
How basic is the notion of alternative? A diachronic typology of disjunction 
	
The aim of this talk is twofold: i) first, we will examine the cross-linguistic coding of disjunction, 
based on a balanced 130-language sample, in order to identify regular patterns of variation in the 
morphosyntax and semantics of disjunctive constructions; ii) second, we aim to identify the 
recurrent sources of grammaticalization that lead to the development of disjunctive constructions. 
Based on the observed synchronic and diachronic variation, we will conclude by addressing the 
question of how basic (and universal) is the very notion of alternative. 

Disjunction has traditionally been studied in the literature with respect to the inclusive vs. 
exclusive distinction, inherited from Boolean logic (see Allwood, Andersson, and Dahl 1977). The 
distinction between inclusive and exclusive disjunction has also been analyzed in the light of the 
downward-entailing vs. upward-entailing dichotomy (Chierchia et al. 2001, Crain 2008: 151), thus 
directly connecting it to our innate interpretive competence. Payne (1985: 40) argues that “on the 
whole […] it is rare to find anything unusual in disjunction. The majority of languages appear to 
possess at least one unequivocal strategy and this is invariably permitted at sentential and at phrasal 
levels”. 

Yet, once we consider cross-linguistic variation the picture seems more complicated, though not 
random. According to Kibrik (2004: 547-48), working on Kuskokwim Athabaskan (Athabaskan, 
Alaska), “there does not seem to exist any native way to express disjunction.[…] one of the UKA 
consultants said, after my repeated attempts to get him to translate a sentence such as Do you want 
tea or coffee?: “They did not offer you a choice in the old days””. Press (1975: 145, 167), working 
on Chemehuevi (Uto-Aztecan, Numic, USA - California), has “been unable to obtain any obvious 
alternative questions in Chemehuevi (or alternative statements for that matter)” and exemplifies the 
“available ways to get around thee lack of any syntactic or morphological ‘or’ […]”.  

These are two examples showing that i) there are languages lacking an overt disjunctive marker, 
and ii) there are languages in which the elicitation of disjunctive constructions is highly 
problematic. Furthermore, there does not seem to be languages showing distinct strategies for 
inclusive vs. exclusive disjunction (cf. Mauri 2008a and 2008b, also Dik 1968: 274-276, 
Haspelmath 2008: 25-27). It will be argued that typological evidence seriously challenges the 
universality of disjunction as a basic notion, end even more the fact that the inclusive vs. exclusive 
distinction is relevant to speakers. 

After discussing the attested cross-linguistic variation, mainly considering the presence vs. 
absence of dedicated disjunctive markers, their morphological complexity and their semantic 
domain (i.e. the set of functions they convey), we will focus on those semantic distinctions that 
appear to be more frequently encoded by disjunctive connectives. We will highlight the close 
connection between disjunction and epistemic modality, which becomes evident from the fact that 
languages lacking an overt ‘or’ recur to dubitative constructions to convey alternative. We will 
further discuss cases in which languages distinguish between non-exhaustive and exhaustive 
disjunctive sets (e.g. Japanese –ka vs. ya, Italian newborn piuttosto che, which has a disjunctive 
meaning restricted to non-exhaustive lists), and cases where it is mandatory to use different ‘or’ 
connectives depending on the need for a choice (e.g. Polish czy must be used for disjunction aimed 
at a choice, while albo must be employed if no choice is required). 

After providing a detailed synchronic picture, we will turn to a diachronic perspective, looking 
for the diachronic sources of disjunctive markers. We will provide data confirming the close 
connection between disjunction and epistemic modality, with a good number of cases where a 
disjunctive marker derives from a dubitative construction, a conditional form or an interrogative 
marker (e.g. Japanese –ka, Polish czy cf. Mauri and Giacalone 2011). We further observe cases 
where the disjunctive form derives from the conjunctive one (meaning ‘and’) together with some 
hypothetical/dubitative particle (e.g. Russian ili < i + li). Negation is also frequently the source for 
disjunction (e.g. Galo máa), either alone or within a negative hypothesis (‘if it is not so’, e.g. 
Cavineña jadya=ama ju-atsu ‘thus=NEG be-SS’ (lit. being not thus). Finally, distal morphemes are 



attested as reconstructed sources for disjunctive markers (- IE *au- ‘other, that’ (+-tì)  > Lat. aut 
(*auti), autem). 

The integration of the synchronic and diachronic perspective will lead us to address a more 
general question, concerning the identification of those functional domains that are connected to 
disjunction, either as lexical sources or within patterns of multifunctionality. We will conclude by 
arguing that the notion of disjunction itself can be analyzed into smaller components, such as i) 
non-factuality and ii) mutual replaceability of the alternatives, which are indeed directly mirrored in 
the diachronic sources and in the patterns of cross-linguistic observed. 
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