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What is considered a subject?

a. Functionally:

◦ S and A (Dixon 1979)

→ same for all languages

b. Structurally:

◦ First rank of  core arguments (Kibrik 1997)

◦ “Most privileged” syntactic argument (Mel’čuk 2014)

◦ “Grammatically most prominent argument” (Mithun 2006)

→ differs across languages
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What is considered a subject?

◦ Privileged in coding properties: the argument with the coding properties that are 

found in both transitive and intransitive clauses
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(1) Kâte (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; Anderson 1976: 14)

a) beʔ-Ø vale-ve b) beʔ-ko nana-Ø na-veʔ

pig-ABS come-PST.3SG pig-ERG taro-ABS eat-PST.3SG

‘The pig came’ ‘The pig ate taro.’



What is considered a subject?

◦ Privileged in behavioural properties: argument allowing operations that others do 

not allow (e.g. target of  (anti-)passivization, coreferential deletion, special 

constructions in clause combining)
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(2) Kâte (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; Anderson 1976: 14)

a) vale-la beʔ-ko nana-Ø na-veʔ

come-PST.SS pig-ERG taro-ABS eat-PST.3SG

‘The pig came and ate taro.’

b) *go-ki (beʔ-Ø) hone-la (beʔ-Ø) gesaʔke-ve

2SG-ERG pig-ABS see-PST.SS pig-ABS run-PST.3SG

‘I saw the pig and it ran.’



What is considered a subject?

(3) Kâte (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; Anderson 1976: 14)

a) beʔ-Ø vale-ve b) beʔ-ko nana-Ø na-veʔ

pig-ABS come-PST.3SG pig-ERG taro-ABS eat-PST.3SG

‘The pig came’ ‘The pig ate taro.’

c) _ABS vale-la beʔ-ko nana-Ø na-veʔ

come-PST.SS pig-ERG taro-ABS eat-PST.3SG

‘The pig came and ate taro.’

d) *go-ki (beʔ-Ø) hone-la (beʔ-Ø) gesaʔke-ve

2SG-ERG pig-ABS see-PST.SS pig-ABS run-PST.3SG

‘I saw the pig and it ran.’
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→ coding properties: S+P

behavioural properties: S+A



Subject and semantic alignment

◦ Semantic alignment (also called split-S or active): distinction between patient-like 

and agent-like arguments made also in intransitive clauses → no uniform S, but Sa 

and Sp

(4) Western Basque

a) ni-Ø eror-i na-iz b) ni-Ø harrapa-tu na-u-zu

1SG-ABS fall-PFV 1SG.ABS-AUXI 1SG-ABS catch-PFV 1SG.ABS-AUXII-2SG.ERG

‘I fell.’ ‘You caught me.’

c) ni-k borroka-tu du-t d) ni-k harrapa-tu zait-u-t

1SG-ERG fight-PFV AUXII-1SG.ERG 1SG-ERG catch-PFV 2SG.ABS-AUXII-1SG.ERG

‘I fought.’ ‘I caught you.’
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Subject and semantic alignment

A=S≠P A=S≠P + 

individual cases 

of  A≠S=P

mostly A=S≠P, 

some systematic 

cases of  A≠S=P

A=S/S=P mostly A≠S=P, 

some systematic 

cases of  A=S≠P

A≠S=P + 

individual cases 

of  A=S≠P

A≠S=P

accusative semantic ergative

agent patient

intransitive S

transitive A P

accusative

agent patient

intransitive S

transitive A P

ergative

agent patient

intransitive Sa

A

Sp

Ptransitive

semantic
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Subject and semantic alignment

◦ Problem for defining a subject category based on coding properties:

◦ no uniform coding of  S → no privileged “default” coding that is present in every clause

◦ Conceivable consequences on behavioural subject properties:

◦ no obligatorily filled argument slot

→ either no single privileged syntactic position or some clauses lacking a privileged 

argument → both core arguments equally privileged?

◦ Strong association between semantic role and argument slot

→ would be subverted by operations promoting an argument to another slot → no 

manipulation of  syntactic valency (i.e. passivization or antipassivization)?
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Subject and semantic alignment

◦ What has been observed in semantically aligned languages:

◦ generally tend to not have passives (Wichmann 2007)

◦ “not organized around the traditional grammatical relations of  subject and object” 
(Velázquez-Castillo 2008: 381 on Guaraní)

◦ “no evidence of  subject, object or even oblique categories” (Mithun 2006: 213 on 
Mohawk)

◦ “paucity of  evidence of  any kind which might be used to say that any kind of  argument 
is syntactically privileged over any other kind of  argument” (Bowden 2001: 161 on Taba)

◦ “Core Status, a syntactic status defining a set of  syntactic relations which are equally 
available to certain salient processes such as raising and relativization” (Durie 1987: 392 
on Acehnese)

→ Systematic look at 4 most commonly mentioned behavioural subject properties 
(cf. e.g. Kibrik 1997; Onishi 2001; Haspelmath 2001: 68; Barðdal et al. 2023) in 27 
languages with semantic alignment
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Data

◦ 30 languages listed in WALS as having active alignment in either head or

dependent marking (WALS 2013: features 98-100A), for 3 of them no

information on any of the subject properties found → leaves 27 languages

◦ Semantic alignment patterns to rather different extents, one language with

symmetrical voice (= subject category fully independent of semantic role)

◦ Data from grammars and syntactic descriptions
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Data
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Subject properties considered

1. Target of manipulation of syntactic valency

→ closely related to coding properties: changes coding as part of overall clause

structure

◦ Diagnostics: 

◦ Is there a productive way of  manipulating syntactic valency? Does it lead to arguments 

being expressed in another syntactic slot or does it only enable dropping arguments?
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(5) German

a) die Katze-n jag-en den Hund

DEF.PL.NOM cat-PL chase-3PL DEF.M.ACC dog

‘The cats are chasing the dog.’

b) der Hund wird (von den Katze-n) ge-jag-t

DEF.M.NOM dog AUX.PASS.3SG by DEF.PL.DAT cat-PL PP-chase-PP

‘The dog is being chased (by the cats).’



Subject properties considered

2. Coreferentiality requirements and coreferential deletion of arguments in 

complement clauses

◦ Diagnostics:

◦ Are there constructions that require a certain argument of  the complement clause to be 

coreferential with a matrix argument? Can a certain argument be left unexpressed when 

coreferential with a matrix argument?

(7) Yagua (Peba-Yagua; Payne & Payne 1990: 336, 337)

a) jiy-vąąta-ra [jųnúúy-janu]? b) jiy-vąąta [sa-jųnúúy Tomáása]?

2SG-want-INAN look-INF 2SG-want 3SG-look Tomáása

‘Do you want to look?’ ‘Do you want Tomáása to look?’
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Subject properties considered

3. Coreferentiality requirements and coreferential deletion in clause

combining

◦ Diagnostics:

◦ Which argument of  a clause can be deleted when coreferential with which argument of  

the other clause?

◦ Is there another distinction between same-subject and different-subject constructions, 

and if  yes, which argument counts as subject?

(8) Koasati (Muskogean; Rising 1992: 4)

Joekak roomkã itcikhalihkok Edkã hihcan cokko:lit

Joe-k room- ̃ itcokhali:ka-k Ed- ̃ hi:ca-n cokko:lit

Joe-NOM room-ACC enter-SS Ed-ACC see-DS sat_down

‘Joe came into the room, _ saw Ed, and he [Ed] sat down.’
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Subject properties considered

◦ 4. property: which arguments can be relativized → was not conclusive (almost all 

languages neutral) and therefore left out in this presentation
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Results

1. Manipulation of syntactic valency

◦ 10 languages no strategies mentioned

◦ 7 languages strategies to manipulate quantitative valency only (i.e. dropping or

impersonalizing arguments without promoting the remaining argument), often not 

restricted to transitive clauses

◦ 4 languages reflexives that can also be used to express a passive meaning → lead

to P being expressed as Sa

◦ 6 languages dedicated passives with promotion of P to Sa

→ majority of the languages maintain strict mapping between semantic role and

syntactic slot, but not all
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Results

2. Coreferentiality in complementation

◦ Data on many languages missing

◦ 5-7 languages neutral, not distinguishing between arguments

◦ 2 languages special construction with coreferential agent-like argument (+ Yuchi

optionally)

◦ 6-8 languages with coreferential S/A 

◦ Warekena with coreferential S/P (?)

→ might in many cases depend on semantics of matrix predicate rather than

syntactic restrictions
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Results

3. Coreferentiality in clause combining

◦ Very often not explicitly stated in the grammar

◦ 13-20 languages at least one neutral construction

◦ 7-10 languages at least one construction with S/A pivot

◦ 1 language (Warekena) some constructions with S/P pivot

◦ Arapesh same actor in “parallel sentence” construction; switch-reference marking 

in Koasati said to be “sensitive to active-stative distinction” (Rising 1992: 32), but 

no details

→ might in many cases at a closer look be pragmatic rather than syntactic (cf. 

Bossong 1984; Mel‘čuk 2014: 184)
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Results

Presence and salience of a privileged argument position in the different 

languages (only languages with information on all four properties)

◦ 2 languages no privileged argument

◦ 3 languages slightly (= in one domain) privileging the agent-like argument

◦ 5 languages slightly privileging S/A

◦ 1 language privileging mostly S/P, less often S/A

◦ 3 languages privileging S/A in 2-3 domains → all three mostly accusative coding, 

only small class of Sp verbs
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Conclusion

◦ Split-S patterns in behavioural subject properties very rare

◦ Most semantically aligned languages not one clearly syntactically privileged

argument

◦ When they do, usually S/A → but might in many cases at closer look turn out to

be a semantically or pragmatically conditioned preference rather than a syntactic

restriction

◦ Limitations: 

◦ Syntactic data especially scarce for underdocumented languages

◦ In order to be fully conclusive, the results have to be compared to languages with other

types of alignment

◦ Correlation with pervasiveness of semantic coding?
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THANK YOU!
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Appendix: Data

language manipulation of  

syntactic valency

relativization complementation clause 

combining

sources

Acehnese quantitative valency 

only

neutral actor neutral Durie 1985, 1987, 

1988

Acoma no only Sp and P 

shown

S/A neutral Miller 1965, 

Maring 1967

Amuesha passive neutral S/A neutral Duff-Tripp 1997

Apurinã object-deleting 

intransitivizer, 

marginal passive

neutral neutral juxtaposition S/A? da Silva Facundes

2000

Mountain 

Arapesh

reflexive also used 

with passive meaning

neutral neutral? same actor with 

“parallel 

sentences”, 

otherwise neutral

Conrad & Wogiga

1991

Basque quantitative valency 

only

neutral S/A neutral? Hualde & Ortiz de 

Urbina 2003, 

Duguine 2012; 

Euskaltzaindia

2021

Drehu no neutral S/A? neutral Moyse-Faurie

1983



language manipulation of

syntactic valency

relativization complementation clause

combining

sources

Georgian quantitative valency

only (in aorist and 

perfect)

neutral ? coordination 

S/A, 

otherwise

neutral?

Fähnrich 1986, 

Hewitt 1995, 

Asatiani 2013

Paraguayan 

Guaraní

reflexive also used 

with passive meaning

neutral ? neutral? Velázquez-Castillo 

2008, Estigarribia

2020

Ika no neutral S/A S/A? Frank 1985, 1990

Imonda no neutral ? neutral Seiler 1985

Ket no neutral ? ? Vajda 2004, 

Wichmann 2007

Kewa no only S and A shown ? S/A Franklin 1971

Koasati passive only P and oblique

shown

? S/A Kimball 1991, 

Rising 1992

Lakhota quantitative valency 

only

neutral ? not applicable Foley & Van Valin 

1977, Pustet & 

Rood 2008

Lokono reflexive also used

with passive meaning

neutral ? ? Pet 1987

Mohawk quantitative valency 

only

neutral (only

incipient)

neutral neutral Bonvillain 1973, 

Mithun 2006, 

Mithun 2020



language manipulation of

syntactic valency

relativization complementation clause combining sources

Oneida no ? neutral neutral? Abbott 2000

Taba quantitative valency 

only

neutral neutral neutral Bowden 2001

Tlingit passive ? ? ? Swanton 2013

Tonkawa no ? S/A? neutral? Hoijer 1933

Tsou agent and patient

voice

subject actor ? Chang 2004

Tunica no neutral ? coordination only S/A 

shown, otherwise neutral?

Haas 1940

Warekena reflexive also used

with passive 

meaning (very rare)

S/P S/P S/P, S/A or neutral

depending on construction

Aikhenvald 1998

Wichita no not applicable neutral? S/A with motion-cum-

purpose, clause chaining

neutral

Rood 1976

Yagua (lexically

constrained) passive

neutral S/A S/A in infinitval adverbial 

clauses, otherwise neutral

Payne & Payne 

1990

Yuchi no Only Sa and

Sp shown

(actor) neutral? Linn 2001


