The information curve in verb-initial languages: a parallel corpus-based study

Since Greenberg (1963)'s seminal work on word order, it has been known that
languages tend to disfavour verb-initial position (VSO and VOS) for their basic sentence
and clause structure; in the most thorough survey on the order of Subject, Object, and
Verb (1,376 languages), Dryer (2013) finds only 120 languages with verb-initial order.
From the seventies onward, typologists have suggested treating VSO and VOS
languages together with SVO languages as they both have Verb-Object (VO) order,
disregarding the position of the subject. Typologists have found that verb-initial
languages differ little from verb medial languages in their structural features
(Vennemann 1974; VVennemann 1976; Lehmann 1973; Lehmann 1978; Dryer 1991,
Dryer 1992; Dryer 1997); as such, processing factors (Hawkins 2004) and/or
grammaticalization patterns (Aristar 1991; Dryer 2019) that account for VO order would
explain the VSO and VOS orders. Additionally, recent typological studies have
questioned the verbal nature of the predicate in verb-initial languages, framing predicate
fronting in terms of the more general problem of lexical flexibility (Gong and Uehara
2024).

Despite these functional or historical explanations, the fact remains that around 10% of
the world's languages systematically choose a word order that is pragmatically marked
in the other languages. In the absence of specific markers or syntactic constructions,
the sentence initial position is used by many languages as the topic position.
Furthermore, according to Klafka & Jurovski (2021) and contrary to the hypothesis of a
smooth distribution of information in the sentence (Uniform Information Density: Levy &
Jaeger 2007), the initial position of the sentence is characterized by a peak of
information.

Klafka & Jurovski (2021) compute the curve of information in a sample of over 200
languages from Wikipedia, comparing sentences of the same length. We propose in the
present study a comparison of the information curves of parallel sentences in a sample
of languages from a corpus of literary texts, CIEP+. Whereas Klafka & Jurovski (2021)
metrics are based on n-gram surprisal, we employ here surprisal estimates derived from
mGPT (Shliazhko et al. 2024). For each of the commonly used predicate positions
(initial, medial, final), we select three languages of different families: V-initial: Arabic,
Irish, Tagalog; V-medial: Greek, Chinese, Finnish; V-final: Turkish, Japanese, Armenian.
Working with a parallel corpus allows us to offer a better comparison of the curve of
information across languages, as we are analyzing sentences with the same meaning
and function. We expect to observe in verb-initial language a different shape of the
information curve and to find similarities between verb-medial and verb-final languages;
in the former languages, the peak of information is likely to be found in different
positions and marked by specific constructions, while in the latter has a more fixed
position, possibly, but not exclusive, at the beginning of the sentence.
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