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Syntactic Word Order in Herodotean Greek

By Granam Dunn, Wellington/New Zealand

The traditional view of Greek word order is that it is syntactically
free. Such a view, when it is expressed, is usually explained in terms
of the language’s inflectional morphology which signals syntactic
relationship within the sentence and obviates the need for sequen-
cing rules.!) The same comment may be applied, with equal force, to
other Indo-European languages such as Latin and Sanskrit. The
claim has been made, nevertheless, that Greek is a special case and
has freer word order than any other language of the Indo-European
language group.?)

Some more recent support for the traditional view has been
offered by Dover in his book Greek Word Order. Here, after survey-
ing a range of statistics for the order of subject, object and verb
Dover concludes that “these statistics are very far indeed from estab-
lishing for ‘Classical Greek’ simpliciter anything worth calling a syn-
tactical rule of word order.”?)

In view of the fact that most modern work on the word order of
natural languages is syntactic in nature, Dover’s claim should not go
unchallenged. Indeed it is the purpose of this paper to bring forward
data which cast doubt on the validity of Dover’s statement. Before
doing so, however, it is necessary to clarify what we mean by a “syn-
tactical rule.”

First of all we must admit that, as far as the sequence of inflected
or “mobile”*) elements of the Greek sentence are concerned, there
are virtually no absolute laws which operate without exception.?) In
practice however ancient Greek authors tend to follow certain statis-
tical trends. These may best be described not as “laws” but as norms
or statistical tendencies. The question now arises as to how we can
identify such tendencies.

1) See Kiihner (1898-1904), II,2,595.

?) According to Watkins (1964: 1039) Greek would appear to have gone far-
ther than any other I.E. language in the elaboration of a “free” word order. For
an earlier treatment of the matter see Weil (1879). Also Boldt (1884).

%) See Dover (1960: 31).

4) For the term “mobile” see Dover (1960: 12).

*) Two laws are: (1) The article always precedes its head noun (where the
article is postposed we must assume a deleted reactivation of the head). (2) The
exclamation @ always precedes the vocative.
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The procedure adopted in this paper is to set up a simple binary
model and submit the data to a statistical test of significance. If we
use a standard statistical test it becomes possible to assign a numeri-
cal probability to the results of the test. In this way we can establish
norms and measure their validity for selected samples of data.

The sample data used in this study is the text of Book I of Hero-
dotus. For the purposes of the test we have analysed the word order
of all the sentences of this sample.

The binary model used is the head/modifier or dependency
model. The model may be briefly explained as follows. First of all
every Greek construction consisting of two or more words may be
analysed into two parts, the head and the modifier. Of these the
head is the central and more essential element, the element which
determines the functional range of the construction and gives the
construction its identity. Thus we may speak of a noun phrase as
typically consisting of say a noun (the head) and an adjective (the
modifier), a verb phrase as consisting of a verb (the head) and an
object (the modifier), of the prepositional phrase as consisting of a
preposition (the head) and a noun (the modifier).¢) For the purposes
of this study the main verbs in the sample have been treated as
heads, and the inflected subordinate elements (subject, object,
adverb etc.) as modifiers.

From the viewpoint of word order each occurrence or token of a
given modifier/head construction may be classified as exhibiting
either (i) modifier + head sequencing or (i) head + modifier
sequencing. When all the occurrences of the combination have been
counted in the sample of data there are three possible outcomes.

I.  modifier + head predominates

II. head + modifier predominates

III. both modifier + head and head + modifier sequences are of
equal or almost equal frequency.

Which of the three possible outcomes applies for any given combina-
tion can only be determined by submitting the frequencies to a sta-
tistical test.

The test which will be used in this study is Pearson’s y? (chi
square).”) The formula for y? is as follows:

¢) For the head/modifier model see especially de Groot (1949). The “modi-
fier” is sometimes referred to as an “adjunct”. See also Tesniére (1969). For fur-
ther references see Crystal (1985: 8, 146, 197-8).

7) For the application of y? to linguistic problems see Muller (1968: 95-103).
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2 — y(o-¢)?
xt= 2=
where o = observed frequency and e = expected frequency

In practice we begin by setting up a 2x 2 table which compares the
modifier + head frequency (a) and the head + modifier frequency
(b) with (c) the frequency to be expected if (a) and (b) are equal. If
we substitute the appropriate values the statistic may be restated as

follows:

2 = @_;':)_‘ + ﬂv-ci’
As is evident from the equation we have used the average of (a) and

(b) as the expected value. So the table is as follows:

Figure 1
Modifier precedes follows
Observed Values a b
Theoretical Values c c

In theoretical terms the expected value (c) is the value to be expec-
ted under the null hypothesis, i.e. the assumption that modifier plus
head and head plus modifier sequences do not differ significantly in
frequency. Whether or not the null hypothesis can be sustained in
any given case may be ascertained from the value of 2

The x? statistic may be described as a measure of difference. Thus
if the value of y? is low we conclude that the observed values do not
differ significantly from the values to be expected under the null
hypothesis. If the »2 is high we conclude on the contrary that there
is a significant difference between observed and expected values.

The level at which y? is taken to be significant is arbitrary. If any
given value of 2 is looked up in a table of the x? distribution we will
find that for each value of y? there is a corresponding level of proba-
bility. The probability is the probability of the null hypothesis.
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For the purposes of this study we will take a 3? of 3.841 or
greater, with a corresponding probability of 0.05 or less as signifi-
cant. Once this value of y? has been attained the null hypothesis will
be rejected. Once the null hypothesis has been rejected we will state
a statistical norm, i.e. that either modifier plus head or head plus
modifier is the normal or regular order for the construction which is
being evaluated.

If however we do not attain a significant value of ¥2 we will con-
clude that the null hypothesis applies and that the ordering is ran-
dom.?)

Stylistically, when a statistical norm has been identified, a stylistic
consequence follows. The normal sequence is to be treated as stylis-
tically normal or unmarked, the reverse order as stylistically marked,
i.e. embellished.?)

The question of style will not be dealt with here. Instead we will
proceed to the examples and the statistics.

The examples have been chosen with two main purposes in mind.

(1) to clarify the basis on which the statistics have been taken,

(i1) to demonstrate that both modifier plus head and head plus

modifier sequences occur with almost all the combinations
tested.19)

Both statistics and examples have been tabulated under four head-
ings:

(i) subordinate clauses
(11) participial clauses
(ii1) noun phrases

(iv) prepositional phrases

As a matter of convenience it will be seen that the infinitive has
been included with the subordinate clauses and the manner adverbial
with the noun phrases.

%) Dover implies a distinction between “primary” and “secondary” determi-
nants of word order but does not clarify the distinction. We have drawn a com-
parable distinction between significant and non-significant values of ¥? and have
made this distinction explicit.

%) The concept of markedness goes back to Prague school phonology e.g.
Troubetzkoy (1967).

19) The reason for the reversibility of modifier/head constructions in ancient
Greek and other Indo-European languages has been explained by Lehmann
(1973a; 1973b and 1974) in terms of a structural changeover from modifier +
head to head + modifier typology.
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Members of all of these four classes may be treated as modifiers
of their leading verbs.
The statistical tables have been set out with the following head-
ings for each modifier/head sequence:
() number and percentage of modifiers preceding the head
(Before).
(i) number and percentage of modifiers following the head
(After).
(1i1) total
(iv) average
v) x°
(vi) probability

(vi1) result

Of these the last, the result, is tabulated as one of the following
symbols.

(1) - normally precedes the head
(2) = random, i.e. no norm identified
(3) + normally follows the head

We can now look at the statistics and the examples.

I Examples of subordinate clauses (the modifiers have been underlined)

Temporal Clauses
53,2. &g 66 amxouevol & 1a drenéupinoav oi Avdoi avédeoav ta
avathjuatae, Expéwvro toiot ypnornpioot.

186,3. émirciveone O Emavtiv, Oxws uev nuépn yévoiro, EOAa
TeT0d YOV

Conditional Clauses

32,7. &l 68 mpo¢ tovtowot &L TEAEVTIIOEL TOV Biov 0, 08T0¢ Exeivog
10V 00 {nréeis [ 0)BAPog xexAifodar déiog éort.

89,2. Vv @V noinoov dde, ei to1 dpéoxel ta £y Aéyaw.

Prospective Clauses

71,4. Iépopor ydp, moilv Avdov¢ xaractoéyaocda, v obte dfpoov
oUTe dyadov oUSEv.
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13,2. rovrov 100 émcog Avboi te xai of faoiiées avtdv Adyov ov-
Séva Enowedvro, mplv 61 éneteléod.

Causal Clauses

42,2. Vv 86 éneite ov onevdeis xai Sl toL yapileodal (bpeiiw ydp
o€ ducifecfat ypnoroiol) moetv giui Eroog tadra ...

90,1. tadra dxobwv 6 Kdpog Unepndero, dc of &66xee €V brmoti-
Jeoda.

Relative Clauses

61,4. ... xai Ndéibg ot avijp dmyuévog édedovriic, 1@ obvoua v
Abydayusg, moodvuinv rleiotnv napeiyero.

8,4. ndAai 8¢ ta xala avipdnoiol Eécvpntal, Ex Tdv pavidvery S¢i.

Indirect Questions

47,2. 8 n uév vov 1a Aowna tdv yonotnpiov édéonmios, ob Afyetai
PO 0VdaudV.

35,2. énvviavero oxé¢v e xai Tic £l Aéywv 1dde.

Noun Clause Objects
209,3. d¢ 08 tadta drpexéwc olda, £yd onuavéw.

13,2. 1006V8e pévror eine 1 Mvdin, d¢ Hoax eidpot tiow fiet £ Tov
néunrov dnoyovov [Vyew.

Final Clauses

122,3. of 6¢ roxéec napaiafovres 10 odvoua todro, iva Feiotépwc
doxén roiol [Téponot nepieivai opL 6 ndig, xatéfalov pdniv ...

117,2. 6 8¢ "Apnayog d¢ £lde 1ov fovxdiov Evdov ébvra ob roénerar
émi yevdéa 060v, iva un éleyyduevoc dlioxnral.

Consecutive Clause

9,1. apynv yap éya unyaviioouat o0t dote unde uadeiv uiv 6pdci-
oav V7o oc.
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Accusative/Infinitive
80,2. 17} 66 xaunie émeodat tov nelov Aswyv Exéldeve.
31,2. ... &bee maviws v unrépa avtdv (EVYEL xoutodivar ¢ T

(4

ipov.

Infinitive

116,1. xai o & 1€ yapaxtip 100 MPOCWROV MPOSPENETTaL £60xEE E¢
£0VTOV ...

74,4. dvev yap avayxaing ioyveiic ovufdoies ioyvpatl ovx E56Aovot

avg,z_z_évaz V.

We can now look at Figure II which has the statistics for subordi-
nate clauses.!*) An inspection of the table shows that all the subordi-
nate clauses normally follow their verbal head with the exception of
temporal and conditional clauses which normally precede. The
higher percentages range from 79.28 to 100, the values of 2 from
7.5 to 85.5, all highly significant, as can be seen from the associated
probabilities which go from <.01 to <.0001. There are no random
modifiers in this table. All but two of the clause types (causal and
consecutive) occur on both sides of their heads.

II. Examples of participles

Genitive absolutes

98,3. naifouévov 66 xai tabra tdv Mndov oixodoufer teiyea

ueydia. '

111,1. 107 »w¢ xarad Saipova tixter olyouévov tod Povxdiov é
TOALV.

Dative participles

11,5. Vnvwuéve O€ 1} énvyeipnois Eorau.
70,1. xai o070 pev avrol foav Erowot énayyeiravri.

1) Most Greek subordinate clauses originate from relatives. For the details
see Monteil (1963).
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Aorist participles

(nominative)

102,1. dAda orparevoducvos éni tovg Tlépoag npdroioi e TovToLot
énethixaro.

136,2. nmaidevovot 5 ToVg naidag ano nevraéreos apéausvor uéyol
EMnOoAETEOS TPIO pobva.

Present participles

(nominative)

7,1. 17 8¢ 1jyeuovin ot nepijAde, éovoa Hpaxlebéwv, & 10 yévog
10 Kpoioov.

8,3. tiva Afycic AGyov oVx Vyitéa xelebwv ue déornowvav thv éumnv
Jenoaodar youviv.

Perfect participles

(nominative)

21,1. Opacvpovios 8¢ capéws mponemvouévog ndvra Abyov xai
elday; t@ Advdrrng uéAdot noujoety pnyavarar Toidde

35,3. dénwv ndpeyu EEeEAnAauévos Te U0 To0 TaTPOg xai EoTEQTUE-
VoG TIAVTWV.

Future participle
(nominative)

210,3. fjie &g [Tépoag pvidéwv Kpe tov naida Aapeiov.

Accusative participles
(object)

10,2. docldoboav 6¢ xai tifcioav 1a gluata édneiro 6 I'vyng.

10,2. xai 1} yvvi) émopg@ pev ékibvra.

Participial complements
(nominative)

202,4. xai 1 Epvdpn uia éoboa tvyydve.

38,2. &lg ydp pot podvog tvyyaves Eov nai.
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Figure III has the statistics for the participial clauses. Of these the
genitive absolute, the dative participle and the nominative aorist par-
ticiple normally precede the verb. The remaining five modifiers, i.e.
nominative present participle, nominative perfect participle, nomina-
tive future participle, accusative object participle and nominative par-
ticipial complement normally follow their main verb. Here the
higher percentages range from 58.02 to 100, the values of y? from
5.82 to 204.71, all highly significant with associated probabilities
from .01 to .001. Again there are no random types. Each participle
has its own norm of ordering.

Il Examples of noun phrases

Vocatives

85,4. dvipwrne, un xreive Kpoioov.
117,5. ofrwg éoye, & Paciden, nepi 100 mpijyuarog tovTov.

Subjects
11,3. 0 6¢ I'Vyng téws pév dnedouale ta Acydueve.
23,- érvpavveve 6¢ o llepiavdpos Kopiviov.

Passive subjects

84,5. xai ndv 10 dorv énopdécro.
98,4. usunydvnral 5¢ otw TODTO 1O TEDYOC.

Equational subjects

92,3. 6 8¢ Mavialéwv v Adlvdrrew uév nais, Kpoioov 8¢ ¢Selpeoc
OUX OpounToLog.

122,3. 7jv ©€ oi év 1 Ay 1d navra 1} Kuvé.

Manner adverbial'?)
76,4 xai 1a pfv orpatoneda dupdrepa oUtwg Tiywvioaro.
5,2 nepi 6¢ tijs Tovg ovx ouoloyéovor Iéponot obrw Poivixe.
12) The manner adverbial formed from the demonstrative pronoun often

functions as a relator between two sentences (Dover 1960: 21) and is thus
brought close to the front of the sentence.

Copyright (¢) 2007 ProQuest LLC
Copyright (¢) Vandenhoek und Ruprecht



Dunn, G., Syntactic Word Order in Herodotean Greek , Glotta, 66 (1988) p.63

74 Graham Dunn
Indirect objects
71,4 &yo uév wv Seoiot Eyw ydouv.

113,1 ro0rov uév mapadibor tjj £wvtod yuvaixi.

Direct objects
69,4 néuyavres yap of Aaxedayovior € Zapdig ypuoov dvEovTo.
17,1 mvixadra écéfaile Tijv orpatiijv.

Subjectival objects??)

98,3 roUg Mndovg nvayxaoe Ev nédioua nojoacdal.

114,3 £éxéleve abtov tobg dAlovs naidag Sialafeiv.

Instrumentals

195,1 tag xepaldg pitopot avadéovrat.
64,2 tavtnv o [leioioTpatog XATECTPEYATO TOAEUQ.

Equational complements
80,6 00U pévror oi ye Avdoi 10 évicitev Setdoi joav.

6,3 ndvreg “EAAnves foav élevdepou.

Figure IV has the statistics for the noun phrases. Here we find that
seven phrase types, namely vocative, temporal phrase, subject, passive
subject, equational complement, manner adverbial and indirect
object normally precede the verb. The direct object, subjective object
and instrumental are random.

Only the equational complement normally follows the verb.!4) The
higher percentages here range from 50.91 to 90.70, the values of 2
from 0.18 to 138.99 with associated probabilities from >.50 to
<.001.

13) The term “subjectival object” is used here to refer to an accusative object
which stands in subject relation to an infinitive.

14y This result regarding the placement of the noun phrase in relation to the
verb supports the conclusion of Kieckers (1911), Frisk (1923) and Delbriick
(1911) -cited by Dover (1960: 25). Dover does not refer to the earlier work by
Short (1870).
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Examples of prepositional phrases
Referential

5,2 negpi 6¢ tii¢ Tod¢ ovx duoloyéovor Iéponor obtw Poivixes.

197,- ovuPovlevovot nepi Tijc vovoov.

Agent
114,5 076 100 60D oo, fovxdiov 5& naido¢ Ade nepiPpioucda.

30,1 &ewvilero év roiot Paoidniotot Vo 1o Kpoioov.

Sociative

59,6 ovvemavaotdvres 6¢ obror dua leioiotpodre Eoyov v dxpo-
oA V.

61,2 £fovicvero dua toiol naiol.

Ablative
31,2 oi 8¢ opt Poeg Ex TOU dypoD ob mageyivovro év dop.

81,- éncune éx 10D tEiYEOC GAAOVS dYYéLoug.

Locative

194,3 év éxdortw 68 nAoiew Svog (a¢ Eveort.

48,2 fjwee avtog Ev Aéfnt yalxéq.

Allative

171,5 xai ofrwg £ v Timeipov drixovro.

42,1 dAwc uev Eywye Gv ovx fia é¢ dedlov To16vie.

Figure V has the statistics for the prepositional phrase. Here five
types, namely referential, agent, sociative, ablative and locative are
indeterminate. There remains the allative which normally follows its
leading verb. The higher percentages range from 51.28 to 77.56, the
values of x? from 0.08 to 47.41 with associated probabilities from
>.30 to <.001.

Having reviewed the data and statistics we can now state our con-
clusions. These are summarised in Figure VI. Of a total of 36 modi-
fiers tested statistically 12 (33.33%) normally precede their verbal
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head, 16(44.44%) normally follow their head and 8(22.22%) are
indeterminate. Thus we have identified 28 statistical norms which
cover 77.77% of the data tested. From the viewpoint of modifier/
head placement the Greek sentence emerges as verbicentric, i.e. hav-
ing the verb at the centre with modifiers on either side.

Figure VI: Summary of Results

Clause | Participle | Phrase g;?:?;itiona] Total
Before 2 3 7 0 12((33.33%)
After 9 5 1 1 16(44.44%)
Random 0 0 3 5 8(22.22%)
Totals 11 8 11 6 36

So what can we say regarding Dover’s claim that ancient Greek
has nothing “worth calling a syntactical rule of word order”? In fact
the 28 norms which we have identified are all of a syntactical nature
and determine the word order behaviour of a large sample, i.e. the
Greek text of Herodotus I. So Dover’s view as he states it cannot be
fully sustained. On the other hand we must admit that in some of
the combinations tested modifier/head ordering has been shown to
be random. Given the inflectional structure of ancient Greek the
existence of some randomness in modifier/head placement is not
surprising. We conclude therefore, that although Dover’s claim is
true in some respects it is misleading with regard to the general pic-
ture which has emerged from our research.

In summing up the results we must emphasize above all that
Greek word order is not a matter of absolute laws, but is, by its very
nature a statistical phenomenon.?®) It follows that Greek word order
must be investigated by statistical methods. These require formal
models. It seems reasonable to say, in the light of our results, that

15) The relevance of statistics to linguistic work is emphasised by Herdan
(1966: esp. V-VII).
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the binary model, i.e. the modifier/head model, is useful and
appropriate for the study of Greek word order. Certainly it has the
advantage of simplifying a very complex problem. Whether other
more complex models of stochastic processes are suitable for word
order studies is a matter for further research.

Further statistical research on the word order of a range of Indo-
European languages might also be expected to show if the word
order of Greek is really freer than that of its cognates, e.g. Latin and
Sanscrit.
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