
A diachronic explanation for cross-linguistic variation in the use of inverse-scope constructions 

Overview: This study investigates the cross-linguistic variation in the use of inverse-scope 

constructions such as All that glitters is not gold for expressing “not all X are Y” propositions—and 

in particular, why these constructions are in use and even common in some languages but lacking in 

others. The language sample contains 110 languages from diverse language families and linguistic 

areas. For 31 of these languages, diachronic data are also available. The main claim is that the cross-

linguistic variation is explained by competition with alternative scope-transparent constructions, but 

only when the history of individual languages is taken into consideration. When a language develops 

a novel construction such as Not all that glitters is gold, which expresses scope relations transparently, 

it may take several centuries before this novel construction finally pushes a pre-existing inverse-scope 

construction out of use. In the meantime, inverse scope is used alongside its scope-transparent 

competitor. 

Background: There is a common claim in the literature (see e.g., [1-4]) that languages with relatively 

fixed word order like English tend to allow scope ambiguity, while languages with relatively free 

word order like German and Japanese have severe restrictions on inverse-scope interpretations since 

these languages can and prefer to express scope relations transparently by the surface word order. 

[5] argue that scope rigidity is construction specific rather than a general property of languages. 

They propose a competition-based analysis of scope ambiguity, introducing a violable constraint 

called ScoT, which favors PF candidates that represent scope relations transparently. 

(1) Scope Transparency (ScoT): If the order of two elements at LF is A≫B, the order at PF is A≫B. 

According to [5], ScoT can only be violated when it is in conflict with another constraint C2. Given 

a certain LF, two candidates are permitted (provided that C2 is also a violable constraint): one that 

respects ScoT and violates C2 and one that violates ScoT and respects C2. 

Puzzle: According to the results of this study, about half of the world's languages have scope-

transparent constructions like (2b), and about a third of these languages also use inverse-scope 

constructions such as (2a). If the availability of inverse scope depends on competition, why do we 

see a blocking effect in some languages but not others? 

(2) a. All that glitters is not gold.   b. Not all that glitters is gold. 

Proposal: While there is a universal preference for expressing scope relations transparently, ScoT 

is not strong enough to block frequently used constructions. As a result, ScoT's effect is sometimes 

too weak to be observed on the synchronic level. However, ScoT has a diachronic effect: languages 

tend to develop novel constructions that respect ScoT, and these gradually replace pre-existing 

inverse-scope constructions. 

Assumptions: I assume that the competition is between candidates that express the same truth-

conditional meaning and there is a slight bias towards candidates that respect ScoT (in processing 

and/or acquisition). While the effect of ScoT is weak, it can be magnified over time. In other words, 

the synchronic effect of ScoT is weak, but it drives systematic historical developments. 

I focus on two strategies for expressing “not all X are Y” propositions: 

• Strategy A: an inverse-scope construction (Everyone didn’t come) 

• Strategy B: the negative marker is adjacent to the quantifier phrase (Not everyone came) 

Hypothesis: Languages prefer to express scope relations transparently. In other words, there is a 

bias towards candidates that respect ScoT. This hypothesis leads to the following predictions: 

Diachronic predictions: Languages tend to develop novel B constructions, which respect ScoT, and 

these gradually replace pre-existing A constructions. On the other hand, novel A constructions only 

arise or become more frequent when a pre-existing B construction is lost for independent reasons, 

e.g., when the language develops a novel negative marker or universal quantifier. The prediction is 

that if a language uses both A and B, the former is older.  



Synchronic predictions: A language that has B is less likely to have A than a language that does not 

have B. 

Methodology: Inverse-scope constructions are rarely described in grammars. Therefore, this study 

requires collecting primary cross-linguistic data. For this purpose, I use translations of the New 

Testament (NT) as a parallel corpus. Whenever possible, at least two different translations were 

used for each language. In addition, for 31 out of 110 languages in the sample, historical translations 

are also available. The Greek source text uses a B construction 12 out of 14 times in the relevant 

verses. If a translation uses an A construction instead, it is taken as evidence that this construction 

is in use in the language.  

In order to evaluate how representative the corpus is of the languages at large, a comparison was 

made for 16 languages between the frequency of A in the NT corpus and in the Europarl corpus, 

which contains dozens to hundreds of “not all X are Y” propositions. The results proved to be 

highly correlated. In addition, previous studies were consulted whenever available. 

Two additional strategies that respect ScoT were considered but were not the focus of this study: 

• Strategy C: standard negation with VS word order (Not came everyone) 

• Strategy D: clefts (It was not everyone who came) and superordinate negation (It is not the case 

that everyone came) 

I assume that in the case of strategy C there can be a conflict between ScoT and various word order 

constraints that favor SV order in certain contexts. As a result, C is not expected to give rise to a 

blocking effect. As for D, I remain agnostic as to whether it violates any major constraint. 

Therefore, the predictions were restricted to the competition between B, which does not violate any 

important constraint, and A. 

Results: Strategy A is attested in 54% of the languages in the sample—more than any other 

strategy. In 31% of the languages, A is also the most common strategy—surpassed only by B, which 

is the most common strategy in 41% of the languages. As predicted, a language that has B is less 

likely to have A than a language that does not have B (logit difference: -4.07, SE=1.243, z=3.227, 

p=0.001). The same holds for a language that has D (p=0.008). On the other hand, the availability 

of C in a language does not have a significant effect on the availability of A. 

Diachronic results: The strongest evidence in favor of the hypothesis comes from Romance and 

Germanic languages. Most languages in these families went through the following diachronic path: In 

Stage 1, A was a common strategy—in some languages it was the most common strategy (e.g., Middle 

English), and in other languages (e.g., Italian) it was mostly in variation with C. In Stage 2, the 

language develops a novel B construction. This happens around the 14th-16th century in most 

languages. Over several centuries, B’s frequency increases, and A’s frequency decreases. In Stage 3, 

A either falls out of use or becomes extremely rare and used mostly in formulaic expressions. I further 

argue that the above scenario can be cyclic based on evidence from Romance languages and Greek. 

Conclusion: The synchronic effect of ScoT is weak, but it drives systematic historical 

developments. In order to respect ScoT, a language may: (i) develop a novel scope-transparent 

construction; (ii) recruit an independently existing construction. However, it may take several centuries 

until an older inverse-scope construction is finally pushed out of use. This means that the relative age 

of the competing constructions plays a major role and can even outweigh a universal force like ScoT. 
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