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There is a widespread view in typological literature that forms and functions of causative constructions 
in languages of the world are correlated (e.g. Haiman 1983, Comrie 1989, Dixon 2000). In particular, it 
is argued that events that are more conceptually integrated are expressed by more cohesive or compact 
causative forms (e.g. lexical causatives), as in (1a), than events that are less conceptually integrated 
and which are often expressed by less cohesive forms (e.g. periphrastic causatives), as in (1b): 
 
(1) a.  Harry Potter raised the goblet to his lips.  

b.  Harry Potter caused the goblet to rise to his lips. 
 
This correlation has been regarded as an instance of iconicity (Haiman 1983). In my talk, I will argue 
that it can be best explained by efficiency as the tendency to minimize cost-to-benefit ratio in language 
communication. This ratio is minimized when more frequent causative meanings are expressed by 
shorter forms and less frequent ones are expressed by longer forms (cf. Haspelmath 2008). 

In order to support my proposal, I will present evidence from several different sources: 
• a sample of 59 typologically and genetically diverse languages; 
• frequencies of different causation types from spoken corpora of English, Lao and Russian; 
• an artificial language learning experiment.  

The typological data demonstrate a) that conceptual integration is not the only distinction that is 
correlated with formal integration, or compactness, cross-linguistically (cf. Dixon 2000), and b) that the 
conceptual integration itself is more correlated with formal length than with grammatical autonomy or 
linguistic distance, as iconicity theory would predict, or with productivity, as argued by Shibatani and 
Pardeshi (2002). The corpus data clearly show that the functions that are expressed by the more 
compact forms are also the more frequent ones in each of the three languages.  Finally, the artificial 
language learning experiment demonstrates that language users have a bias towards choosing shorter 
causative forms to express more frequent causative situations, and longer forms to express less 
frequent ones, independently of the degree of conceptual integration. 

All this evidence converges, indicating that efficiency is the best and the most parsimonious 
explanation of the cross-linguistic variation of causatives. In order to show that this account is not 
teleological (cf. Bybee 1999), I will provide a pragmatic model at the level of the speaker and the hearer 
in Keller’s (1994) fashion, which involves mechanisms that are similar to Levinson’s (2000) I- and M-
implicatures, and the ‘invisible hand’ processes. I will argue that this model can account for the 
emergence and conventionalization of efficient form-function pairings in expression of causation and in 
other conceptual domains.  
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