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         Compared to the communication system of other species, human language is strikingly diverse. My research aims at understanding this diversity with rigorously tested causal models, i.e. at answering the question what’s where why in language [1–3]. What structures are there, and how exactly do they vary? Where and under which conditions do we find specific structures? Why do languages evolve and diversify in the way they do?


To answer the what questions, I have been engaged in linguistic fieldwork and primary data analysis for many years. I began with research on Bantu but soon focused my attention on outlier languages in the Himalayas [4–10]. This culminated in a 10-year-long project on the endangered Tibeto-Burman language Chintang which I conducted together with cultural anthropologists and developmental psychologists [11–16, CLRP]. We have developed the largest fully annotated spontaneous language corpus (> 1 mio words) in a small-scale society [17], and we now complement our analyses with a suite of experiments on language processing and event cognition. I integrate fieldwork results into a database of global structural diversity (AUTOTYP) that I developed together with Johanna Nichols and others [18, 19]. The distinctive feature of AUTOTYP is that we strive at maximal decomposition of linguistic patterns into highly specific and precise properties, supporting multiple ways of aggregating and connecting data points. My main foci here have been grammatical relations [20–25], word domains [26–30], and clause linkage [31, 32].


For answering the where question I apply various statistical modeling techniques to elucidate the distribution of languages and their properties (mostly from AUTOTYP and corpora) [23, 27, 33, 34]: Are distributions constrained by local population histories and contact? Are there universally consistent biases when languages evolve over time? To distinguish between these scenarios, I have led collaborative projects (including a Swiss ‘Sinergia’ grant) where I work with geographers and molecular anthropologists and test effects from the environment and human migration routes on the current distribution of languages and their properties [35–37]. A particular concern in my current work is the effects that the specific geography and long-term migrations in Eurasia had on the distribution of key linguistic properties (e.g. case marking and verbal morphology) [38, 39]. In an ongoing project together with geneticists we also probe more narrow patterns along the northeastern Pacific coast of Eurasia, as the gateway of the early settlements of the Americas.


In seeking answers to the why question I chiefly focus on explaining universally consistent biases in the diachrony of grammar properties, biases that are independent of local historical events [39–41]. Like many linguists in what is known as the typological tradition, I am interested in explanations from the human production and comprehension systems. For such explanations to work, however, I find it mission-critical to first assess the extent to which language processing mechanisms are plastic vs. invariant across languages, how exactly the production and comprehension systems relate to each other, and what effect each system has in language change. To resolve these questions, I co-lead projects with neuroscientists where we conduct experiments (chiefly EEG and eye-tracking) in highly diverse linguistic and cultural settings [40, 42]. I combine this research with analyses of production data in naturalistic corpora (such as the one we developed for Chintang) [43–45].


In the long run, I aim at pushing explanations even deeper, adopting an evolutionary perspective. To this end, I collaborate with language acquisition specialists on universal mechanisms in linguistic ontogeny [13–15] and with behavioral biologists on probing the phylogenetic roots of specific mechanisms in, for example, call and sentence combination [46, 47].
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            Probabilities of assigning the same case maker to the sole argument of 1-place predicates ("S") and the most agent-like argument of 2- and 3-place predicates ("A"). Blue: very likely, red: very unlikely ("ergative"). More on this, and the causes of the distribution in a PLoS ONE paper.
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