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The subject matter of LINGUISTICS is the human linguistic faculty in all its manifestations – 
as showing in all languages ever spoken and signed by mankind, acquired as first and 
further languages.  TYPOLOGY is that way of doing linguistics when one is specially 
concerned with crosslinguistic unity and diversity – with the question of how languages 
are alike and different.  It is really a research programme, rather than a theory or a branch 
of linguistics, and its remits are:   
 

(i)  to map out how languages differ from each other;   
(ii)  to find out empirically, or to make informed inferences as to, whether the 

differences between languages are (a) unlimited or limited, (b) random or 
systematic;   

(iii) to seek to explain what has been found or inferred:  patterns of similarities and 
differences and limits on diversity. 

 
This course provides an introduction to this research programme, combined with a brief 
general survey of the languages of the world (by families, areas, and salient structural 
features).  The structural domains we will examine in more detail, as potentially showing 
variation or invariance across languages, include phonology (segmental and supra-
segmental), morphology (especially inflection), syntax (word order, relational alignment), 
and the lexicon (basic terms for domains such as colour, taste/smell).  (Some background in 
at least some of these structural areas, as acquired in 1st and 2nd year courses, will 
therefore be essential.)  It will become apparent in the course of this introduction that 
typology needs to be done in conjunction with HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS and AREAL 
LINGUISTICS, insofar as some (or indeed many) similarities between languages can be 
accounted for through their common historical origins and through contacts between speech 
communities.  
 
Typology is best learnt by doing typology.  After presentations by the lecturer over the first 
few weeks, outlining the field and major issues and introducing essential tools and 
methods, students will do little typological research projects on their own and report on 
their ongoing work in class – and thereby learn by doing (i) how to acquire reliable 
knowledge about languages other than their own or ones closely related;  (ii) how to 
analytically deal with languages structurally different from their own;  and (iii) how to draw 
valid generalisations about diversity and unity from judiciously chosen selections of 
languages (samples).    
 



Preparatory reading:  a very elementary introduction to the kind of questions being asked 
here, once written for a non-specialist audience: 
 

Plank, Frans, with Thomas Mayer & Frank Zimmerer. 2009. Linguistische 
Herausforderung: Verschiedenheit und Einheit der Sprachen.  
Download from my homepage:  http://ling.uni-konstanz.de/pages/home/plank/ 
 

Those planning to attend ought to take an advance look at THE UNIVERSALS ARCHIVE and 
DAS GRAMMATISCHE RARITÄTENKABINETT: 

http://typo.uni-konstanz.de/archive 
http://typo.uni-konstanz.de/rara/intro/ 

 
Those on the look-out for topics of research projects of their own should consult the 
reading list “Themes in Typology” at  

http://ling.uni-konstanz.de/pages/home/plank/fp_teaching.html 
 
as well as play around with online typological databases, with links at 

http://ling.uni-konstanz.de/pages/home/plank/fp_this_n_that.html 
 
The reading list also lists textbooks for typology:  although this course will not be based on 
one, do consult them! 
 
Always check our ILIAS folder for electronic materials for this course.  
 
 
 
Leistungsnachweis:   
● Regelmäßige Teilnahme, mit Vor- und Nachbereitung des Stoffes;   
● Durchführung und Präsentation eines eigenen kleinen typologischen Forschungsprojekts 

(eventuell Gruppenarbeit); 
● Schriftliche Ausarbeitung dieses Projekts, bis Anfang des nächsten Semesters. 
 
Voraussetzung:  Phonologie I, Morphologie I, Syntax I, und/oder Semantik I. 
 


