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Basic word order in Armenian

Armenian has been proposed to have both OV and VO as basic orders. This is 
especially true of Eastern Armenian (WALS shows Western Armenian as OV, 
but Eastern Armenian as having ‘no dominant order’).

Arguments in favour of OV:

• Preverbal position of bare objects 

• Preverbal position of objects in VP idioms 

• Preverbal position of low adverbs 

• Preverbal main focus position
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Basic word order in Armenian

Arguments in favour of VO:

• Many traditional grammars present it as the canonical or “recommended” order 
(Abrahamyan 2004, Arakelyan 1958, etc.).

• It is preferred for definite objects (see e.g. Dum-Tragut 2009: 562). Siewerska
(1988): basic word order is “[...] the order that occurs in stylistically neutral, 
independent, indicative clauses with full noun phrase (NP) participants, where 
the subject is definite, agentive and human, the object is a definite semantic 
patient, and the verb represents an action, not a state or an event.”).

• Longer indefinite DOs also prefer postverbal position, as do clausal and infinitive 
complements, so it could be said that this position is preferred in a larger 
number of contexts, and is thus basic (Samvelian, Faghiri & Khurshudyan, to 
appear).



Information structure

In fact, word order in Armenian is determined by information structure more 
than grammatical relations.

What does John drink?

(Vallduví 1990: 51)

• Topic: what the utterance is ‘about’, usually given, definite.

• Focus: the non-presupposed part of the utterance. Main intonational 
peak always on focus.

TOPIC COMMENT

John drinks beer
BACKGROUND FOCUS

link [to previous 
discourse]

tail [rest of 
background]

focus



Stress and auxiliary
In Armenian, the main intonational peak is usually on the first constituent of what 
could be described as the predicate (Armenian has pro-drop, so there is often no 
overt subject). In Eastern Armenian, the clitic auxiliary attaches to this constituent:

The verb:

(1) KEREL em.
Eat.PPT be.SG.PRS
I ate (it).

A ‘preverb’ (part of a complex verb):

(2) KUL em tvel.
PVB be.1SG.PRS give.PPT

‘I swallowed (it)’

A (non-topical) object:

(3) MI   KTOR  HACʿ em kul tvel.
One piece bread be.1SG.PRS PVB give.PPT

‘I swallowed a piece of bread’



Stress and auxiliary

A VP adverb (e.g. manner, not sentential, see Kahnemuyipour & Megerdoomian
2011):

(4)   ARAG    em mi  ktor hacʿ kul tvel.
Quickly be.1SG.PRS one piece bread PVB give.PPT

‘I quickly swallowed a piece of bread.’

A non-topical subject:

(5)   MARD  ê ekel.
Person be.3SG.PRS come.PPT
‘A person/someone has come’

Not just unaccusative/non-agentive (as in Kahnemuyipour & Megerdoomian 2011):

(6)   (Surik –i -n)      MOCAK    ê kcel
Surik-DAT-DEF mosquito be.3SG.PRS bite

‘A mosquito bit Surik’



‘Topical’ constituents

Agentive/experiencer subjects and specific objects (i.e. elements that can typically be 
topics) generally precede this ‘predicate’, each often having its own prosodic phrase 
with a low-rising contour:

(7) (Davitʿ-ə)  (Nune-i-n) GIRKʿ ê nvirel.
David-DEF Nune-DAT-DEF book  be.3SG.PRS give.PPT

‘David gave Nune a book.’

When this type of constituent has narrow focus on it, the stress and the auxiliary go 
on it:

(8) (a) Davitʿ-ə NUNE-I-N ê girkʿ nvirel.
(b) DAVITʿ-N ê Nune-i-n GIRKʿ nvirel.

Non-topical, non-focused objects generally stay in position when a ‘higher’ 
constituent is focused.



‘Topical’ constituents

When the object is topical, it can precede the narrow focus subject:
(9) Nunein DAVITʿN ê girkʿ nvirel

Non-topical/bare objects can’t do this:

(10)  *Girkʿ DAVITʿN ê Nunein nvirel

Topical constituents, object or subject, can also follow the main predicate:

(11)   NUNEIN ê girkʿ nvirel Davitʿə.

(12)   DAVITʿN ê girkʿ nvirel Nunein.

(13)   #DAVITʿN ê Nunein nvirel girkʿ.

The fact that this concerns topical (i.e. mainly definite) referents is one 
reason why postverbal position is associated with definite rather than 
indefinite objects.



Preverbal and postverbal focus

When a bare object has narrow focus, it preferably appears preceding a VP adverb 
(14), rather than following it, as it would normally do (15) (see Kahnemuyipour & 
Megerdoomian 2011, 2017):

(14)   Ara-n FUTBOL ê šat xałum.
Ara-DEF football be.3SG.PRS much play.IPT

‘Ara plays FOOTBALL a lot.’
(15)   Aran šat ê futbol xałum.

Focus could be envisaged as potentially moving to the left edge of the predicate, as 
has been proposed for some types of focus in Georgian (see Borise 2019).

But postverbal focus is also possible, especially with definite objects:

(16)   Ara-n šat ê sirum IR ŠNERIN․
Ara-DEF much be.3SG.PRS 3SG.GEN dog-PL-DAT-DEF
‘Ara loves HIS DOGS very much.’

(note that the auxiliary cannot cliticize onto postverbal elements)



Head-final vs. head-initial constituents

In Borise’s (2019) study of focus in Georgian, it is proposed that constituents ‘higher’ 
than VP are head-initial, while ‘lower’ constituents are head-final. 

In (Eastern) Armenian, too, all complementizers are initial, and, as we have seen, the 
auxiliary cliticizes onto the initial element of the predicate.

It has been proposed, both for Armenian and other languages, that definite/specific 
objects are ‘higher’ in the structure than bare/non-specific indefinites (see 
Tamrazian 1994, Öztürk 2005, etc.), when preverbal they precede VP adverbs and 
aux, and generally have more freedom of movement away from the verb (17, 9, 11, 12):

(17)   Ara-n      ir šnerin šat ê                   sirum.
Ara-DEF 3SG.GEN dog-PL-DAT-DEF much be.3SG.PRS love.IPT
‘Ara loves his dogs very much’

Proposal: V and its modifiers VP adverb and bare object (denotes kind, modifies verb 
meaning) form a head-final constituent, but the constituent including ‘higher’ 
objects is head-initial, hence OV preferred for indefinite, VO for definite.



VO: cognitive and areal factors

VO may have cognitive advantages: two similar constituents the same side of the 
verb are dispreferred (Polinsky & Ueno 2009, Skopeteas & Verhoeven to appear), 
subjects are most often definite, definite object more likely to be similar to subject. 
See also Gibson et al. (2019: 379): SOV may switch to SVO “when subject and object 
are confusable”. Samvelian, Faghiri & Khurshudyan (to appear) suggest that this is 
one factor behind the persistence of SVO order for definite objects in the history of 
Armenian, despite the fact that other constituents have shifted to head-final order. 

There is also an areal dimension, e.g. postverbal DOs more common in Turkic 
languages spoken in the Southern Caucasus than those spoken elsewhere: Stilo 2014 
for varieties of Azerbaijani spoken in Azerbaijan (more VO) and Iran, Schröter 2019 
for Urum (more VO than Turkish), possibly linked to contact with Russian.

It has also been claimed that there is a general typological tendency for languages to 
drift towards VO order (Li 1977, Givón 1979, Gell-Mann and Ruhlen 2011, among 
others).



ideas

• What determines word order in a language you know? Does 
information structure play a role? How?

• Do you know any languages with both head-final and head-initial 
constituents? Is there any pattern in the distribution of these 
constituents?

• Do you know any languages whose word order patterns have shifted 
over time? Have they shifted towards or away from VO order? What 
factors are proposed to have played a role?

• The EA clitic auxiliary has parallels in several other languages of the area 
(see Stilo & Noorlander 2015 and references therein). Investigate its 
functions, history, and/or behaviour in one or more of these 
languages/language families.

12



references

• Abrahamyan, Sergey. 2004. Hayoc῾ lezu։ Šarahyusut῾yun [Armenian language: Syntax]. Yerevan: Luys.

• Arakelyan, Varag. 1958. Hayereni šarahyusut῾yun [Armenian Syntax]. v. 1, Yerevan.

• Borise, Lena. 2019. Phrasing is Key: The Syntax and Prosody of Focus in Georgian. Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, Graduate School of Arts & 
Sciences.

• Donabédian-Demopoulos, Anaïd, 2010. Nom nu et tropisme typologique: le cas de l’arménien. In Essais de typologie et de linguistique générale, mélanges 
offerts à Denis Creissels, Floricic F. 9Ed.). 403-416.

• Dum-Tragut, Jasmine. 2009. Armenian: Modern Eastern Armenian. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

• Gell-Mann, Murray and Merritt Ruhlen. 2011. The origin and evolution of word order. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 18. 17290-17295.

• Givón, Talmy. 1979. On Understanding Grammar. New York: Academic.

• Gibson, Edward, Richard Futrell, Steven P. Piantadosi, Isabelle Dautriche, Kyle Mahowald, Leon Bergen, and Roger Levy. 2019. How efficiency shapes human 
language. Trends in cognitive sciences 23(5). 389–407.

• Kahnemuyipour, Arsalan and Karine Megerdoomian. 2011. Second Position Clitics and the vP Phase: The Case of the Armenian Auxiliary. Linguistic Inquiry 42. 
152–162.

• Kahnemuyipour, Arsalan and Karine Megerdoomian. 2017. On the Positional Distribution of an Armenian Auxiliary: Second-Position Clisis, Focus, and Phases. 
Syntax 20(1). 77–97.

• Li, Charles. 1977. Mechanisms of syntactic change. Austin: University of Texas Press. 

13



references

• Öztürk, Balkız. 2005. Case, Referentiality and Phrase Structure. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

• Polinsky, Maria and Mieko Ueno. 2009. Does headedness affect processing? A new look at the VO–OV contrast. Journal of Linguistics 45: 675–710Skopeteas, 
Stavros and Gisbert Fanselow. 2010. Focus in Georgian and the expression of contrast. Lingua 120. 1370–1391.

• Samvelian, Pollet, Pegah Faghiri & Victoria Khurshudyan. On the persistence of SVO: The case of Modern Eastern Armenian. To appear in Linguistics.

• Schröter, Stefanie. 2019. The syntax of focus in Caucasian Urum. Lingua 229. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2019.06.012.

• Siewierska, Anna. 1988. Word Order Rules. London: Croom Helm.

• Skopeteas, Stavros and Elisabeth Verhoeven. Distinctness effects on VOS order: Evidence from Yucatec Maya. To appear in: H. Avelino, J. Coon and E. 
Nordcliffe (eds.). MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, Special Issue on Mayan Languages.

• Stilo, Donald. 2014. Areal factors and postverbal Patients in spoken Azerbaijani: a corpus-based study. In Nurettin Demir, Birsel Karakoç and Astrid Menz, 
Turcology and linguistics: Eva Agnes Csato Festschrift. 417–430. Ankara: Hacettepe Üniversitesi Yayınları. 

• Stilo, Donald & Noorlander, Paul M. 2015. On the Convergence of Verbal Systems of Aramaic and its Neighbors. Part II: Past Paradigms Derived from Present 
Equivalents. In Khan, Geoffrey & Napiorkowska, Lidia (eds.), Neo-Aramaic and its Linguistic Context, pp. 453−484

• Tamrazian, Armine. 1994. The Syntax of Armenian. Chains and the Auxiliary. London: University College London PhD Thesis.

• Vallduví, Enric 1990. The Informational Component. Ph.D. dissertation. University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. Distributed by New York: Garland (1992).

• WALS Online. 2013. Edited by Dryer, Matthew S. & Haspelmath, Martin. Jena: Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History. WALS Online – Home
accessed 19.01.2022.



this lecture

is part of the series Glottothèque: Languages of the Anatolia, Caucasus, Iran, Mesopotamia; 
grammatical snippets online, ed. by. C. Bulut, A. Donabédian-Demopoulos, G. Haig, G. Khan, P. 
Samvelian, S. Skopeteas, N. Sumbatova. Bamberg/Cambridge/Göttingen/Moskow/Nicosia/Paris: 
LACIM network.

You may find related lectures and further 
information at the Glottothèque website at: 
https://spw.uni-goettingen.de/projects/lacim/


