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Abstract

This paper makes an attempt to raise the profile of linguistic typol-
ogy (and linguistic-typology-based L2 acquisition research) in the
context of the study of universal language (or interlinguistics). Lin-
guistic typology, together with L2 acquisition research, can provide
a useful framework in which to assess the structural neutrality of ar-
tificial or planned languages. Evidence from accessibility to rela-
tivization and L2 acquisition of relative clauses is brought to bear
upon the structural neutrality of artificial languages such as Espe-
ranto. Moreover, linguistic typology and L2 acquisition research can
make useful suggestions as to what may be the preferred structural
types for artificial languages. Such suggestions should be taken into
account in the development of artificial languages, because these
languages also are learned as L2s.
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1. Introduction

One of the important claims often made about an artificial lan-
guage (Swales 1990) or planned language (Blanke 1985), such as
Esperanto, is that, because it is not the language of any particular
people or nation, it can be a truly neutral language designed for
international communication (e.g., Schubert 1989, Comrie 1995,
Gledhill 1998)." The neutrality of Esperanto among the languages of
the world is claimed partly on the basis of the fact that it is always
learned as a second language (henceforth L2) and it is nobody’s na-
tive language (henceforth NL).” English, on the other hand, is the
first language (henceforth L1) of particular peoples or nations, not-
withstanding its status as the most widespread international lan-
guage in the world (e.g., Crystal 1997). For this reason alone, Eng-
lish cannot lay claim to the kind of neutrality that Esperanto has im-
puted to itself. However, it is a totally different matter when it
comes to the question of whether Esperanto—or any other artificial
language for that matter—can live up to its claimed neutrality also
in terms of linguistic structure. That is, it needs to be asked whether
the linguistic structure of Esperanto is so neutral with respect to the
languages of the world that “the burden of language learning” is
spread in an equitable way (c.f., Maxwell 1989: 103).

One way to answer this question is to evaluate Esperanto in

Note that the term ‘artificial language’ is used here to refer to any artificial lan-
guage designed for human international communication. Reference will fre-
quently be made to Esperanto in this paper, because it is the most successful arti-
ficial language, spoken by more people than any other artificial language. Thus
some of the comments made about Esperanto in this paper will apply equally to
other artificial languages such as Occidental, Ido and Interlingua.

2 Gledhill (1998: 6), based on Lapenna et al (1974), reports that in 1974 there were
200 children from nineteen countries documented as speakers of Esperanto as
their first language. However, it seems that more detailed data should be made
available to confirm that these are genuine cases of first language acquisition of
Esperanto. At any rate, it is safe to assume that artificial languages are learned
only as L2s.
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terms of typological properties. Linguistic typology is concerned
with the study of structural properties attested in the languages of
the world and the limits on the structural variation within human
language (i.e., language universals). Thus it is in a good position to
provide a framework in which to ascertain whether Esperanto
‘stands’ or ‘falls’ structurally as a neutral language designed for
human international communication. Indeed this is why Comrie
(1995) drew upon linguistic typology in his brief assessment of Es-
peranto (and English).

In this paper, evidence not only from linguistic typology but also
from L2 acquisition research carried out within the framework of
linguistic typology will be brought to bear upon the structural neu-
trality of Esperanto (and other artificial languages). The rationale for
the inclusion in this paper of L2 acquisition research is that much
has been learned about L2 acquisition from the perspective of lin-
guistic typology, and what L2 learners have been found to do or not
to do will apply equally to L2 acquisition of artificial languages
such as Esperanto, since these languages are learned as L2s. Thus
linguistic typology, in conjunction with L2 acquisition research, can
help assess the structural neutrality of artificial languages much bet-
ter than it does alone. Moreover, it will be possible to make sugges-
tions as to what may be the preferred structural types for artificial
languages, because L2 acquisition research can provide much in-
sight into what L2 learners prefer in terms of structural options or
strategies.

Needless to say, the topic of this paper will demand more than an
article, if not a book. What will be done here, in the interests of
space, is to discuss one particular grammatical phenomenon which
has been well researched in linguistic typology and which has also
attracted—and will continue to attract—attention from language ac-
quisition researchers, namely accessibility to relativization (Keenan
& Comrie 1977), and, then, to expatiate on what insight, if any, such
research can provide into the study of universal language (or inter-
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linguistics in Schubert 1989). In so doing, this paper will make an
attempt to raise the profile of linguistic typology (and linguistic-
typology-based L2 acquisition research) in the context of the study
of universal language.

The remainder of this paper is divided into four sections. In sec-
tion 2, a brief discussion will be provided as to how linguistic typol-
ogy, coupled with language universals research, can be invoked as a
general theoretical framework in which to raise questions about the
language acquisition process and also to address some of the issues
or problems emerging from language acquisition research.’ This will
then serve as the theoretical backdrop for what follows. Moreover,
linguistic typology and language universals, in the opinion of the
present writer, have not been utilized in language acquisition re-
search as much as they should have. This state of affairs, however,
should not be understood to imply that linguistic typology has little
to offer for these areas of linguistics (Song 2001: 318-334). Rather,
it may be due to the inadequate level of discussion that linguistic ty-
pology has received within the domain of language acquisition re-
search. For this reason also, the discussion deserves some space in a
paper like the present one. In section 3, a brief account of Keenan &
Comrie’s (1977) study of relative clauses will be provided as a pref-
ace to sections 4 and 5. Section 4 provides a detailed discussion of
important studies in L2 acquisition of relative clauses that have been
carried out within the framework of linguistic typology. Special at-
tention will be paid to pedagogical implications of the L2 acquisi-
tion studies, especially because artificial languages are most likely
to be learned as L2s in the context of formal instruction. In section 5,
the structural neutrality of relativization in artificial languages will
be dealt with on the basis of the preceding sections, and some impli-
cations for Esperanto and other artificial languages will also be

* Linguistic typology, as conceptualized in this paper (also as in Comrie 1989,
Song 2001), necessarily involves language universals research. Hence “language
universals” in the title of this paper.
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drawn with a view to making a small general contribution to the
study of universal language. The paper concludes with a brief sum-
mary in section 6.

2. Linguistic Typology and Language
Acquisition

The relationship between language universals and language ac-
quisition was clearly identified very early on in the development of
modern linguistic typology as was first enunciated by Jakobson in
his 1941 monograph, Kindersprache, Aphasie und Allgemeine Laut-
gesetze (published again in 1968 in English under the title of Child
language, aphasia and phonological universals). He assumed that
the implicational universal of p O ¢ (if p, then ¢) can be dynamically
interpreted with the effect that acquisition of phonological property
g will precede acquisition of phonological property p, for instance.’
Otherwise, the implicational universal of p D ¢ will be violated,
namely p & —q (or not g). Hawkins (1987) makes an attempt to im-
prove on Jakobson’s nascent interpretation by arguing that all that
can be predicted by the implicational universal of p O ¢ actually is
that acquisition of property ¢ will either precede, or occur simulta-
neously with, acquisition of property p because there are already
numerous languages with both p and ¢ as well as languages with ¢
only. For instance, children may acquire p and ¢ at the same time,
“thereby mirroring the adult languages that have both [p and ¢]”
(Hawkins 1987: 458). Moreover, Hawkins (1987) demonstrates that
the dynamic interpretation of p O ¢ applies not only to L1 acquisi-
tion but also to L2 acquisition. Thus the implicational universal of p
D ¢ can be understood to place a strong constraint on both the L1

* For example, the presence of voiced aspirated stops implies the presence of
voiceless aspirated stops, e.g., b" 2 p.
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and L2 processes to the effect that the progressions of (1a) and (1b)
are permitted, whereas that of (1c) is not.

(Da.p&—q—->-p&q—>p&q
b.p&k—-q—op&q
c.p&—q—o>*p&—q—op&q

This leads him to formulate the Principle of Universal Consis-
tency in Acquisition: at each stage in their evolution L1 and L2 re-
main consistent with implicational universals derived from current
synchronic evidence. Taking his cue again from Jakobson (1941),
Hawkins (1987) also adds a quantitative dimension to the dynamic
interpretation for the order of L1/L2 acquisition of the implicational
universal of p D ¢ defined in (1). Given p D ¢, the quantity of suc-
cessful production and comprehension instances in L1 or L2 of
property g is predicted to be greater than, or equal to, the quantity
for property p. Though a number of issues and problems pertaining
to language acquisition are dealt with in this paper, L1 acquisition
per se will not be discussed any more, because artificial languages
are not acquired as L1s.

3. The Accessibility Hierarchy

The primary objective of Keenan & Comrie’s (1977) cross-
linguistic study is to examine formal constraints on relativization.
They focus on the grammatical relation of the head noun in the rela-
tive clause. Based on a sample of about fifty languages Keenan &
Comrie (1977) discover that, although they vary with respect to
which grammatical relations can or cannot be relativized on, lan-
guages may not do so randomly. For instance, there are no languages
in their sample that cannot relativize on subject although there are
languages which can relativize only on subject. In other words, all
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languages must have at least one relativization strategy whereby
subjects are relativized on. This relativization strategy is referred to
by Keenan & Comrie (1977: 68) as the “primary strategy”. There is
also a very strong tendency for relativization strategies to apply to a
continuous segment of a hierarchy of grammatical relations or the
Accessibility Hierarchy (henceforth AH), defined in (2).

(2) SBJ > DO > 10 > OBL > GEN > OCOMP
N.B.: “>” = “is more accessible to relativization than”;
SBJ =subject, DO = direct object;
10 = indirect object; OBL = oblique;
GEN = genitive; OCOMP = object of comparison

The primary strategy, which must by definition apply to subject rela-
tion, may also continue to apply down to ‘lower’ relations on the
AH, and at the point where it ceases to apply, other relativization
strategies may or may not take over and apply to a continuous seg-
ment of the AH. Relativization strategies including the primary
strategy may ‘switch off” at any point on the AH but they should in
principle not ‘skip’ on the AH. English is one of the rare languages
which can relativize on all the grammatical relations on the AH.
This language thus serves as a good example by which the AH can
be illustrated with respect to relativization.

(3) the girl who swam the Straits of Dover [SBJ]

(4) the girl whom the boy loved with all his heart [DO]
(5) the girl to whom the boy gave a rose [/O]

(6) the girl with whom the boy danced [OBL]

(7) the girl whose car the lady bought for her son [GEN]
(8) the girl who the boy is taller than [OCOMP]

The majority of the languages of the world, however, are not so
generous as English in their relativizing possibilities. In fact, the
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very nature of the AH is grounded on the observation that there are
more languages which can—whether by primary or non-primary re-
lativization strategies—relativize on subject than languages which
can also relativize on direct object, on direct object than also on in-
direct object, on indirect object than also on oblique, and so forth.

One important point follows from the preceding discussion. If a
grammatical relation on the AH can be relativized on, all ‘higher’
grammatical relations also must be relativized on. For example, if
genitive NPs are relativized on in language X, then a prediction can
be made to the effect that subject, direct object, indirect object and
oblique NPs also will be relativized on; if oblique NPs are relativ-
ized on in language Y, then a prediction can be made to the effect
that subject, direct object and indirect object NPs also will be rela-
tivized on; and so forth. When applied to L2 acquisition data, what
this means is that, in accordance with Hawkins’s (1987) interpreta-
tion of implicational universals, L2 learners will correctly produce
or comprehend direct object relativization more often than, or at
least as often as, indirect object relativization, and indirect object re-
lativization more often than, or at least as often as, oblique relativi-
zation, and so forth. This is precisely the kind of prediction that has
been tested in a number of L2 studies of the AH.

4. Accessibility to Relativization in L2
Acquisition

As Comrie (1984: 15) observes, the AH “has spawned a vast
amount of relevant literature in the second language acquisition area,
showing how the theoretical conclusions reached by Keenan and
Comrie (1977) translate fairly directly into valid predictions about
the acquisition of relative clauses in a second language, though also
noting more specific points where the fit between the two areas is
less than perfect”. Indeed no other typological properties have been
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investigated in L2 acquisition as thoroughly as has the AH.

It was Gass (1979) who first tested the relevance of the AH to L2
acquisition. She carried out two experiments in which seventeen
adult L2 learners of English—with nine different NL backgrounds,
Arabic, Chinese, French, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Persian, Portu-
guese and Thai—were asked to give acceptability judgments to the
target language (henceforth TL) sentences with relative clauses and
also to perform the task of converting two separate sentences into a
single sentence with a relative clause (for subsequent L2 studies of
the AH, see Hyltenstam 1984, Pavesi 1986, Doughty 1991, Aarts &
Schils 1995, Croteau 1995). The most important thing that emerged
out of these experiments—especially the combining task—was that
the L2 learners’ ability to form correctly sentences with relative
clauses decreased regressively from the highest position (i.e., SBJ)
to the lowest position (i.e., OCOMP) on the AH with the exception
of GEN. (Note that in Gass’s 1979 work the positions of 10 and
OBL were collapsed into one position due to their analogous behav-
ior in English relative clauses.)’ Thus Keenan & Comrie’s (1977)
AH was relatively well validated by Gass’s (1979) L2 data.

Further evidence in support of the AH also comes from the fact
that in nearly all instances where the L2 learners failed to form rela-
tive clauses by not following the instructions given—i.e., “avoid-
ance” in the sense of Schachter (1974)—relative clauses were
formed on higher positions on the AH than the intended ones (Gass
& Ard 1984).

> Incidentally, the exceptional behavior of GEN in Gass’s (1979) data was taken to
be a TL factor in that in English the genitive relative marker whose is “particu-
larly unusual and hence more salient” because it is restricted to GEN. Moreover,
Gass (1979) points out that, being positioned immediately after the head noun
and before the possessed (e.g., The man whose son just came home. . .), the GEN
relative pronoun and the possessed may have been treated as a single unit,
thereby functioning either as SBJ or as DO—positions higher on the AH—in the
relative clause. Gass (1979) is of the opinion that this may explain why her L2
learners performed better on GEN than on DO and IO.
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In Keenan & Comrie’s (1977) original cross-linguistic survey it
was discovered that resumptive pronouns—pronominal ‘copies’ of
relativized elements in relative clauses—were more likely to be util-
ized for lower positions than higher positions on the AH. (The use
of resumptive pronouns is attested in nonstandard English, e.g., the
road that I don't know where it leads (c.f., Comrie 1995: 50).) This
was also found to be the case with all the L2 learners of English in
Gass’s (1979) study irrespective of whether or not their NLs made
use of resumptive pronouns in relative clauses (Gass & Ard 1984).
But at the same time L2 learners speaking NLs with the pronoun-
retention strategy (i.e., use of resumptive pronouns in relative
clauses) were more likely to employ resumptive pronouns than L2
learners speaking NLs without. Thus there was also evidence in
support of the L1 effect of pronoun retention on at least the three
highest positions on the AH, i.e., SBJ, DO and I0/OBL. However,
insofar as relativization on the two lowest positions on the AH, i.e.,
GEN and OCOMP, was concerned, no statistically significant differ-
ences were noted between the two groups of L2 learners. The use of
resumptive pronouns for GEN and OCOMP may thus well be con-
sistent with the predictions of the AH although it cannot be ruled out
completely that at least the speakers of languages with the pronoun-
retention strategy may still have been “relying on the patterns of
their own NLs” (Gass 1979: 337).

This inverse relationship between the AH and the use of resump-
tive pronouns in L2 acquisition of relative clauses, well evident in
Gass’s data, is further supported generally by Hyltenstam’s (1984)
investigation of the use of resumptive pronouns in relative clauses
by L2 learners of Swedish, with Spanish, Finnish, Greek and Persian
as their NLs. In common with English Swedish does not rely on the
pronoun-retention strategy and can relativize on every position on
the AH, whereas those NLs differ in the positions that can be relativ-
ized on and also in the optional and obligatory use of resumptive
pronouns. Hyltenstam’s results conform well with the predictions of
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the AH, albeit not perfectly. With the positions of GEN and
OCOMP inverted, however, the conformity increases to a greater
extent (c.f., Gass 1979). Overall, the use of resumptive pronouns in
the L2 learners’ output is inversely related to the AH with the effect
that the frequency of occurrence of resumptive pronouns in relative
clauses increases as one moves down the AH.

Hyltenstam’s (1984) study also revealed that the frequency of
occurrence of resumptive pronouns in the L2 learners’ production of
Swedish relative clauses was in direct proportion to the degree to
which resumptive pronouns are used in relative clauses in their NLs.
Persian uses resumptive pronouns for more positions on the AH than
does Greek, whereas both Spanish and Finnish completely lack the
pronoun-retention strategy. Persian speakers were thus found to
make the most extensive use of resumptive pronouns in their pro-
duction of Swedish relative clauses, followed by Greek, Spanish and
Finnish speakers in that order. The point is that the inverse relation-
ship between the AH and the use of resumptive pronouns in the L2
learners’ output notwithstanding the effect of L1 on L2 learners’ ac-
quisition of relative clauses was also discernible in Hyltenstam’s
data, very much as in the case of Gass’s original study.

The AH is a chain of implicational universals in that relativiza-
bility of any given position on the AH—of course, except for the
topmost position of SBJ—implies relativizability of all positions
higher than that position. This implicational nature of the AH has
also prompted some L2 researchers to explore pedagogical implica-
tions of the AH for L2 acquisition. Thus Gass (1982) wonders if it is
possible to provide L2 learners with relativization instruction only
on a low position on the AH on the assumption that they may be
able to make generalizations to the higher positions but not to the
lower positions on the AH. This indeed is an intriguing hypothesis,
especially in view of the standard pedagogical assumption in at least
L2 teaching that instruction on easy structures should precede that
on more difficult ones. The question to be asked is whether or not
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L2 learners are able to ‘learn’ more than they have been taught. If so,
it will surely make more sense to teach students difficult structures
first so that they can generalize to easy structures on their own than
to teach them easy structures first when it is anticipated that they are
unable to make similar generalizations to difficult structures.

This particular hypothesis was tested by Gass (1982) by using
two groups of ESL (English as Second Language) classes: one ex-
perimental group consisting of thirteen ESL students and one con-
trol group consisting of five ESL students. The NLs of these ESL
students were Arabic, Italian, Persian, Russian and Spanish. First,
both the experimental group and the control group were given two
test—i.e., grammaticality judgement and production tests— with a
view to determining their pre-instructional knowledge of English re-
lativization. The tests revealed that neither group possessed much
pre-instructional knowledge of relative clauses; moreover, there was
no statistically significant difference between the two groups in
terms of performance on the pre-instruction tests. Three days after
the tests the experimental group was given instruction only on OBL
relativization, whereas the control group was taught along the lines
of standard ESL textbooks, that is, instruction first on SBJ, DO and
10 relativization, followed by that on GEN relativization with less
emphasis. About two days after the conclusion of the instruction the
students of the two groups were all tested once again on their
knowledge of relativization on all the positions on the AH. The re-
sults of the post-instruction tests were quite illuminating. First, the
difference between the pre-test and post-test scores of the experi-
mental group was statistically significant, whereas that of the control
group was not. Second, with respect to the production task (i.e.,
combining two separate clauses to form a sentence with a relative
clause) the students in the experimental group did generalize from
OBL relativization to relativization on the other positions on the AH
with the exception of GEN (c.f., Gass 1979). In the control group,
on the other hand, learning was limited only to what they had been
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taught by means of formal instruction. The improvement on the abil-
ity of the two groups to relativize on all the positions on the AH be-
tween the pre-test and the post-test is summarized in percentage
terms in (9) (Gass 1982).

(9) Improvement on the production task in the two groups

Control Group Experimental Group
SBJ 40% SBJ 30%
DO 30% DO 39%
(6] 0% 10 42%
OBL 40% OBL 57%
GEN 10% GEN 12%
OCOMP 0% OCOMP 50%

It should also be pointed out, however, that, although the stu-
dents in the experimental group—as opposed to those in the control
group—generalized to the positions other than the one for which
they actually received instruction, they did make generalizations not
only to higher (or more accessible) positions but also to lower (or
less accessible) positions, e.g., OCOMP (c.f., Doughty 1991). This
indeed is problematic for the hypothesis that Gass (1982) originally
set up for her investigation. Nonetheless there is marked improve-
ment on the pre-test in the post-test in the case of the experimental
group, whereby Gass’s (1982) hypothesis is well supported. From
these results, therefore, Gass (1982: 139) draws an important impli-
cation for language pedagogy to the effect that “a more efficacious
model for syllabus design. . . would be one in which a more difficult
structure preceded an easier one” because L2 learners may come
into the classroom, not as passive learners but with the natural abili-
ties to make generalizations from more difficult to less difficult
structures. This implication, however, needs to be evaluated in the
light of the fact that by definition it takes more time and effort to
learn difficult structures than easy ones.
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Eckman, Bell & Nelson (1988) replicate Gass’s (1982) study by
further introducing a few elaborations into the latter’s testing
method and procedures. They carried out their research with three
experimental groups instead of one, with each being taught to form
relative clauses on only one AH position, namely SBJ, DO or OBL
but, unlike in Gass (1982), they administered no instruction on rela-
tivization to the control group. The results of the pre-test were taken
into account along with NLs and English proficiency level in order
to assign ESL students randomly to one of the four groups. The
three experimental groups were then given appropriate instruction
on relativization between the two tests, with the control group re-
ceiving instruction on sentence combining techniques not related to
relative clauses. Two days after the instruction all of the students
were given the post-test. The most prominent aspect of the results of
the post-test is that the group who performed the best was the OBL
group, followed by the DO group, the SBJ group and the control
group in that order. Moreover, although the SBJ experimental group
generalized somewhat to DO, neither the SBJ group nor the DO
group generalized to OBL. Nearly all generalizations were made in
the direction of the higher (or more accessible) positions on the AH.
These results do indeed seem to confirm the pedagogical hypothesis
put forth by Gass (1982). Thus Eckman et al (1988) come to the
conclusion that learners actually ‘learn’ more than they have been
taught, thereby challenging the assumption that learners know only
what they are taught.

5. Implications and Suggestions for Esperanto
and Other Artificial Languages

Esperanto draws upon the relative-pronoun strategy in forming
relative clauses (Comrie 1995: 49-50): Relative pronouns, which re-
fer back to head nouns, are “moved” to the front of relative clauses,
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and they are also case-marked by means of either a morphological
case or a preposition. This relativization strategy is widespread in
European languages and is rare outside Europe (Comrie 1989: 147-
153). Thus relativization in Esperanto is clearly European-based and
in fact very similar to that in English (e.g., (3)-(8) vs. (10)-(15)). In-
deed this and other European characteristics make Esperanto “less
than ideal for (its) stated purpose of being (a vehicle) of communi-
cation for the whole world” (Maxwell 1989: 103; also c.f., Comrie
1995 for further discussion). But more importantly, Esperanto is ex-
actly like English in terms of accessibility to relativization: Every
grammatical relation on the AH can be relativized on (Christopher
Gledhill, Claude Piron and John C. Wells, pers. comm.).® This is il-
lustrated in (10) to

(10) 1a knabin-o kiu nagx-is la
the  girl-N who swim-Pst  the
mar-kol-o-n de Dovr-o
sea-neck-N-Acc of Dover-N
“the girl who swam the Straits of Dover” [SBJ]

(11) 1a knabin-o kiu-n la knab-o am-is
the  girl-N who-Acc the boy-N love-Pst
per sia  tut-a kor-o

by means of his  whole-Adj  heart-N
“the girl whom the boy loved with all his heart” [DO]

® The present writer is grateful to Christopher Gledhill, Claude Piron and John C.
Wells for answering my questions about relativization in Esperanto, and particu-
larly to John C. Wells for also providing the Esperanto sentences in (10) to (15).
The glossing of these sentences has been somewhat simplified, e.g., knabin ‘girl’
instead of knab-in ‘child-feminine’. The following abbreviations are used: Acc =
Accusative, Adj = Adjective, N = Noun, and Pst = Past.
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(12) la knabin-o al kiu la knab-o don-is
the girl-N to who the boy-N give-Pst
roz-0-n
rose-N- Acc
“the girl to whom the boy gave rose” [/0]

(13)la  knabin-o kun kiu la knab-o danc-is
the girl-N with who the boy-N dance-Pst
“the girl with whom the boy danced’ [OBL]

(14) la knabin-o  kie aut-o-n la sinjorin-o
the girl-N whose car-N-Acc the lady-N
acxet-is por sia fil-o
buy-Pst for her son-N

“the girl whose car the lady bought for her son” [GEN]

(15)a bin-o ol kiu la knab-o  estas pli
the girl-N than who the boy-N s more
alt-a
tall-Adj
“the girl who the boy is taller than” [OCOMP]

As noted in section 3, however, the majority of the languages of
the world are not so generous as English or Esperanto in their rela-
tivizing possibilities. In fact, there are languages that can relativize
only on subject, e.g., Malagasy, and only on subject and direct ob-
ject, e.g., Luganda, and so on, although there are no languages that
cannot relativize on subject.

Can Esperanto then be regarded as structurally neutral in terms
of relativizing possibilities? Easy question as this may seem to be,
there could in fact be two possible answers: yes and no. One could
argue that Esperanto is structurally neutral in terms of relativization,
because fluent Esperanto speakers have the option of ‘stopping’ at
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any point on the AH, depending on less fluent Esperanto speakers’
NLs. (Note that it is assumed here that, since “speakers of Esperanto
generally show the influence of their mother tongue in their use of
Esperanto” (Maxwell 1998: 116), those who are not fluent Esperanto
speakers (e.g., so-called ‘perpetual learners’ or efernaj komencantoy)
tend to relativize on as many grammatical relations on the AH as
they do in their NLs.) For instance, if an Esperanto speaker who has
perfectly learned to relativize on all the grammatical relations on the
AH speaks Esperanto to a less fluent Esperanto speaker of language
X, he will be careful (and kind) enough to relativize on subject and
direct object only, because in language X only those two grammati-
cal relations are relativized on. One could then claim that this ‘flexi-
bility’ is possible, only because Esperanto can relativize on all the
grammatical relations on the AH in the first place. But this is unreal-
istic because it presupposes that (fluent) Esperanto speakers would
know the extent of relativization in every NL spoken by other (less
fluent) Esperanto speakers (c.f., Comrie 1995: 57 for a similar point).
Moreover, less fluent Esperanto speakers may be required to relativ-
ize beyond what is possible in their own NLs when speaking to flu-
ent Esperanto speakers. But it may not always be possible for them
to relativize beyond what they can in their NLs.

One could instead argue that Esperanto is not neutral with re-
spect to the languages of the world, because not many languages can
relativize as ‘generously’ as Esperanto does. One could then claim
that in order to be neutral in terms of relativization Esperanto should
relativize only on what is minimally permitted in the languages of
the world, i.e., subject relation, since that grammatical relation can
be relativized on in every natural language. But again this will not
help spread “the burden of language learning”, as there are many
languages that relativize on more than subject. In fact, languages
that can relativize only on subject are a minority. Esperanto speakers
of NLs which relativize on more than subject would have to learn
not to relativize on grammatical relations other than subject. This
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too is an unrealistic position to hold.

The foregoing discussion, albeit somewhat simplified or even
contrived, points to the impossibility of selecting a structurally neu-
tral ‘cut-off position’ for relativization (i.e., subject, direct object,
indirect object or what?). It raises a fundamental question as to how
structural neutrality can be claimed, let alone assessed, in artificial
languages when continuum-based properties like the AH—as op-
posed to binary properties (i.e., the presence or absence of proper-
ties)—are at issue. Whichever grammatical relation of the AH is
chosen as the cut-off point for relativization will necessarily be an
arbitrary decision and thus can never be regarded as structurally
neutral among the languages of the world. As a matter of fact, it will
be meaningless or futile to argue for a particular grammatical rela-
tion to be picked as the cut-off point for relativization. This is indeed
qualitatively different from the question as to whether artificial lan-
guages should or should not have a given structural property (e.g.,
the definite article /a or the accusative case -n in Esperanto), be-
cause, in the case of binary properties, one only needs to choose be-
tween having or not having them, for instance, by appealing to the
notion of markedness (i.e., the unmarked option preferred to the
marked option). Of course, ‘arbitrariness’ will not be completely
ruled out (i.e., at least for speakers of NLs with the marked option),
but the decision is much easier to make, and can be made at least on
a sound basis. In the case of continuum-based properties, on the
other hand, one has to choose from multiple ‘options’. The problem
is that one option is as good or bad as another, depending on how
one looks at it. Indeed the structural neutrality with respect to con-
tinuum-based properties is an interesting issue or problem for Espe-
ranto and other artificial languages which aspire to be a vehicle of
communication for the whole world.

The L2 acquisition research discussed in section 4, however, can
provide some useful ideas as to how the problem of choosing the
structurally neutral ‘cut-off position’ for relativization could be ad-
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dressed, if not resolved. There are two main points arising from
these studies, and they are worth summarizing here. First, L2 learn-
ers, regardless of their NL backgrounds, had more problems with
relativizing on lower than on higher positions—which is what the
AH is designed to capture. Second, both Gass (1979) and Hylten-
stam (1984) demonstrate clearly that the use of resumptive pronouns
in relative clauses is observed in inverse relation to the AH, regard-
less of whether or not NLs make use of resumptive pronouns in rela-
tive clauses: The frequency of occurrence of resumptive pronouns in
relative clauses increases as one moves down the AH. Also recall
that the TLs, namely English and Swedish, do not rely on the pro-
noun-retention strategy at all and can relativize on every position on
the AH.

The suggestions to be made below on the basis of the preceding
two points are not intended for any particular artificial language;
they are meant to be general. However, what is going to be sug-
gested for artificial languages already in existence, e.g., Esperanto,
is slightly different from what is going to be suggested for future ar-
tificial languages. This is intended to minimize the possible effect of
the suggestion on the already established norm of Esperanto, for in-
stance.

For artificial languages already in use, the following suggestion
can be made:

(16) Resumptive pronouns, in conjunction with the existing rela-
tivization strategy, be optionally used for the grammatical
relations other than subject.

This is based on the observation that L2 learners tend to make
use of resumptive pronouns in relative clauses irrespective of
whether their NLs rely on the pronoun-retention strategy or not and
also on the fact that every natural language is known to relativize on
subject. Relativization on subject will be no serious problem for L2
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learners. In order to spread “the burden of language learning”, how-
ever, the optional use of resumptive pronouns, which seems to be L2
learners’ preferred option, is suggested for the grammatical relations
other than subject. In the case of Esperanto, what this means is: Re-
sumptive pronouns will be optionally used in conjunction with the
relative-pronoun strategy for the grammatical relations lower than
subject. Note that the use of resumptive pronouns is designed to be
optional so that fluent Esperanto speakers can have the option of us-
ing resumptive pronouns in relative clauses if and when in doubt
about the extent of relativization in less fluent Esperanto speakers’
NLs. (Again, it is assumed that those who are not fluent Esperanto
speakers tend to relativize on as many grammatical relations on the
AH as they do in their NLs.) The use of resumptive pronouns in
relative clauses will thus be an open-ended matter and subject to
‘negotiation’ between Esperanto speakers of different NLs so that
less fluent speakers’ NLs can be accommodated by fluent speakers.
The “burden of language learning” is reduced thereby. There will
also be no question of complicating production on the part of fluent
Esperanto speakers because of this optional use of resumptive pro-
nouns. The use of resumptive pronouns is the preferred option in L2
acquisition of relative clauses regardless of L2 learners’ NL back-
grounds. Thus fluent Esperanto speakers would only be asked to
carry into their Esperanto speech what they would most probably do
when acquiring an L2 (or, in fact, what they may themselves have
done before they became fluent in Esperanto). Esperanto speakers of
NLs with relativization ‘limited’ in terms of the AH, on the other
hand, can freely use resumptive pronouns when relativizing on
lower grammatical relations. In other words, they also would be re-
quired to do what they would most probably do when acquiring an
L2. The prediction, based on the L2 acquisition studies, is that their
use of resumptive pronouns in relative clauses will be in inverse re-
lation to the AH: more frequent use of resumptive pronouns on
lower than higher positions on the AH. Note that this optional use of
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resumptive pronouns also helps preserve the integrity of the relative-
pronoun strategy, already established in Esperanto.

For artificial languages yet to come into existence, on the other
hand, the following suggestion can be made:

(17) The pronoun-retention strategy be the sole relativization
strategy.

This is also based on L2 learners’ tendency to use resumptive pro-
nouns regardless of whether their NLs rely on the pronoun-retention
strategy or not. Since L2 learners do make use of resumptive pro-
nouns in TL relative clauses, the preferred relativization strategy
should be the pronoun-retention strategy, which is based on the use
of resumptive pronouns. In the case of future artificial languages,
there is no established norm to protect or maintain, which explains
why there is no restriction imposed on the use of resumptive pro-
nouns with respect to the AH (i.e., the obligatory use of resumptive
pronouns regardless of the grammatical relations to be relativized
on).

Needless to say, the suggestions in (16) and (17) are speculative
—although it is not entirely clear how this can be avoided in topics
like the one discussed in this paper—and are meant to be only what
they are, i.e., suggestions. Nonetheless the evidence from the L2 ac-
quisition research discussed in section 4 points unequivocally to the
use of resumptive pronouns as the preferred structural option in L2
acquisition of relative clauses. Thus it is not inappropriate to take
advantage of this important evidence in making suggestions about
the preferred relativization strategy for artificial languages such as
Esperanto. Artificial languages are learned only as L2s after all. L2
acquisition of artificial languages will be subject to the same con-
straints or restrictions that L2 acquisition of natural languages is. It
will be surprising if otherwise.

Last but not least, the pedagogical implications of the AH for L2
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acquisition of artificial languages such as Esperanto should not be
lost sight of, especially because artificial languages are always
learned as L2s, most likely, in the context of formal instruction.’
One important ‘lesson’ that Gass (1982) and Eckman et al (1988)
provide for formal language instruction is that L2 learners learn
more than they are specifically taught. This is something that teach-
ers or instructors of (artificial) languages are well-advised to con-
sider. It is a matter of even greater import for established artificial
languages like Esperanto, which relativize on every grammatical re-
lation on the AH.

6. Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated that linguistic typology can provide
a useful framework in which to assess the structural neutrality of ar-
tificial languages such as Esperanto. The structural neutrality of con-
tinuum-based properties such as the AH in artificial languages can-
not be claimed, let alone assessed, simply because there are multiple
options to choose from. No decision is going to be non-arbitrary and
can thus be regarded as structurally neutral with respect to the lan-
guages of the world. However, linguistic typology, together with L2
acquisition research, can generate some useful ideas as to how this
‘problem’ can be addressed, if not resolved. It indeed makes specific
suggestions on the basis of L2 learners’ preferred structural options
or strategies. Such suggestions should be taken into account in the
development of artificial languages, because these languages also
are learned as L2s after all.

7 Tt will be interesting comparative research to examine how relativization in Espe-
ranto is taught in the context of different L1s. To the best of the present writer’s
knowledge, there is no published work that deals with this topic.
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