting
morphological marking of cross-reference on the verb because the morphologi-
cal system remained mutually opaque (McConvel 2008:206). The case of radical
pro-drop in Sango is of particular interest. Yakoma has no strict morphological
paradigm but it has obligatory person, number and tense-aspect-mood marking,
partly expressed by an individual lexeme that is described as a “person substitute”
by Boyeldieu (1975:40–71; substitut personnel in the French version). This per-
son substitute expresses person and tense-aspect-mood, while number is marked
partly on the substitute and partly on the verb by differences in tonality. Thus,
Yakoma reflects an interesting stage between total loss of morphology and full
syntacticization of person/number marking. In spite of this, Sango as a radical
pro-drop language remains a counter example to the hypothesis of the strength
of morphological paradigms in creoles because of the obligatoriness of expressing
person/number features of verbal arguments.

Looking at the 49 non-pro-drop languages and the 18 radical pro-drop lan-
guages discussed above, all the 49 creoles/pidgins with obligatory pronouns are
related to languages with verbal inflectional morphological paradigms marking
person and number. Among the 18 radical pro-drop languages, only five (27,8%)
are problematic. Seychelles Creole is radical pro-drop even though French has
morphological paradigms and is non-pro-drop. The three Portuguese-based cre-
oles Diu Indo-Portuguese, Korlai and Sri Lanka Portuguese are radical pro-drop
even though the contact languages involved (Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, Portuguese)
have morphological paradigms. Finally, one would expect Sango to have obliga-
tory pronominals given the marking pattern described above.

Since pidgins and creoles are the result of extreme contact situation, one
would have to expect a certain number of counterexamples. The fact that all 49
non-pro-drop languages confirm the hypothesis of morphological strength and
only five out of the 18 radical-pro-drop languages disconfirm it, we get an over-
all confirmation rate of 92.5% (62/67) against 7.5% of counterexamples. This can
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be taken as remarkable evidence for the effect of morphological paradigms on the
presence/absence of radical pro-drop in pidgins and creoles.

5. Radical analyticity and radical pro-drop: Scenarios of variation

5.1 Introduction

The previous sections showed that the presence of inflectional morphological
paradigms for person/number/(gender/noun class) as well as their absence can
be very stable across time. Similarly, the presence and the absence of radical pro-
drop show remarkable time stability. This section will show how this situation can
be modelled. It crucially depends on the assumption of two types of complexity
(hidden vs. overt complexity, cf. Section 5.2) plus a combination of factors which
operate against the development of synthetic structures (Section 5.3). The proper-
ties that characterize incipient morphology if it develops in such environments is
the topic of Section 5.4. Finally, Section 5.5 discusses the typological status of rad-
ical analyticity and radical pro-drop.

5.2 Hidden vs. overt complexity

The activity of speaking takes place between the two poles of explicitness and
economy. Each utterance can be seen as a balance between the extent to which
information needs to be phonologically encoded (explicitness) and to what
extent it can be left to pragmatic inference (economy) for successful communica-
tion. The competition between these two poles is determined by what Levinson
(2000) describes as the “articulatory bottleneck” in the context of information
transmission. Human speech encoding is by far the slowest part of speech pro-
duction and comprehension. Other processes like prearticulation, parsing and
comprehension show a much higher transmission rate. This contrast creates
a cost-related asymmetry between articulation and pragmatic inference in the
sense that “[i]nference is cheap, articulation expensive” (Levinson 2000: 29).
Thus, every utterance can be seen as the result of the two competing motivations
of economy and explicitness.

Economy and explicitness also have their impact on the grammar of individ-
ual languages – an observation that goes back to von der Gabelentz (1891: 251).
Much later, the competition between these two forces was modeled in various the-
oretical approaches (e.g. economy vs. iconicity in Haiman (1983) or markedness
vs. faithfulness in Optimality Theory (e.g. Kager 1999)). At the level of individ-
ual grammatical categories like tense, aspect, person, number or definiteness, the
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competing motivations of economy vs. explicitness show their effects in two ways
(for examples from EMSEA languages, cf. (28) and (29) below):

i. Obligatoriness:
– Explicitness [obligatoriness]:

The grammar of a language X forces the speaker to encode a certain gram-
matical category that exists in X in a given morphosyntactic environment.
It forces the speaker to select a particular marker with a particular value
out of the set of markers existing in X for expressing that category (exam-
ples: the selection of a number marker with count nouns or the selection
of a tense marker on the verb).

– Economy [no obligatoriness]:
The grammar of a language X does not force the speaker to encode a cer-
tain grammatical category that exists in X in a given morphosyntactic
environment (examples: X has a set of number markers but their use with
count nouns depends on pragmatic inference / X has a set of tense mark-
ers but their use on the verb depends on pragmatic inference).

ii. Multifunctionality:
– Explicitness [no multifunctionality]:

A marker expresses a specific value of a single grammatical category.
– Economy [multifunctionality]:13

The functional range of a grammatical marker covers values belonging to
more than one category or covering a broad range of functions within one
and the same category.

The effects in (i) and (ii) have their impact on complexity. Explicitness leads to the
type of complexity which is generally discussed in the rich typological literature
and is described by its obligatoriness and its fine-grained semantic distinctions as
well as by the presence of inflectional morphology (McWhorter 2001; Dahl 2004;
Sinnemäki 2011 and others). Since this type of complexity is based on overt formal
marking of clearly distinguishable grammatical categories, I called it “overt com-
plexity” in Bisang (2009). In contrast, the economy-driven effects of non-
obligatoriness and multifunctionality create morphosyntactic surface structures
that look simple even though their interpretation creates additional costs because

13. Notice that this definition does not include cumulative morphology or portemanteau mor-
phemes. Morphemes of this type combine functions from different categories but they select a
specific value from each of the categories involved. Thus, the Latin suffix -orum in amic-orum
[friend-gen.pl.m] ‘of the friends’ marks the values genitive from the domain of case, plural from
number and masculine from gender.
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it needs additional inferential effort. This type of pragmatics-based complexity is
called ‘hidden complexity’ in Bisang (2009, 2014b, 2015a). A good example of this
type of complexity is radical pro-drop, since the relevant information concern-
ing person, number (and gender/noun class) features of nominal arguments must
be pragmatically inferred from context. Radical pro-drop is not simply a matter
of omitting these features, it also affects pragmatic inference in terms of General-
ized Conversational Implicatures (Levinson 2000) because it generates a three way
Horn-scale of the type <zero, pronominal, lexical noun>, while non-pro-drop cre-
ates a two-way scale of the type <pronoun, lexical noun> (for the details, cf. Huang
1994 on Chinese).

In analogy to traditional approaches to complexity, languages can also be
compared with regard to overt vs. hidden complexity. From our description of
pro-drop properties in Sections 2 and 4, EMSEA languages clearly show a higher
degree of hidden complexity with regard to that category than analytic West
African languages and the majority of pidgins and creoles. Thus, the case of pro-
drop shows that creole grammars are not necessarily the grammars that generate
the most simple overt structures. Nor is it the case that older languages necessar-
ily accumulate high degrees of overt complexity (Dahl 2004; McWhorter 2001,
2005) as is shown by the pro-drop properties of EMSEA languages. What drives
the outcome of linguistic change in terms of complexity are the two competing
motivations of economy and explicitness. The two motivations are competing in
each individual case of linguistic change and lead to different types of maturation.
If at a given stage of the grammar of a language X, explicitness wins for a given
grammatical category, we get a type of complexity that is the result of explicitness-
based maturation. This type of maturation is described by Dahl (2004). It gen-
erates phenomena like complex word structure (inflectional, derivational and
incorporating morphology), lexical idiosyncrasies (grammatical gender, inflec-
tional classes, idiosyncratic case marking), syntactic phenomena that depend on
morphology (agreement), specific marking of subordinate clauses and morpheme
and word-level features in phonology (for more, cf. Dahl 2004: 114–115). If econ-
omy wins, we get economy-based maturation, a type of maturation which favours
grammars that create seemingly simple surface structures that must be pragmat-
ically enriched for certain grammatical categories that exist in a given language.
The two types of maturation happen individually for individual morphosyntactic
expressions of grammatical categories. If economy wins frequently enough across
many different domains of grammar, we get structures as we find them in EMSEA
languages. The following examples provide some idea of the impressive num-
ber of grammatical domains which are characterized by economy-based matura-
tion and hidden complexity (for more examples specifically from Chinese, also cf.
Xing 2013, 2015):
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(28) Lack of obligatoriness:
– (Huang 1984; Bisang 2014a)Radical pro-drop
– Non-obligatory marking of tense-aspect

(e.g. the perfective marker -le; cf. Li 2014; Bisang 2004, 2020)
– Non-obligatoriness of number marking on the noun

(e.g. Mandarin: -men is obligatory only with personal pronouns)
– Non-obligatory use of classifiers in the context of definiteness and indefi-

(Li and Bisang 2012)niteness

(29) Multifunctionality:
– (Enfield 2003; Bisang 1992)‘get’-verbs / ‘come to have’-verbs
– ‘give’-verbs: benefactive, causativity, adverbial subordination (purpose),

(Song 1997; Thepkanjana and Uehara 2008; Bisang 1992)complementizer
– (Bisang 1992)‘be at’-verbs: durativiy marker, locative preposition
– Classifiers as markers of individuation or atomization (numeral classifiers)

and in the the context of identifiability (definiteness and indefiniteness)
(Li and Bisang 2012)

– Kinship terms in the function of pronouns
(marking 1st, 2nd and 3rd person in Vietnamese: Tuc 2003)

5.3 Factors against the development of extensive inflectional morphological
paradigms

The cells in morphological paradigms as defined in Section 1 can either be oblig-
atory or optional. Example (30a) from Turkish shows inflectional markers which
express values of categories that are obligatory in an independent declarative
clause (past, 1st singular), while (30b) additionally contains two markers specify-
ing facultative categories (potential, negation):

(30) Turkish:
a. gel-di-m.

come-pst-1.sg
‘I came.’

b. gel-e-me-di-m.
come-pot-neg-pst-1.sg
‘I was not able to come.’

Since the expression of the features which are relevant for the inflectional mor-
phological paradigms associated with radical pro-drop (person, number, gender/
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noun class) is typically obligatory,14 their occurrence in discourse is relatively fre-
quent. As a consequence, one may argue that the frequency of these features in
West African languages creates a certain expectation of their overt presence in
discourse which is hard to overcome for speakers once they have acquired their
mother tongue. If the morphological paradigm gets lost in processes of linguistic
change, speakers who are not used to pragmatically infer this information start
compensating that loss by using pronouns. In contrast, speakers of languages with
no inflectional morphological paradigms of this type are used to infer the relevant
information and do not need the use of pronouns or lexical nouns for retriev-
ing it. This scenario generates languages of the EMSEA type with radical pro-
drop. In the case of pidgins and creoles, both scenarios may apply. Creoles are
often seen as the results of extreme contact situations in which speakers maxi-
mally limit their grammars to what is needed for communication (McWhorter
2001, 2005). The observation that the majority of pidgins and creoles do not show
radical pro-drop (Section 4) indicates at least for this case that these languages do
not necessarily reflect the maximal limitations of what is needed for communica-
tion. The extent to which grammars allow speakers to omit grammatical informa-
tion (person/number but also tense or (in)definiteness, cf. Bisang 2015a) reveals
that speakers are not fully free to what extent they can reduce grammatical infor-
mation even in contexts of pidgin and creole formation. In the case of radical
pro-drop, this means that the presence of inflectional morphological paradigms
enhances the need of avoiding it by using pronouns, while the absence of such
paradigms provides no obstacles in leaving that information to pragmatic infer-
ence and thus supports radical pro-drop.

A second property of morphological paradigms that even applies to faculta-
tive elements is the fact that their markers belong to clearly determined semantic
domains like person, number, gender/noun class, tense, etc. Since the grammat-
ical markers of EMSEA languages are characterized by the frequent absence of
these two properties (cf. non-obligatoriness and multifunctionality in hidden
complexity, Section 5.2), they lack essential preconditions for initiating processes
of paradigm development. For that reason, the likelihood of the emergence of par-
adigms in EMSEA languages is relatively low.

In addition, processes of morphologization are generally affected by phono-
logical and sociolinguistic factors. Phonologically, EMSEA languages are charac-
terized by two rather strong constraints (Ansaldo and Lim 2004, Bisang 2008):

14. This works at least for subject agreement. In the case of object agreement, the selection of
the agreement marker often depends on the referential status of the object (definiteness, speci-
ficity).
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– The discreteness of syllable boundaries and the strong tendency to avoid sub-
syllabic morphemes.

– Phonotactic restraints

These two constraints together affect the formal side of grammaticalization, which
is characterized by phonetic erosion in terms of duration and vowel quality rather
than by morphological reduction (Ansaldo and Lim 2004). Of additional impor-
tance is tonality. In languages with more than one tonal register like Cantonese
and Hokkien, pitch tends not to be reduced in processes of grammaticalization
because tonal contrast must be maintained for reasons of keeping up semantic
contrasts. In Sinitic languages like Mandarin with only one tonal register, the dis-
tinctiveness of pitch is less important, and this allows loss of tone more easily (cf.
perfective -le from liǎo ‘finish’ in Chinese).

The sociolinguistic factor that works against the development of morphology
is linguistic contact. Even if there is morphology in an EMSEA-type language, the
fact that the function expressed by it is marked by an independent word in the
surrounding languages may favour the grammaticalization of new markers from
the existing lexicon of that language. A good example is the formation of agent
nouns in Khmer, which can be formed by the infix -m- as in s<m>ò:m ‘beggar
(from sò:m ‘ask, ask a favour’) or ch<m>am ‘guard [n.]’ from cam ‘wait for, guard,
keep’. The more productive strategy of agent noun formation in Khmer is identical
to the strategies used in Thai, Vietnamese and Sinitic, i.e., the use of a head with
the meaning of ‘person, man’ like Khmer nὲǝk ‘person’. Thus, compounds of the
type nὲǝk-daǝ [person-walk] ‘pedestrian’ or nὲǝk-taeŋ [person-compose/write]
‘author, writer, composer’ are much more common in contemporary Khmer. If
there is such a tendency in contact situations to avoid morphological strategies
at the level of word formation, the probability of using affixation for expressing
inflectional categories in Khmer and the vast majority of EMSEA languages in
general is even less likely, since these categories are expressed by independent
non-obligatory morphemes.

60 Walter Bisang



5.4 Morphological paradigms in EMSEA languages

Even though EMSEA languages are generally described as isolating or radically
analytic this characterization is only partly true. There are some examples of mor-
phological paradigms in the domain of the noun. In Northern Kam (Tai-Kadai),
the classifier occurs in two forms for marking singular vs. plural. The most elab-
orate morphological paradigm of classifier inflection is found in Weining Ahmao,
a Hmong-Mien language spoken in Southwest China (Wang 1957, Gerner and
Bisang 2008, 2009). In this language, the classifier paradigm consists of twelve
forms that combine the categories of number (singular vs. plural), definiteness
(definite vs. indefinite) and size (augmentative, medial and diminutive). Examples
like these provide important evidence of the presence of inflectional morphology
in a linguistic area that is generally assumed to have no inflectional morphology.

There are also examples of inflectional morphological paradigms from the
domain of the verb. It is quite remarkable that paradigms expressing person and
number are comparatively rare. If they occur, they have similar properties as par-
adigms expressing other categories. Since these properties are characterized by
hidden complexity, one may argue that they represent a specific type of EMSEA-
related incipient morphology. To show this, this section presents some data from
Sinitic on tense-aspect distinctions and from Semelai (Mon-Khmer: Aslian) on
agreement marking on the verb.15 In Sinitic, verb agreement is unattested to the
best of my knowledge. If so, this shows a remarkable diachronic continuity which
reaches back at least to the time of Old Chinese (11th – 6th centuries BC). The
only family in which there are some languages with person/number marking on
the verb is the Mon-Khmer family (but more research will be needed for most
branches, with Aslian being rather an exception).

Inflectional paradigms expressing mainly tense/aspect in Sinitic
The existence of inflectional morphology that goes beyond concatenative mor-
phology is found in Sinitic varieties spoken in the provinces of Henan, Shandong,
Shanxi and to some extent also in Shaanxi and Hebei. Most of these varieties
are spoken in Mandarin and Jin languages. Since the descriptions of these lan-
guages are mostly in Chinese, this fact is made accessible to Western linguists only
recently by Arcodia (2013, 2015). The morphology that is found in these languages
is due to the fusion within sequences of two verbs [V1 V2], in which V2 forms a
single syllable together with V1, with V2 being a resultative verb, a directional verb
or a tense-aspect marker. As a result, verbs generally occur in a basic form and
in a derived form, whose phonological structure is mostly predictable from the

15. This is a significantly shortened version of what is said in Section 5 from Bisang 2020.
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rhyme structure of the basic form. The differences between the two forms man-
ifest themselves in the use of different vowels, tonal morphology or the integra-
tion of a rhotaic consonant into the coda position of the stem syllable. To give
an example from the dialect of Xunxian (浚县, Central Plains Mandarin, Henan),
the verb which corresponds to Mandarin改 gǎi ‘change’ is kai55 in its basic form
and kε55 in its derived form. Even though these forms often look like binary ablaut
paradigms (Arcodia 2015: 17) for expressing two different values of a grammati-
cal category, they differ in at least two ways from such systems as we know them
from familiar Indo-European languages (cf. English sing vs. sang): (i) the derived
form is often multifunctional and (ii) the degree of obligatoriness remains often
unclear from the descriptions provided by the individual grammars. With these
properties, the two morphological forms of the verb clearly show hidden com-
plexity. Even though more research is needed in many of these languages, one may
look at these patterns as instances of a specific type of “East and mainland South-
east Asian inflectional morphological paradigms”.

Person/number marking on the verb in the Aslian family of Mon-Khmer
There are various Mon-Khmer languages which have at least some inflectional
markers, but these markers must have developed in more recent times. Of par-
ticular interest are Aslian languages like Temiar (Benjamin 1976) and Semelai
(Kruspe 2004) with their person markers on the verb. As one can see from
Kruspe’s (2004: 171) grammar of Semelai, these markers are proclitics whose
forms are phonologically very similar to the pronouns of that language. This indi-
cates that verbal cross-reference is a rather recent phenomenon. Moreover, the
use of cross-reference markers is subject to various restrictions. Two of them are
briefly mentioined here. (i) The proclitics mainly occur with transitive verbs and
with two classes of intransitive verbs (Kruspe 2004: 159). (ii) Their use in these
contexts is not obligatory. It depends on pragmatic inference inasmuch as it is
limited to individuated transitive events. Generic concepts are not marked on the
verb. This further corroborates the conclusion that the inflectional morphology
(person and number marking) of Semelai is a rather recent phenomenon that
does not allow any conclusions concerning the presence of inflectional morpho-
logical paradigms in Proto-Mon-Khmer. In the case of their obligatoriness, their
use depends on the pragmatic factor of concrete identifiability.
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5.5 On the typological status of radical analyticity and radical pro-drop

Radical analyticity and radical pro-drop are treated as linguistically remarkable
in various ways. McWhorter (2016: 49, 56, 84) describes radical analyticity as
‘diachronically anomalous’, arguing that languages with complete or near-complete
absence of inflectional morphology can only be the result of incomplete non-native
acquisition in situations of language contact. If the languages of East and mainland
Southeast Asia are a hotbed of radical analyticity, this must be because of Chinese,
whose contact-induced radical analyticity as it can be observed since Old Chinese
spread over the whole area of EMSEA languages. In the scenario developed in this
paper, radical analyticity and the absence of morphological paradigms is seen as
the result of another type of maturation which does not depend on contact even
though it can be kept alive and enhanced by contact (cf. the example of Khmer
morphology in Section 5.3). As I tried to show, highly limited inflectional morphol-
ogy is not only a property of Chinese, it is very likely that it was characteristic of
Tai-Kadai, Mon-Khmer and Hmong-Mien as well, at least in the last two thou-
sand years which are relevant for shaping the languages of East and mainland
Southeast Asia with all their different types of cross-linguistic variation in the func-
tions expressed by their grammatical markers (numeral classifiers, classifiers in
the context of (in)definiteness, tense-aspect markers, directional verbs, coverbs/
adpositions, causative verbs, etc.).16 Moreover, the strong tendency of being radi-
cally analytic does not necessarily depend on sociolinguistic and geographic crite-
ria such as low-contact and high-contact (Trudgill 2011),17 since radical analyticity
can be dominant in both conditions.

Hidden complexity and economy-based maturation are not limited to mor-
phology. They also operate at the level of syntax, as in the case of radical pro-
drop – a phenomenon that is a theoretical challenge in the generative model at
least since Rizzi (1986). Interestingly enough, morphological paradigms are not
only seen as crucial for radical pro-drop in the present paper. Rizzi (1986) argues
that pro-drop is only possible in languages with rich agreement morphology for
person and number on the verb. Jaeggli and Safir (1989) further specify this claim
by explicitly mentioning inflectional paradigms and by arguing that pro-drop is
only possible if each cell of a given paradigm is filled by an affix (morphological
uniformity). Unfortunately, these approaches fail to account for radical pro-drop

16. In the case of Austronesian, the inflectional morphology that is reconstructed for that fam-
ily does not cover the features associated with radical pro-drop (also cf. footnote 1).

17. Also cf. the distinction between “hill” cultures or low-contact situations and “valley” cul-
tures and high-contact situations (on the concept of hill vs. valley cultures, cf. Burling 1965;
Scott 2009).
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because they take overt agreement marking on the verb as we find it in “mild”
pro-drop for granted. Alternative explanations like topic drop (Huang 1984) or
blocking by determiners (Speas 1994) are controversial as well. For that reason,
Neeleman and Szendrői (2007) take their focus on paradigms again, this time
on pronominal systems. In their theory, radical pro-drop is allowed only in lan-
guages with agglutinative pronominal systems as they are found, e.g., in Man-
darin with its pronouns for 1st, 2nd and 3rd person that take the suffix -men
for expressing plural. Since there are empirical counterexamples to this theory
(Bisang 2014a: 33–35 on the pronominal system of Hmong and on older stages
of Chinese) there is still quite a lot of room for looking at different explana-
tions. Given the absence of uncontroversial UG-based accounts, I suggest another
model which does not need the assumption of Universal Grammar.

6. Conclusion

The account presented in this paper explicitly takes a historical stance that starts
out from an evolutionary perspective on how languages develop within families
and across families in different situations of contact. Based on two types of
diachronic maturation (explicitness-based vs. economy-based) with their effects
on overt vs. hidden complexity, it argues that the presence of inflectional verbal
morphological paradigms keeps the frequency of the features of person, number
and gender/noun class as they are associated with nominal arguments relatively
high. As a consequence, adult speakers are not used to pragmatically infer them
from context and thus tend to keep the relevant information by using pronouns
if the morphological paradigm is about to disappear as in the case of radically
analytic West African languages. In East and mainland Southeast Asia, the lan-
guages from the relevant families did not have elaborate morphology in the last
two thousand years. In particular, they did not have inflectional morphological
paradigms with the features of person, number (and gender/noun class) nor had
they strong constraints on the obligatory use of pronouns – a situation which
further enhanced radical pro-drop. Other factors like contact and phonological
properties operated against the development of morphological paradigms with-
out completely suppressing their emergence. If they arise, they often have specific
properties which are still associated with hidden complexity.

If these scenarios are correct, radical analyticity and radical pro-drop are
by no means extraordinary. Given the right structural properties and the right
situation of contact at the right time, they can develop as easily as any other
cross-linguistically attested phenomena, among them complex inflectional mor-
phological paradigms and absence of radical pro-drop.
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Abbreviations

1, 2, 3 first, second, third person
II, III Bantu noun classes
acc Accusative
all Allative
appl Applicative marker
asp Aspect marker
aux Auxiliary
caus Causative marker
comp Complementizer
def Definiteness marker
f Feminine marker
fin Finiteness marker
fv Final vowel
hts High Tone Syllable
intr Intransitive marker
neg Negation
obj Object pronoun

op Operator (nominal)
pas Passive marker
PB Proto-Bantu
pfv Perfective
pl Plural
PNC Proto-Niger-Congo
pot Potential marker
prog Progressive marker
prs Present
pst Past
q Question marker
rel Relative-clause marker
sbj Subject marker
sg Singular
subord Subordinator
ta Tense-aspect marker
TAM Tense-Aspect-Modality
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