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Abstract7KHODQJXDJHVRIWKHZRUOGDUHYHU\VLPLODULQWKHLUIXQFWLRQWRIDFLOLWDWHEDVLFKXPDQQHHGVIRUVHOIH[SUHVVLRQDQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQ,QRUGHUWRGR
WKLVODQJXDJHVW\SLFDOO\DVVLJQSURSHUWLHVLQWKHIRUPRISUHGLFDWHVWRHQWLWLHV
RU FRQFHSWV H[SUHVVHG LQ ODQJXDJH DV DUJXPHQWV RI WKHVH SUHGLFDWHV 9HUEDO
SUHGLFDWHVFDQYDU\LQYDOHQF\EHLQJDEOHWRKDYHXSWRWKUHHFRUHDUJXPHQWV
DWWDFKHGWRWKHP,QRUGHUWRGLVWLQJXLVKWKHVHDUJXPHQWVIURPHDFKRWKHUODQJXDJHV FDQ DSSO\ D ZLGH YDULHW\ RI VWUDWHJLHV ZKLFK DUH UHDOL]HG DW GLHUHQW
OLQJXLVWLFOHYHOVVXFKDVPRUSKRORJ\DQGV\QWD[6\QWDFWLFDOO\ODQJXDJHVFDQXVH
ULJLGZRUGRUGHUSDWWHUQVWRHQFRGHJUDPZPDWLFDOUHODWLRQV7KH\FDQDOVRHPSOR\PRUSKRORJLFDOPDUNLQJRIHLWKHUWKHYHUERUWKHDUJXPHQWVNQRZQDVKHDG
PDUNLQJDQGGHSHQGHQWPDUNLQJUHVSHFWLYHO\(YHQZLWKLQWKHVHGLHUHQWVWUDWHJLHVODQJXDJHVKDYHDYDULHW\RIRSWLRQVWRVSHFLÀFDOO\UHDOL]HWKHP)RULQVWDQFH
dependent marking languages that use case markers for their arguments can
HPSOR\YDULRXVDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV$GGLWLRQDOO\WKH\FDQXVHGLHUHQWFRPELQDWLRQVRIDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPVLQGLHUHQWOLQJXLVWLFFRQWH[WV2QHFDQWKXVVHHWKDW
ODQJXDJHVGLVSOD\DFRQVLGHUDEOHDPRXQWRIYDULDWLRQLQDIDLUO\EDVLFDVSHFWRI
ODQJXDJHQDPHO\WKHIXQGDPHQWDOVWUXFWXUHRIWKHLUEDVLFVHQWHQFHV7KLVSDSHU
ZLOOH[SORUHGLHUHQWH[SODQDWLRQVDVWRZK\ODQJXDJHVVKRZWKLVYDULDWLRQPRVWO\IRFXVLQJRQJUDPPDWLFDOUHODWLRQVDQGDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV7KLVZLOOEHGRQH
WKURXJKFORVHDQDO\VLVRISUHYLRXVOLWHUDWXUHRQDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV7KLVDQDO\VLV
VKRZHGWKDWIRUDOOSRVVLEOHDOLJQPHQWW\SHVDFOHDUH[SODQDWLRQFRXOGEHRHUHG
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1.

Introduction

Regardless of their endless diversity, all of the world’s languages are
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
and concepts in the real world, languages assign predicates, often, but not
always, in the form of verbs, to certain arguments, which take the form of
nouns. Where these nouns refer to the objects or concepts in the real world
that speakers want to say something about, the predicate expresses the action or property that they want to assign to these nouns. The number of
ȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱǰȱ¢ȱǻǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯȱ
Additionally, many languages have so-called impersonal verbs, which do
not take any arguments whatsoever. This class of verbs usually mainly inŗȱ ȱȱ Ĵȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱĵȬȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱ
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cludes weather verbs or verbs relating to atmospheric conditions (Malchukǰȱ ǰȱǭȱ ǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱ
distinction is usually made between subjects and objects, with an additional
distinction between direct and indirect objects in case of a ditransitive verb.
Despite their universality in argument structures, languages display
considerable diversity in their overt expression of these structures. Lanȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ments from each other. Not only do they have the possibility to make
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱ ¢¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ǰȱ guages also vary in the exact ways in which these strategies are em¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŗǼǯ
One logical option for languages to mark their arguments is the use of
ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ę¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǻ§ǰȱ ŘŖŗŖǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
in languages that place one argument before the verb and the other argument after the verb, such as the many SVO languages the world has, as well
ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ ȱǰȱȱȱ
fact that these languages are really rare. Languages with other basic word
orders can of course still employ word order to mark their arguments,
as long as they are rigid in their basic order. In these languages, however, it might become problematic when one of the arguments is not overt¢ȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ Ç£ǰȱ ŗşşşǼǯ
ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ments is marking. Many languages encode information such as person,
number and gender about either the subject, the object or both on verb inĚǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ent marking, where arguments are assigned case markers that encode
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŜǼǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ fective, because these case markers are usually very easy to distinguish.
In order to further analyze these case markers and the grammatical funcȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȬǰȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěent semantic verb types. Although a variety of terms have originally been
proposed, a distinction is now often made between intransitive subjects,
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
objects, indicated by O (Dowty, 1991). In (1-2) below, examples of an intranȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ęǰȱ ȱ
sentence has only one single argument, the S argument, whereas the second one has both a subject, the A argument, and an object, the O argument.
(1)

canis

curr-it

dog.ћќњ

run-3

“The dog runs.” (Ayer, 2014)
(2)

canis

occid-it

ĴȬ

dog.ћќњ

kill.ѝђџѓ-3

cat-юѐѐ

ȃȱȱȱȱǯȄȱǻȱǰȱŘŖŖřǼ
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Using these macro-roles, one can more easily compare the case marking sysȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱǯȱȱȱ ȱĴȱȱ¡ȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
world are so diverse in their alignment strategies. The expectations are that an
explanation of some kind, ranging from speakers’ preferences to notions like
¢ȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱ ǰȱȱ ȱ ȱęȱȱȱȱȱěent types of alignment, followed by possible explanations for the occurrence
of certain alignment types as well as the preference for some types over others.

2.

Alignment types

ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
ǰȱ Ȭȱ ¢ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ
ěȱ ǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ erated by a variety of linguistic factors, which will be discussed later on.
Logically, when relating syncretism to the S, A and O arguments, there are
ęȱěȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ
ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱ
ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ
can have the same form. All of these possibilities occur in the languages of the
world, although some of them are considerably more frequent than others.
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȬȱǯȱ
Languages with this type of alignment mark the object of a transitive sentence
with a distinct case marker, the accusative case. The subject of an intransitive
subject and that of a transitive sentence have the same form. This case form,
ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ¢ȱǰȱȱȱǯȱ¢ȱ Ȭropean languages, including Latin, have nominative-accusative alignment. As
one can see in (1-2) above, intransitive and transitive subjects appear in the
nominative case in Latin, while transitive objects receive an accusative marker,
ȱȱȱěȱǰȱȱ-am, -um and -emǰȱȱěȱ
declensions and genders. Similarly, in Japanese, as can be seen in (3-4) below,
the case marker -ga indicates nominative case, while -o marks accusative case.
(3)

Ȭ

tsui-ta

man-ћќњ

arrive-ѝѓѣ

ȃȱȱǯȄȱǻ£ȱǭȱ ǰȱŗşşśǼ
(4)

Ȭ
man-ћќњ

Ȭ
child-юѐѐ

mi-ta
see-ѝѓѣ

ȃȱȱ ȱȱǯȄȱǻ£ȱǭȱ ǰȱŗşşśǼ

The second most common type of alignment is ergative-absolutive alignment. In these languages, rather than with transitive subjects, the intransitive
ȱĴȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
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the subjects of transitive sentences, whereas intransitive subjects and transitive objects are marked with the same, usually unmarked, absolutive case.
Basque is an example of such a language, as can be seen in (5-6), which show
how transitive subjects are distinguished from zero-marked intransitive subjects and transitive objects through the ergative case marker Ȭǯȱȱęȱǰȱȱ
one looks at these two alignment types neutrally, neither of these types seems
to be unambiguously more logical than the other. Still, nominative-accusative
languages are much more frequent than ergative-absolutive languages, the
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱǻǰȱŗşşřǼǯ
(5)

gizon-a

etorri

da

man-ћќњ

arrive-ѝѓѣ

be.3

“The man has arrived.” (King, 1994)
(6)

£ȬȬ
man-ѠєȬђџє

mutil-a
boy-Ѡє



du

see

have.3

“The man saw the boy.” (King, 1994)

ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
called tripartite languages or ergative-accusative languages. Aside from
using an ergative case for transitive subjects and an accusative case for
transitive objects, tripartite languages also have a distinct case for intransitive subjects. This case is usually called the intransitive case and always has zero marking. Tripartite languages are fairly uncommon. An exȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǻŝȬŞǼǰȱ ¡ȱ  ȱ ȱ
intransitive, ergative and accusative cases used in this language are shown.
(7)

hi-páayn-a

háama

3.іћѡџ-arrive-юѠѝ

man

ȃȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŗşŞŜǼ

ǻŞǼ

háama-nm

pée-‘wi-ye

man-ђџє

3.ѡџ-shoot-юѠѝ

 ø¢Ȭ
elk-юѐѐ

ȃȱȱȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŗşŞŜǼ

ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
in no way explicitly distinguished from each other and listeners have to
¢ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ tences, are really rare. The single case in which the core arguments appear
in these languages is called the direct case, which is always unmarked. An
example of a language that does not distinguish between subjects and obȱ¢ȱȱĴȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱǻşȬŗŖǼǯȱȱǰȱȱǰȱ
¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ther partly or entirely abolished their case systems and do not overtly mark
their arguments morphologically, but most of these languages employ
other strategies in order to distinguish their arguments, such as the rig-
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖřǼǯ
(9)

ruith

mi

run.PST

1

ȃ ȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŘŖŖŞǼ
(10)

chunnaic

mi

an

cat

see.ѝѠѡ

1

the

cat

ȃ ȱ ȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŘŖŖŞǼ

ȱęȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱguments of transitive sentences are marked in the same way, whereas the arȱȱȱȱȱȱě¢ǰȱȬȱȱ
alignment. This type of alignment is extremely rare, but it does occur. One of the
few languages to have this type of alignment is Rushani, albeit only in the past
tense, resulting in a split alignment system. In the present tense, the language
displays a typical nominative-accusative system, but the case form that is used
to mark transitive objects in the present tense is also used for transitive subjects
in the past tense, as can be seen in (11-12), making it a transitive case in this tense.
(11)

az-um

pa

Xara㸌

sut

1-Ѡє

to

Xorog

go.ѝѠѡ

“I went to Xorog.” (Payne, 2002)
(12)

mu

¬

wunt

1.ѡџ

2.ѡџ

see.ѝѠѡ

“I saw you.” (Payne, 2002)

Figure 1.ȱȱęȱȱȱ¢

ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
 ȱȱȱŗȱǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ
This split can be conditioned by a multitude of variables. Some languages,
for instance, distinguish between multiple intransitive verb types based on
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ guments distinctly. This split is strongly related to volition and the degree
to which the subject of the verb is a true agent. In languages with this type
of split, verbs that have very volitional and agentive subjects, so-called ac-
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tive or unergative verbs, mark their arguments similarly to transitive subjects, whereas verbs that have less agentive subjects, so-called stative or unaccusative verbs, mark these subjects like transitive objects (Duranti, 2004).
Another type of split alignment is a split based on tense or aspect. Some
languages, such as Georgian, show a split based on tense. In the present
tense, Georgian has nominative-accusative alignment, whereas in the past
ǰȱȱȱȬȱȱǻǰȱŗşŝŞǼǯȱȱȱȱȱȱ
also be conditioned by aspect, like in many Indo-Iranian languages, where
a nominative-accusative system is found in the imperfective aspect, while
ȱ Ȭȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ
ŗşŞşǼǯȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗŗȬŗŘǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
like this, namely a split based around tense similar to the one in Georgian.
Animacy is also often an important factor in the alignment of languages. Generally, in languages with this type of split, less animate subjects are
more likely to be receive an ergative marker, while more animate subjects
are usually unmarked. Conversely, some languages tend to mark only high¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ  ȱ ȱ
languages with animacy splits led to the formulation of the animacy hierarchy (Song, 2014). This hierarchy ranks referents according to their degree
of animacy, where referents with a lower animacy are placed further down
in the hierarchy. At the top of this hierarchy are personal pronouns, with
ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
pronouns, followed by proper nouns and then common nouns referring to
humans, other animate referents and inanimate referents, in that order. In
fact, the place a referent receives in the hierarchy is not just based on animacy, but on an interaction between certain factors, such as animacy, person
ȱ¢ȱǻǰȱŘŖŖřǼǯȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęǯ

3.

Explanations

As was discussed above, languages are not only able to mark gramȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ferent levels. An example of this can be seen in case marking, where
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ęȱ terns are more common than the rest. The following will provide explanaȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱǯ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱ¡ȱȱęings is the notion of economy, which means that speakers should not specify
¢ȱȱȱȱĴȱǻȱ ǰȱŘŖŖŚǼǯȱȱětively explains why in most languages, intransitive subjects are usually unmarked, as this single argument does not need to be overtly distinguished
from any other core arguments. It also explains the fact that nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive languages are by far the most common types
of alignment and tripartite or transitive systems are really rare, as it is only
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necessary to distinguish transitive subjects from transitive objects, but it is
not necessary to distinguish either of these from intransitive subjects. This
means that only one of the two arguments of transitive clauses needs to be
explicitly marked in order to distinguish it from the other argument, while the
other argument can simply remain unmarked, just like intransitive subjects.
This does not yet explain, however, the preference of either nominative-accusative or ergative-absolutive alignments. As was stated before, nominative-accusative systems are much more frequent than ergative-absolutive
systems. This appears to make sense, as nominative-accusative systems use
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ¢ȱ ¢tactically, both functioning as the subjects or topics of sentences and usually, in the case of active verbs at least, also as agents of the verb. This makes
one wonder, however, why ergative-absolutive systems exist altogether. The
occurrence of ergative-absolutive alignment has been linked to discourse
and information structure and the fact that intransitive subjects and transitive objects appear to behave similarly in that they very frequently introduce
new referents in the discourse through full noun phrases, whereas transitive
subjects appear in the form of full noun phrases considerably less frequently
ǻȱǰȱŗşŞŝǼǯȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ£ȱȱȱȱęȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱ
lexical transitive subjects or objects, this dispreference for lexical transitive
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ǻĴǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯ
Although the explanation of split alignment systems based on semantic
roles seems quite straightforward, as it makes sense for the subjects of acȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ jects, explanations for the other two split alignment types mentioned above,
ȱ ȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
alignments based on tense or aspect, one can clearly see a cross-linguistic
Ĵǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȬtive system in the present tense or imperfective aspect and an ergative-abȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŗǼǯȱ ȱ
Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tion or the participant whose viewpoint is taken has a tendency to be unmarked in languages. In the imperfective aspect, one could arguably say that
the subject is the most central participant, whereas the object is more central
ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱȱǻȱǭȱȱ ǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯ
When looking at (11-12) again, Rushani also seems to follow this pattern of marking the subject only in the past tense, which might suggest
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȬĚȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
with ergative-absolutive alignment in the past tense, which has started
to decay through the increased marking of objects in the past tense. If one
now looks at the fact that young speakers of Rushani are starting to occasionally leave subjects in the present tense unmarked in spoken language,
ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ing might in fact be an unstable transition stage from split alignment to
common nominative-accusative alignment, which is in line with the rarity and apparent illogicalness of this type of alignment (Payne, 2002).
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¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
terms of frequency and economy. Since highly animate referents are much
more likely to be agents and subjects and less animate referents are more
likely to be patients and objects, it would make sense economically to leave
these arguments unmarked when they appear in a semantic role both speakers and listeners would expect them to be in, whereas arguments that appear in unexpected semantic roles could be marked overtly in order to
make this semantic role explicit (Aissen, 2003). This can be clearly seen in
languages with this type of split alignment, such as Yankunytjatjara, which
only marks objects that appear in the form of proper names and pronouns,
which are at the top of the animacy hierarchy, with an accusative case,
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻ ǰȱ ŗşŞśǼǯ

4.

Discussion

The languages of the world show considerable variation in the strateȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ěent case marking systems of the world, all logically possible alignment
¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
by all sorts of linguistic factors. This makes one wonder why there is so
much variation in this otherwise very basic feature of language and raises the question why languages would favor certain alignment types over
others. Seeking explanations in terms of economy, frequency and othȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
as languages’ motivations to choose one over another are analyzed.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
be explained quite nicely, even though these explanations might not be so
 ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ǯȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
types, nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive alignment, are the
most economical, because they only distinguish the arguments of transitive
verbs, which are the only arguments that necessarily require this distinction, as opposed to the arguments of intransitive verbs, which do not need
ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱǰȱ
most split alignment types can be explained by varying degrees of nuancȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
shift of viewpoint from agent to patient in alignment systems split by tense
ȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ǯȱ¢ǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱportant role in various cases, such as the general preference of languages for
nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive alignment and the use of zero
marking for arguments that appear in expected semantic roles, such as animate nouns appearing as subjects and inanimate nouns appearing as objects.
ȱ ęȱ  ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
alignment systems of languages across the world. These explain both the
preferences for certain individual alignment types over others, such as the
preference for nominative-accusative or ergative-absolutive alignment over
other alignment types, and the occurrence of split alignment systems, such
as splits conditioned by animacy or verb tense. In order to clarify the occur-
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
distinct notions, namely economy, frequency and cognitive preferences.
ȱǰȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱĜȱȱ¢ȱĴȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ
ȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱěǰȱȱȱ
sense that the marking of a certain argument might be a more economical
choice for speakers if they have certain cognitive preferences relating to this
ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱĴed in certain contexts. The notion of cognitive preferences is also somewhat
ȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱęȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱěǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱ
as a distinct factor, for instance in alignment systems split by tense or aspect.
As grammatical relations and alignment form an intriguing aspect of
the core structure of languages, they have always been an intensively studied topic within linguistics, in the form of both descriptions of the alignȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŜǲȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖŞǼȱ ȱ
typological comparisons of wide arrays of languages (Nichols, 1993; Bickel
ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞşǲȱ Ĵǰȱ ŘŖŖşǲȱ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŗǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ
ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
descriptions of alignment systems found in languages across the world and
ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ǯȱ ȱ
¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¢¢ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱęȱ ȱȱȱ
¡ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ǯ

5.

Conclusion

Grammatical relations constitute a core feature of the languages of the
world and a richly studied topic within linguistic typology. One of the possible strategies languages can turn to in order to codify grammatical relations, case marking, leaves languages with several logical options for morphosyntactic alignment, all of which occur in the languages of the world.
ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tivations languages could have for preferring certain alignment types over
ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¢¢ȱ
¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ble explanations for their occurrence or prevalence in languages across the
world. Through careful consideration of previous studies on a variety of lanǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěǯ
ȱ¢ȱĴȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱtions concerning grammatical relations, an important and interesting topic
within linguistic typology. Most importantly, it was found that, resorting
to the notions of economy, frequency and cognitive preference, explanaȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
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ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ě¢ȱ  ȱ
some intriguing questions regarding the basic structure of human language.
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Glossing abbreviations:
ŗȱƽȱęȱ
2 = second person
3 = third person
юѐѐ = accusative case
юѠѝ = aspect
ђџє = ergative case
іћѡџ = intransitive
ћќњ = nominative case
ѝђџѓ = perfect tense
ѝѓѣ = perfective aspect
ѝѠѡ = past tense
Ѡє = singular
ѡџ = transitive
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