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Abstract

This paper is a comparison of nine Arawakan languages sharing a rare phenomenon in 
the Americas: differential subject marking. We argue that the languages involved dis-
play a group of predicates with oblique case marking on the subject, similar to the 
subject-like obliques in Icelandic and Hindi. Comparison with bivalent constructions 
provides a strong argument for the diachronic process of objects gradually acquiring 
subject properties. In addition, we discuss the distribution of this oblique marking and 
object marking in some of the Arawakan languages. This paper shows that these two 
marking strategies are in fact complementary; the existence of these two markings al-
lows expressing semantico-pragmatics subtleties. Thus, it illustrates a specific realiza-
tion of the differential marking of the subject in non-accusative languages. Examining 
the possibilities of language contact with non-Arawakan languages, such as Tukanoan 
or Witotoan languages, or between Arawakan languages, especially in the North- 
Western region of Amazonia, we conclude that this phenomenon is inherited in the 
Arawakan language family, considering the absence of other languages with such dif-
ferential marking in South America and the attestations of this phenomenon in 
 Arawakan languages as many as 500 years ago.

Keywords

differential subject marking – patientive marking – alignment – Arawakan 
 languages – diachrony – language contact

Downloaded from Brill.com04/25/2023 11:45:18PM
via free access



Danielsen and Durand

<UN>

142

journal of language contact 13 (2020) 141-176

1 Introduction

The Arawakan family constitutes one of the largest linguistic families of the 
Americas, with more than forty languages still spoken by around 500,000 
speakers, if we take into account the greatest estimations (Aikhenvald, 
1999:  72). The sociolinguistic status of the particular languages changes 
significantly.

Arawakan languages are predominantly agglutinating and may tend to poly-
synthesis. The particularly rich verbal morphology is mostly suffixal. Concern-
ing the alignment, these languages depict every type of split intransitivity, as 
shown in Durand, 2016. The Arawakan language family is usually divided into 
Northern and Southern Arawakan (cf. Aikhenvald, 1999), and then further into 
subgroups that cluster according to their grammatical similarities. Southern 
Arawakan languages tend to be more complex in their morphology, allowing, 
as argued above, for the marking of the direct object on the verb and for vari-
ous applicative derivations.

For the broader understanding of argument marking in Arawakan languag-
es, it is relevant to study one specific phenomenon, examined in this paper, 
namely differential subject marking (dsm) present in nine of forty Arawakan 
languages. As will be described in the next section, most of the languages of 
the Arawakan family, which is one of the largest language families of South 
America, are characterized by split subject marking (split intransitivity), where 
the subject may be marked like an object under certain conditions, e.g. more 
state-like or patient-like characteristics of the subject. This prompts us to won-
der what would be the motivation for these languages to use an additional 
differentiation of subject marking. Indeed, to grasp the functionality of such 
phenomenon would be a precious element to understand its development or 
even its propagation amongst the Arawak family. In dsm in Arawakan languag-
es, subjects are marked by oblique case marking or adpositions (Danielsen 
2011b). In other words, it is pertinent to analyze the necessity – or the  advantage 
– of using a non-canonical marking rather than a canonical marking. More-
over, as explained by Givón (2001), dsm is mostly present in Nominative- 
Accusative languages, more precisely where the subject is not very agent-like. 
Consequently, determining the reason of the existence of dsm within the Ar-
awak family is necessary to understand its propagation and upholding and is as 
crucial as determining the origin of this phenomenon. Why use an oblique 
mark to encode the subject, whereas in the split system, the subject can be 
marked like an object to specify its less agent-like semantics? To answer this 
question, we first show the canonical encodings of arguments in Arawakan 
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languages in Section 2. Then, in Section 3, we list the inventory of languages 
characterized by dsm, identify the oblique cases that are used, and explain the 
distribution between oblique cases and the object marking. In Section 4, we 
discuss the possible origins of this oblique marking from a synchronic and dia-
chronic perspective, by viewing the impact of inherited and contact features.

2 Typical Argument Marking in Arawakan Languages and Variations

Arawakan languages show many similarities in argument marking on predi-
cates. The personal affixes, which have played a major role in identifying the 
language family in the first place (Gilij, 1780–84), figure dominantly in the com-
mon marking of core arguments. These affixes are also used in non-verbal 
predicates to mark the possessor on nouns (1) and to mark the subject of active 
intransitive and transitive verbs as in (2) and (3). The person marks will be 
named set A and B1,2 and, for data from other authors, we will put these glosses 
into square brackets:

(1) nu-ti Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)3
a1sg-eye
‘my eye’

(2) nu-tani-ka
a1sg-talk-real
‘I talk.’

(3) nu-maida-ni
a1sg-call-b3
‘I called him/her/them.’ (Durand, 2013)

1 We chose to name set A and set B – A and B in the glosses – the person markers used on the 
one hand for the single argument of some intransitive verbs and for the agent of transitive 
verbs, and on the other hand, for the single argument of some intransitive verbs and for the 
patient of transitive verbs, respectively. This choice is the most neutral and does not bring 
confusion, as the pairs subjective/objective and agentive/patientive are connoted syntacti-
cally and semantically, respectively.

2 For an easier reading, we chose to not use these glosses when the set A is being used as a sup-
port for oblique marks or postpositions.

3 In the Appendix, a table summarizes all dsm features of the languages with their iso 
693–3.
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Direct object marking on transitive verbs by personal suffixes is mostly 
found in the Southern Arawakan branch (4) (Durand, 2016: 741–746). In the 
Northern branch, the personal suffixes compete with bound pronouns post-
poned to the predicate (5). In addition, both branches contain languages 
where  personal suffixes can be substituted by free pronouns or other types  
of NPs.

The object suffixes may slightly differ from the prefix forms, but it is sug-
gested that both sets originate from the same set of affixed (bound) pronomi-
nal forms (cf. Danielsen, 2011a).

(4) i-shiya-k-a-na Ashéninka Pajonal (Southern Arawakan)
a3sg.m-run-pfv-real-b1sg
‘He makes me run.’ (Durand, 2012)

(5) i-wawa i-kaka nua Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
a3sg-want 3sg-see b1sg
‘He wants to see me.’ (Durand, 2013)

Furthermore, in a majority of Arawakan languages, a subclass of predicates 
marks their subject in the object slot, be it with a suffix or a postposed pro-
noun. This statement is based on the fact that the person affixes/clitics order is 
s-V-o, even if word order is quite diverse in the Arawak family (Aikhenvald, 
1999). The phenomenon has been referred to as split intransitivity or split-S 
system (e.g. in Gildea, 2000), since there is a split between intransitive verbs, 
the ones taking the subject marking, and the others taking the object marking. 
The predicates of the second class vary according to its motivations. In some 
languages, this marking is motivated by the semantics of the verb and applied 
on stative intransitive predicates like in Piapoco (6), whereas in other languag-
es, split intransitivity is conditioned by grammatical or pragmatical factors, as 
in Ashéninka of the Pajonal (7). Whatever the case, the same marking is used, 
as being shown by examples (6) and (7):

(6) inu-ka nua Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
lazy-real b1sg
‘I feel lazy.’ (Durand, 2013)

(7) awawe-t-ak-i-na Ashéninka Pajonal (Southern Arawakan)
swollen-ep-pfv-real-b1sg
‘I have an inflammation.’ (Durand, 2012)
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Apart from Tariana, which is an exception, Arawakan languages do not 
show proper case systems, i.e. marking on the core arguments of a predicate.

It has been shown (Ramirez, 1992; Danielsen, 2007) that non-verbal predi-
cates, in general, tend to take this kind of argument marking, which also holds 
for a vast majority of Northern Arawakan languages, languages that normally 
do not make much use of argument marking in the suffix position (8). In the 
case of a possessed noun, we may then indeed find pronominal marking of two 
kinds and on two levels on one predicate: prefixal referring to the possessor, 
and suffixal referring to the single argument (9).

(8) waituranawɨ-na Xiriâna-(Northern Arawakan)4
man-[b]1sg
‘I am a man.’ (Ramirez, 1992: 31)

(9) ɸɨ-tsɨnawɨ-na
[a]2sg-wife-[b]1sg
‘I am your wife.’ (Ramirez, 1992: 35)

Furthermore, some languages openly give the possibility to mark a single argu-
ment like the agent or the patient of a transitive verb for the same predicate, 
depending on semantic, pragmatic or morphosyntactic properties of the argu-
ment. Compare how Garifuna uses set B marking by a suffix referring to the 
single argument (10) for the general act of taking a walk or when a walk has 
been done some indefinite time ago, whereas it uses set A subject marking by 
a prefix (11) when the walk is delimited and directed, thus in a way made more 
punctual.

(10) ebuga-ti-na Garifuna (Northern Arawakan)
walk-m5-[b]1sg
‘I walk (in the sense of having gone for a walk).’ (lit. I am a walker.)

4 In this paper, we do not refer again to this language, however, its iso-code is xir, and the 
name Ramirez (1992) uses is Bahuana.

5 The -ti morpheme is quite difficult to gloss. Haurholm-Larsen (2016) considers it is a verbal 
aspect marker, whereas Munro (2007) and Stark (2013) argue that it has fused with the person 
suffixes. Due to the lack of first hand data, we chose to not decide between these two inter-
pretations and to make reference to its non-finite heritage, since -ti is historically a nominal-
izer, hence, the gender mark gloss. This point will be explained in more details in Section 3.2.
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(11) n-ebugu-ba leskwela haruga
[a]1sg-walk-fut school tomorrow
‘I will walk to school tomorrow.’ (Sheil 2013: 17)6

Indeed, the word order for person affixes or clitics within the family is s-V-o, 
even if most Arawakan languages exhibit discourse-configurational word or-
der (Aikhenvald, 1999: 98, Facundes, 2000, for Apurinã, Hanson, 2010, for Yine, 
Brandão, 2014, for Paresi). This last characteristic explains why a few Arawakan 
languages display sometimes the object before the subject, especially in Apu-
rinã and Terena (Facundes, 2000: 546, Neubaner, 2012: 81). This is why, in transi-
tive constructions, an argument postposed to the verb and at the final position 
of the sentence is generally considered the object, whereas the preposed argu-
ment is generally interpreted as the subject. In addition, a conditioned distri-
bution of argument encoding in word order in intransitive constructions is 
observable. More precisely, in languages showing split intransitivity, the single 
argument is placed differently according to the marking type used, preposed to 
the verb for set A, postposed for set B. This claim can be proved by examples of 
various Arawakan languages known as having split intransitivity and by the 
“active word order” expression (Goergens, 2011: 33), where the word order 
would be SaV or VSo, depending on the semantics of the verb.

Arawakan languages employ postpositions for the marking of oblique argu-
ments. For all of them, there are two different ways to use postpositions: either 
they attach directly to the noun, as does the locative postposition, or they get a 
prefix, similar to that of possessed nouns, refering to their argument. Postposi-
tions differ with respect to their productivity. Some of them can have broader 
semantics than others, and therefore, some oblique cases are also more gram-
maticalized than others. The benefactive position – see (12) and (13) – tends to 
be a typical grammaticalized oblique, considering that the recipient is often 
the third argument directly related to an event (ditransitive verbs, as in (12), 
derived benefactive verbs, as in (13)):

(12) Ø=zakaihaka-ita no=hiye Paresi (Southern Arawakan)
[a]3sg=tell.story-ipfv 1sg=loc/ben
‘She told the story to me.’ (Brandão, 2014: 120)

6 We will slightly adapt the glosses to the conventions of this paper using square brackets indi-
cating the absolutive pattern.
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(13) buchá-güd-uwa-ti t-uwágu Darcy Garifuna (Southern Arawakan)
tired-caus-pass-[b]3m 3f-ben Darcy
‘Darcy was made tired.’ (Munro, 2007: 129)

Object marking in Arawakan languages interacts with the fact that verbs also 
have a rich applicative morphology, which may change any oblique argument 
into a direct object (Danielsen, 2011b). Direct objects, in general, do not get any 
marking when they are explicit NPs in the clause, but occur as bare NPs. The 
position of the NP as post-verbal may be a hint at the semantic role, however 
the argument itself remains indistinguishable from explicit subject NPs.7

As we have seen in this section, the subject of an intransitive verb can be 
referred to by set A or set B marking. However, these kinds of canonical mark-
ing are confronted with another variation of marking the unique argument, 
namely by oblique marking, which is why we focus on the latter in the follow-
ing sections, sometimes taking into account the set B if its realization affects 
the dsm.

3 Manifestation of the Phenomenon of dsm

In typology, differential subject marking (dsm) is considered to be the use of a 
different kind of marking to encode the argument of a monovalent predicate, 
in comparison to a canonical marking. Nevertheless, since most of the Ar-
awakan languages show split intransitivity,8 they use either the set A or the set 
B to encode the subject of monovalent predicates. Then, we will refer to dsm 
as the non-canonical marking of the subject of monovalent predicates; the 
 canonical marking referring to set A and set B. This section describes what 
characterizes this phenomenon on semantic, morphological, syntactic, and 
 category-specific grounds; especially in Section 3.4 where we will show how 
dsm can be a complement to split intransitivity.

3.1 Language Sample
dsm is mostly present in Arawakan languages of the North-West of Amazonia, 
near the border between Colombia, Venezuela and Brazil; that is to say, it con-
cerns mostly the languages Kurripako, Piapoco, Achagua, Tariana, Yukuna and 

7 And subject NPs also occur frequently in post-verbal position.
8 All of the languages in the sample show split intransitivity, although this phenomenon may 

greatly differ from one language to another.
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Baniva del Guainía, all of them being closely-related languages, except Baniva 
del Guainía, which is from another branch of Northern Arawakan languages.9 
Moreover, dsm is also found in Garifuna, from the Caribbean group, and Pa-
resi, a Mato Grosso language – the latter being a representative of the Southern 
Arawakan branch. After the general synchronic comparison, Garifuna will 
also  be contrasted to its ancestor language of the 18th century, the so-called 
 Island Carib. Apart from Achagua, all of the listed languages make use of split 
 intransitivity – which is why dsm does not seem to be a strategy to supplant 
the split intransitivity phenomenon. For this paper, we rely both on published 
data and on data Durand has gathered in Colombia and Venezuela for Baniva 
del Guainía, Kurripako, Piapoco, Yukuna.10

3.2 Overview of Oblique Marking used for dsm
This work is about a group of intransitive predicates where the subject is 
marked by an oblique case or an adposition. Generally, this is the most com-
mon marking for them, whereas set B occurs sometimes as an alternative. In 
some languages, like Piapoco, even several oblique markers can occur with one 
and the same predicate, or be distributed between different types of predicates 
that show dsm; a point detailed in Section 3.4. The variation between oblique 
markers and set B is reflected upon in subsection 3.4, whereas a table in the 
appendix will resume the distribution between these different markers. In this 
and in the next subsection, we will present the used oblique markers and the 
lexical extension of the group of predicates that occur in constructions with 
these markers. The most common oblique marker is the dative, but other 
oblique cases also appear. In the most typical situation, the predicate is in the 
initial position whereas the subject occurs post-verbally, that is, in the same 
position that an object or a set B subject would generally take, as in the follow-
ing example of Piapoco:

(14) úle-ka nu-lí Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
hot-real 1sg-dat
‘I am hot.’ (Durand, 2013)

In Tariana, dsm occurs when a single argument is marked by the oblique 
 suffix -na, glossed as ‘obj (object case)’, a suffix that assembles the dative and 

9 We specify that this language is the same as what Aikhenvald (1998) calls Warekena of Xie. 
The Iso-code that has been applied to it (gae), is therefore confusing. See also González 
Ñáñez (2005) for a detailed discussion on names for these languages and mistakes in as-
signments, as e.g. in Aikhenvald (1998).

10 The sources are indicated for each example, and the Iso-codes for the languages can be 
found in the summarizing table in the Appendix.
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benefactive functions of other Arawakan languages (Aikhenvald, 2001). This 
kind of marking in Tariana is non-canonical when referring to a subject, and it 
represents an alternative to set A and set B marking. More precisely, there are 
three intransitive verb classes, one taking set A, the second taking set B, and 
the last one taking the object case or set B. Another particularity of Tariana is 
the general subject-predicate order, which is even maintained in the oblique 
subject constructions, as (15) illustrates:

(15) sõme di-na unina-pidana Tariana (Northern Arawakan)
a.lot 3sg.nf-obj thirsty-rem.p.rep
‘He was very thirsty’ (lit. to him a lot of thirst, Aikhenvald, 2001: 180)

Tariana also employs the instrumental as an ergative marker on subjects, a 
construction, however, that does not seem to be related to dsm but rather 
to topicalization and ergative marking, similar to the closely related East Tu-
canoan languages, as Aikhenvald (1996: 101) has shown. Thus, Tariana has 
 incorporated to some part the case system, or some characteristics of the case 
 system of its contact language, which is a different case and will be briefly dis-
cussed in 4.2.

Garifuna (Munro, 2007, Haurholm-Larsen, 2016) presents, apart from pre-
fixal and suffixal subject marking, three oblique cases for the subject of intran-
sitive predicates, namely dative (16), instrumental (17), and benefactive (18):11

(16) híruga-ti n-ún Garifuna (Northern Arawakan)
sad-m 1sg-dat
‘I am sad.’

(17) chú-ti t=áu
intelligent-m 3f=instr
‘She’s intelligent.’

(18) uwadigia-ti n-uwágu
okay-m 1sg-ben
‘I’m okay.’ (Munro, 2007: 122–123)

Note that the examples of Garifuna also show a fossilized gender suffix, -ti ‘m’. 
Usually, in this position there is a personal suffix for object reference in transi-
tive constructions, or subject reference in set B constructions, or gender 

11 Both authors do not specify if the use of the absolutive is possible for these verbs.
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 agreement in these non-verbal (set B) predicates — -ti ‘M’ and -tu ‘F’. However, 
these morphemes are fossilized in the dsm construction and do not agree with 
the single argument. An alternative interpretation is that the construction still 
views the single argument as object and marks the gender reference to a dum-
my 3sg.m subject. In any case, the kind of oblique marking Garifuna prefers 
for each predicate presumably resides in the root’s semantics. However, we do 
not have any information about the possible co-existence of set B marking and 
oblique marking for the same predicate in this language. Then we examine the 
predicates with oblique encoding and the semantic class they belong to.

Finally, Paresi seems to be the only language of the Southern Arawakan 
branch showing dsm,12 namely with the oblique marker – hiye, which is used 
as a locative with a very broad and extended general oblique interpretation 
(Silva, 2013). However, there is some confusion about the categorization of this 
morpheme. Brandão, for example, glosses this one morpheme as a locative 
(2014: 113) and as a benefactive (2014: 120).13

3.3 The Semantics of dsm Predicates
General typological studies on dsm (such as de Hoop and de Swart, 2008) 
show that generally, only a few predicates are concerned with dsm in a lan-
guage. This is confirmed by the Arawakan languages, where we cannot find 
more than ten dsm predicates for each language, at least in our samples. Predi-
cates showing dsm generally refer to psychological or physical states, and a 
few others refer to durative or mental states, for example to be an idiot or to be 
smart. Thirty meanings are covered by the dsm predicates of the nine languag-
es of the sample. In this subsection, we present each language of our sample 
separately with respect to the kind of dsm predicates it shows, from the most 
to the least prototypical cases. The specific predicates are all listed in the Ap-
pendix. Mind that, in addition to these oblique markers, set B can be used as 
alternative construction for those languages that make use of set B patterns. 
Examples of the respective predicates that allow for this alternative construc-
tion are added throughout.

We begin with Piapoco, a language where the phenomenon of dsm is easily 
observable. According to Reinoso Galindo (1994, 1995, 2002) and to Durand 
(2013), there are numerous grammatical similarities between Piapoco and 

12 Grammatical descriptions of other Southern Arawakan languages do not mention this 
phenomenon or do not offer examples showing without ambiguity that there is an 
oblique marking on the single argument of a monovalent predicate.

13 See also Silva (2013: 299), who calls it a “theme marker” − while the Arawakan benefactive 
postposition -ana (Brandão, 2014: 121, 158, 242, 343, etc. or Silva, 2013: 294) is also glossed 
and introduced as ‘dative’ (2014: 118).
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the  other Arawakan languages from North Amazonia, apart from dsm. The 
sample obtained from these sources consists of five predicates that describe 
 physical or physiological states and bodily sensations (for details see also 
the table in the Appendix): be hot (dat/abs/supess), sweat (dat), be cold 
(supess/abs/dat), shiver (supess), be ill/ with a fever (abs/supess). Two of 
the verbs usually take dative marking for the unique argument, and three take 
superessive marking. In addition, the verbs of bodily sensation – ‘be hot’ and 
‘be cold’ – can take either oblique or set B marking on their subject, with a 
meaning difference. These variant cases are discussed in the next subsection.

As for Kurripako and Baniwa do Içana – we consider that they belong to the 
same dialectal continuum (Ramirez, 2001: 40–41) – Taylor (1993) and Grana-
dillo (2006) mention three stative verbs for which the subject is obligatorily 
marked by dative, a statement confirmed by Durand’s data.14 The predicates 
refer to physical states and bodily sensations – be hot, be cold, sweat. While the 
first two seem to allow for variation with the set B, the last verb cannot take set 
B marking.

In Baniva del Guainía, subjects are marked by dative on eight predi-
cates, mostly referring to physical and psychological states, including diseases 
 (Aikhenvald, 1998: 363): be hot, be cold, boil, be hungry, be lazy, be ill/ have a 
fever, have a bad cold, be rude. We are not aware of any variation with set B 
marking.

Concerning Tariana, predicates showing dsm are taken from Aikhenvald 
(2001). As mentioned above, Tariana has a general object marker -na ‘obj’, pos-
sibly also analysed as a dative if we observe her data. This object marker is used 
with a number of predicates with a single argument. One example was (15), 
and another one follows in (19):

(19) amiri-ka-mha du-na Tariana (Northern Arawakan)
drunk-decl-pres.non.vis 3sg.nf-obj
‘She is drunk.’ (Aikhenvald, 2001: 180)

Three of the Tariana predicates with oblique subject marking, mhaisiki- ‘hun-
gry’, mat∫a- ‘good’ and ma:t∫i- ‘bad’, are supposedly all derived by the privative/
negative prefix m(a) – (Michael and Granadillo (eds), 2014). This prefix is quite 
productive and pervasive in the Arawakan family (cf. Granadillo and Michael 
2014), and triggers set B marking in many of the languages, since it functions as 

14 Because Kurripako and Baniwa do Içana seem to behave exactly the same on dsm (Du-
rand, 2013), they will appear in the same column in the Appendix.
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a verbalizer.15 For these three derived predicates, both types of marking can be 
encountered, set B as well as object ‘obj’ or dative marking (Aikhenvald, 2001).

In Yukuna, in contrast to the other language descriptions, the predicates 
that show dsm are all analyzed as nominal predicates. Nominal stems, how-
ever, can be used as intransitive predicates, and a subgroup of them, takes da-
tive marking on the unique argument: the deverbal nouns jima’a-ni ‘hot/heat’ 
and jipe’e-ni ‘cold’, the noun derived by privative, me’pijí ‘hunger/hungry’, as 
well as the non-derived noun tapu ‘sleep’ (Schauer et al., 2005, Yucuna et al., 
2003, Durand, 2013). These predicates were not found with other marking, be it 
set B or other oblique markings (compare table in Appendix). This situation is 
surprising, since in typical Arawakan morphology, all non-verbal predicates 
can have set B marking, that is a consequence of split intransitivity where the 
single argument of a non-verbal predication takes the set B.16 We consider it as 
an additional proof that Yukuna is turning into a set A-accusative language, 
since set B is less and less used in other monovalent constructions. In any case, 
the word class categorization seems to be secondary; rather, it relies on the 
individual authors’ preference.17 The adjective class is quite problematic in the 
family. They are attested in some languages (Launey, 2001)  for Palikur) where-
as others only have a handful of real adjectives (Aikhenvald for Baniwa del 
Guainía, Granadillo, 2006 for Kurripako), the rest being nominalized verbs. 
These latter are sometimes categorized by some researchers as adjectives. Fur-
thermore, if Arawakan languages use nouns as predicates, they treat their 
stative subjects like objects by applying set B marking. Or, in the small class of 
these predicates, dative is applied in Yukuna.

(20) jipe’e-ni no-jlo Yukuna (Northern Arawakan)
cold-m 1sg-dat
‘I am cold.’ (Durand, 2013)

15 As in Kurripako, Paresi or Apurinã, for example, the affixation of the attributive ka- to an 
active verb like ‘walk’ or ‘run’ leads to the use of the absolutive and denotes that the activ-
ity is done regularly, with ease or with pleasure. In other cases, as in Garifuna, Baure and 
Mojeño, the use of the absolutive is restricted to the privative/negative ma- (Durand, 
2016: 348).

16 Nevertheless, nowadays, Arawakan languages often use a free pronoun instead of the ab-
solutive for non-verbal predication.

17 The claim of a proper difference between Yukuna and the other languages cannot be 
held, because how can be proven that the stative concepts that are used as predicates are 
indeed nouns in Yukuna, but verbs in the other languages. In fact, the authors often rely 
on their translation language for the classification, or their translations lead other lin-
guists to conclude the definite word class category.
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Garifuna is very special for presenting three oblique cases, namely dative,18 
benefactive, and instrumental, for dsm. Remember that Garifuna is one of the 
languages with possible subject marking by a pronominal suffix, in other 
words, set B. Among oblique cases marking subjects, instrumental is by far 
used the most. According to Munro (2007), there are ten intransitive verbs with 
dsm in Garifuna.19 Relying on the data presented by the author, a few of these 
verbs can show standard agreement, such as the set A or the set B, such as ‘be 
sad’ and ‘be smart (Munro 2007: 126–7). The verbs with instrumental, dative, or 
benefactive marking refer to various physical and physiological states, to bodi-
ly sensations, and to a number of mental states (see Appendix).

With regards to Paresi, Brandão (2014) declares that the subject of the predi-
cates tiha ‘cold’ (21) and watya ‘hot’ (22) take locative/oblique marking on 
the single argument. They do not take benefactive marking, which could be 
 expected – a recipient or dative could be semantically closer to a predicate 
than a locative: However, the benefactive in Paresi does not seem to be used for 
single stative arguments, but only in transitive contexts.

(21) tiha wi=hiye Paresi (Southern Arawakan)
cold 1pl=ben[/loc]
‘It is cold for us.’

(22) watya no=hiye
hot 1sg=ben[/loc]
‘It is hot for me.’ (Brandão 2014: 236)

There has been no evidence about the possibility of using set B in these ex-
amples, alternatively.

After having reviewed the predicates that take object or oblique marking for 
subjects obligatorily, we now move on to variations in subject marking that 
may occur with a single predicate. We emphasize the fact that the content of 
the table found in the Appendix and the variety of the marking strategies are 
not exhaustive.20

18 This marker is similar to the ones used for benefactive constructions in other Arawakan 
languages (see Table 6 of Wise (1991: 271) for the morphophonological similarities be-
tween the dative -ún in Garifuna and the benefactives -min, -in and -in(o) respectively in 
Wayuunaiki, Wapishana and Terena).

19 Haurholm-Larsen (2016 : 90–91) does not give an exact number of these verbs.
20 In the future, we expect to find more of these predicates and also to get more information 

about variation and alternatives with absolute marking.
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3.4 The Semantics of Oblique-Marked Predicates
The marking of subjects by an oblique case is typologically not such a rare case; 
as Woolford (2008: 22) reminds us, dative marking often serves to indicate the 
goal or the experiencer. The oblique marking for predicates like kazalíni- ‘cold’ 
in Piapoco and Kurripako can be explained on these grounds, and the marking 
is lexically determined by the specific root. Woolford exemplifies a comparable 
situation in Icelandic:

(23) bátnum hvolfdi           Icelandic
boat.dat capsized
‘The boat capsized.’ (Woolford, 2008: 7, citing Levin and Simpson, 1981)

In the previous example, the boat is not actively involved by capsizing, but 
rather undergoing it, similar to an object – a comment that could be applied 
also to the set B marking. The choice of marking the subject by dative is there-
fore related to the degree of control the subject has over the state of affairs 
denoted by the verb. Examples of dative subjects can be found in Germanic 
languages, which lead to numerous publications concerning oblique subjects 
marking.

The situation gets more complex in Northern Arawakan languages, espe-
cially in Piapoco and Garifuna, where more than one oblique marker can be 
employed. Furthermore, in Piapoco, the same predicate can allow various 
types of subject marking, producing probably more or less subtle meaning dif-
ferences. When one predicate allows more than one marking strategy, we have 
in Arawakan languages a semantically determined dsm – a phenomenon al-
ready observed by Aikhenvald for Baniva del Guainía (1998) – Warekena of Xie 
in her terminology – and Tariana (2001). In other words, not only this group of 
predicates selects one specific oblique marking, with a neutral meaning, but 
also set B and even other oblique markers. In contrast, languages, which allow 
only one type of marking, are characterized by a lexical dsm.

Getting back to the example of the heat predication, in Piapoco, it is possi-
ble to mark the subject in two ways: either by oblique (supess) or by set B 
marking, namely the subject being marked in the O/So slot. The two different 
constructions create a clear semantic difference, as the following contrastive 
examples show:

(24) úle-ka nua Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
hot-real b1sg
‘I am hot (because of fever).’
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(25) úle-ka nu-wàli
hot-real 1sg-supess
‘I feel hot (like feeling a hot wave when someone is opening the door 
of an overheated room).’ (Durand, 2013)

In both cases, the sensation of heat is present and affects the entity as the ex-
periencer. However, this impact manifests itself differently, which permits the 
speaker to better locate the heat source or understand the kind of heat 
sensation.

Similarly, we can observe that kazalíni- ‘cold’, generally takes the superessive 
marker (26). Similarly to úle- ‘hot’, it can take two other markers, the dative (27) 
or the set B (28), with a small semantic difference in each case, as the following 
examples illustrate:

(26) kazalíni-ka nu-wàli Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
cold-real 1sg-supess
‘I am cold.’

(27) kazalíni-ka nu-lí
cold-real 1sg-dat
‘I feel the cold / I am in the shade / it is cold where I am.’

(28) kazalíni-ka pía
cold-real b2sg
‘You are cold (going out from cold water, a friend is freezing).’  
 (Durand, 2013)

The different interpretations observed from (26) through (28) refer less to the 
physical state itself than to the situational frame, the source of the sensation 
and the way it is perceived, although the canonical construction in (26) brings 
the most neutral meaning. In fact, the differences are quite subtle, and this 
explains probably why there are so many different translations in elicitation.21 
As for (28), set B construction does not indicate the feeling but physical traits 
easily observable (colour, rigidity of limbs, weak blood flow). Semantically de-
termined dsm has also been noted in Kurripako in the speech of many people 

21 We specify that it has nothing to do with where the speech act situation is. These different 
translations were all proposed by the speakers as situations fitted with the production of 
these sentences.
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over fifty years and people speaking different dialects (Durand, 2013). As for 
Piapoco, ‘(to be) hot due to illness’ – something that can be confirmed simply 
by checking one’s temperature – is marked by set B. Moreover, it is very easy to 
find statements with reference to a 3rd person when talking about the climate, 
as in hámuni ‘it is hot’, hápeni ‘it is cold’, with the set B marker of third person 
-ni. Even if dsm does not concern these two last predicates, the fact that they 
use the set B for other physical phenomena confirms our hypothesis on the use 
of the set B in dsm.

In Baniva del Guainía, we also find different possibilities of either mark-
ing  the unique stative argument of this group of predicates by the dative 
 postposition -yue ‘to, for’ for more temporary/punctual states (29), which is the 
most frequent marking, and by set B for a more durative interpretation (30), as 
reported by Aikhenvald (1998).

(29) nu-yue mawaɺi Baniva del Guainía (Northern Arawakan)
1sg-dat hungry
‘I am hungry (just now).’  (Aikhenvald, 1998: 363)

(30) mawaɺi-na
hungry-[b]1sg
‘I am hungry (permanently, or over a continuous life-span).’  
 (Aikhenvald, 1998: 363)

As you can notice, (29) and (30) are constructed on the basis of the same lexi-
cal root that allows two kinds of marking. In other cases, the same or similar 
physical or physiological state shows two types of marking strategies, but in 
each case, the lexical root is a different one. We could not find the meaning 
difference between the two constructions in Baniwa, contrasted in (31) – (32) 
and (33) – (34). Compare:

(31) aashapi-na Baniva del Guainía (Northern Arawakan)
hot-b1sg
‘I am hot.’

(32) asharewa no-yue-je
hot 1sg-dat-paus
‘I am hot.’

(33) meepi-na
cold/bored-b1sg
‘I am cold/bored.’
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(34) apate no-yue-je
cold /bored 1sg-dat-paus
‘I am cold/bored.’ (Durand, 2013)

In Tariana, we find some similarities in the semantics of the constructions, but 
also some semantic and morphological differences (Aikhenvald, 2001). More 
precisely, there is an aspectual distinction between predicates with marking 
by -na ‘obj’ and other types of marking. In the following examples, the con-
struction with -na marking (35) implies a durative event, whereas the one with 
a verbal construction (36) – here marked by an applicative (instrumental) on 
the verb – implies a punctual event.22

(35) adaki-mha nu-na Tariana (Northern Arawakan)
feverish-pres.non.vis 1sg-obj
‘I have been feverish.’ (over a lengthy period of time)

Another construction in Tariana that originates from an instrumental con-
struction and marks the subject (ergative), is apparently the result of structural 
borrowing from East Tucanoan languages with which Tariana has been in ex-
tensive contact. We will come back to this issue again in 4.2 below.

(36) nuha adaki-ne-mha
1sg feverish-instr-pres.non.vis
‘I am feverish.’ (right now, for a short time) (Aikhenvald, 2001: 195)

Furthermore, for some predicates in Tariana, there is no applicative marking 
necessary, and the predicate can occur in two construction types with different 
semantics: object marking for punctual states (37) and unmarked arguments 
for durative states (38), another case of semantically determined dsm:

(37) wa-na aî ma:i-ma-naka Tariana (Northern Arawakan)
1pl-obj here bad-exc-pres.vis
‘We are here in a very bad way.’ (lit. here it is bad to us)

22 We need further investigation on applicative arguments in Southern Arawakan languag-
es, in order to include them into the analysis of dsm, since the languages in the South are 
particularly known for rich applicative morphology.
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(38) waha ma:i-ma-naka wa-numa sewite
we bad-exc-pres.vis [a]1pl-mouth quick.cl:anim
‘We are bad and gossipy.’  
 (lit. we are bad and our mouth is quick, Aikhenvald, 2001: 181)

These two examples are too marginal to be relevant for the present section; 
however, they show that the distribution between oblique marking and non-
marking can be motivated by aspect.

It has already been noticed by many authors that there can be variations in 
marking of the same predicate; in particular in studies on Hindi (as e.g. Mon-
taut, 1997 and de Hoop and Narasimhan, 2014). In Hindi, the subject can either 
be marked by nominative, ergative, or even by dative, as the following exam-
ples show:

(39) raam=ne chiikh-aa Hindi (Indo-European)
raam=erg scream-pfv.sg.m
‘Raam screamed (purposefully).’

(40) raam-Ø chiikh-aa
raam-nom scream-pfv.sg.m
‘Raam screamed.’

(41) raam=ne ghar jaa-naa hae
raam=erg home go-inf be.prs.3sg
‘Raam wants to go home.’

(42) raam=ko ghar jaa-naa hae
raam=dat home go-inf be.prs.3sg
‘Raam wants to/has to go home.’  
 (de Hoop and Narasimhan, 2014: 67–69)

As shown by (39) through (42), ergative evokes a more agentive (purposeful) 
reading, nominative seems to be neutral, while the dative case is used where 
either volition or obligation is involved, and where we may assume that the 
subject is less agent-like. Even if the phenomenon exposed here is dam rather 
than dsm, it illustrates perfectly the interest, on a semantico-pragmatic per-
spective, of using complementary marking.

In spite of the interest of the issue, we have to keep in mind that semanti-
cally determined dsm is actually restricted to very few intransitive predicates, 
while the majority of them have only one kind of marking. If we make an 
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 example with dative marking in Piapoco for a verb taking set B arguments, 
then the sentence is automatically corrected and reinterpreted, with some ac-
tual dative relation. Compare therefore the attempt of constructing a dative 
subject in (44) to the model construction with set B in (43) and the resolution 
in (45):

(43) ka-dapule-ka núa Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
attr-sleep-real b1sg
‘I am sleepy.’

(44) *ka-dapule-ka nu-lí
attr-sleep-real 1sg-dat

     →

(45) ka-dapule-ka nu-lí zumai
attr-sleep-real 1sg-dat23 boy
‘The boy I take care of is sleepy.’  
 (lit. the boy of mine is sleepy, Durand, 2013)

Piapoco is quite strict about which verb shows variation in oblique marking. 
Apart from the group of predicates with oblique marking, the only exception 
for verbs that canonically take the set B seems to be kauleka- ‘ill’, which may 
either take oblique or set B marking, as illustrated in (46) and (47). In this case, 
the superessive marking seems to mark an inchoative state, while set B refers 
to a durative state.

(46) kauleka-ka nua Piapoco (Northern Arawakan)
ill-real b1sg
‘I am ill.’

(47) kauleka-ka nu-wàli
ill-real 1sg-supess
‘I fell ill (after having done some activity).’ (Durand, 2013)

Let us now situate this type of dsm within linguistic typology. Numerous 
 studies had the goal to determine some universal constraints for differential 
 marking of arguments. An outstanding example is Silverstein (1976) and his 

23 We specify that the -li morpheme ‘dat’ is not used for the possession. This is why the 
speaker here proposed this translation involving the caring of someone.
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 referential hierarchy, explaining that the properties of the referent – human, 
animate or inanimate – leads to one particular marking. For example, in Aran-
da, a Pama-Nyungan language of Australia, the ergative case is used only for 
the first person pronouns and for inanimates. Witzlack-Makarevich (2011: 75–
88) lists five categories related to these referential properties, animacy, human-
ness, definiteness, specificity and person. These properties explain the differ-
ence of treatment of different referents, which is why it does not apply to 
Arawakan languages.

Indeed, for these latter ones, dsm has been observed with /+human/ argu-
ments encoded generally by first or second person pronouns or affixes. The 
first point is easily explainable. Since the predicates with oblique marking de-
scribe psychological/physiological sensations, they would not be used for in-
animate entities. For animate non-human entities, it would depend of the em-
pathy of the speaker. For the use of first and second person pronouns/affixes, it 
is linked to the method we used to collect data. Third person pronouns/affixes 
are sometimes not expressed, especially when they are coreferent with an NP, 
which is why most of our data are constituted of first and second person pro-
nouns/affixes. Further investigations are needed to complete the actual data.

Witzlack-Makarevich (2011: 91) argues that the use of various oblique mark-
ings for a single predicate can be observed in languages where case marking is 
simultaneously determined by a number of parameters and quotes Dolakha 
Newari, Spanish and, of course, Hindi. In other words, if we showed in this 
subsection the importance of semantic parameters for dsm in Arawakan lan-
guages, we still need further investigation to see if there is a web of referential 
properties impacting it. More precisely, it will be necessary to see if this phe-
nomenon depends on features like affectedness. Indeed, we have seen in 
Piapoco that set B has been used for more physical states than the dative or the 
superessive, and that, in Tariana, the duration of affectedness depends on the 
use of the instrumental or the objective case.

3.5 Summary
In a nutshell, we have presented the fact that dsm exists in the Arawakan lan-
guage family, but also that the phenomenon is generally restricted to a very 
small group of stative predicates, which are listed in the table in the Appendix. 
In Yukuna, apparently, only non-verbal predicates are affected. The predomi-
nant postposition that is found for oblique marking of subjects is the dative/
benefactive, but others are also found: instrumental and superessive. Gener-
ally, the single oblique-marked argument is postposed to the predicate. Then 
furthermore, even fewer predicates exhibit the meaningful variation between 
different types of marking (set B, different types of obliques). The motivation 
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for the different choices is semantic, generally the set B marking referring to 
rather long-term states, whereas oblique constructions tend to trigger a punc-
tual interpretation. Both types of marking have in common that the subject is 
less agent-like and therefore marked like one kind of object and not by canoni-
cal subject marking in the prefix position, as we find it typically with transitive 
verbs.

4 dsm in Arawakan: Language Contact or Inherited?

As we have shown, quite a number of Northern Arawakan languages make use 
of dsm with one or more oblique markers. Since we know that some of these 
languages have also been subject to more or less intensive language contact 
(e.g. Tariana in the Vaupés basin, and Garifuna with various languages through-
out the history), we have looked for the presence of dsm in Arawakan lan-
guages in diachronic data. Tariana is an interesting case, since its case system 
has partly been borrowed from Eastern Tucanoan languages. The intensive 
contact that Tariana has had with other languages in the region has led to 
structural borrowing, as reported in the literature (Aikhenvald, 1996, 2002).

4.1 Diachronic Evidence of dsm in the Arawakan Language Family
In Section 3, we have sketched the distribution of dsm in the Arawakan lan-
guage family. dsm is found in at least eight Arawakan languages, i.e. a fifth of 
the languages of the family. Such a relatively wide distribution makes us think 
that this characteristic is an inherited language internal feature. Apart from 
this, however, the considerable geographical distance between languages like 
Garifuna in the Caribbean and Paresi in the Xingu in Brazil, and the larger dis-
tribution among languages in the area of the border of Colombia, Venezuela, 
and Brazil (north-western Amazonia), seems to infirm the hypothesis of lan-
guage contact. In order to test these two possibilities, in this section, we em-
phasize on the diachronic comparison of Garifuna and its ancestor language of 
the 17th century, Island Carib, on the one hand, and of contemporary Achagua 
and 18th century Achagua, on the other hand. We argue that the inherited fea-
ture is the most credible hypothesis, relying on the diachronic data of two lan-
guages. In any case, it will be interesting for us to take a look at the older sourc-
es of Arawakan languages to find out if the construction already existed then, 
in fact, in times where language contact with Spanish was not so visible in the 
grammatical structure of the languages yet.

Our data of Island Carib from the 17th century were collected by Father Bret-
on (1999[1665]), and the contemporary Garifuna data were taken from Suazo 
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(2001) and Munro (2007). It is true that the scarce data on Island Carib does not 
permit us to make very strong claims about the general characteristics of in-
transitive predicates. However, by collecting the predicates referring to physi-
ological, physical, or mental states from Breton’s (1999[1665]) dictionary, we 
find evidence for the presence of dative and instrumental marking on the sub-
ject, thus some evidence of the early existence of dsm.

The following two examples demonstrate that dative marking occurs in 
both languages throughout the different centuries as the marking of the sec-
ond object of bivalent verbs, as in (48) and (50), and in oblique subject mark-
ing, as in (49) and (51).24

(48) kanoúbouna-ti n-óne Island Carib (Northern Arawakan), xvii
scare-[b]3sg.m 1sg-dat
‘He scares me.’

(49) araógoüa-ti n-óne
sweat-m 1sg-dat
‘I am sweating.’ (Breton, 1999 [1665], our glosses)

(50) hanufun(a/e)-ti n-un Garifuna (Northern Arawakan), xxi
scare-[b]3sg.m 1sg-dat
‘He scares me.’

(51) harauga-ti n-un
sweat-m 1sg-dat
‘I am sweating.’ (Suazo, 2001, our glosses)

In these comparable examples, we can see that the same predicate ‘sweat’ 
takes oblique subject marking in the language variety of the 17th century and 
its descendent language of the 21st century. Both constructions are also compa-
rable in other respects, as e.g. the presence of a fossilized third person suffix on 
the predicates with oblique subject marking (examples (49) and (51)). We can 
thus state that the phenomenon of dative marking on the single argument of a 
stative predicate already existed in Island Carib.

Furthermore, listing the intransitive predicates with oblique subject mark-
ing in Father Breton’s dictionary (1999 [1665]) and comparing them to the ones 

24 Note again the appearance of the masculine suffix on predicates with dsm, as in (49) and 
(51). Compare also (53), where the personal suffix has gender reference to the absolutive 
subject.
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identified in Munro’s (2007) paper, we obtain a similar number of occurrences. 
Apparently, also instrumental marking on a subject was already used in Island 
Carib. This can be illustrated by the predicate ‘ashamed’ in (52). We compare 
this construction with example (53) from contemporary Garifuna, where the 
same predicate takes set B – unfortunately, we could not find predicates need-
ing the instrumental in both varieties:

(52) abouri-ti n-áo Island Carib (Northern Arawakan), xvii
ashamed-m 1sg-instr
‘I am ashamed.’ (Breton, 1999 [1665], our glosses)

(53) haburi-ti-na Garifuna (Northern Arawakan), xxi
ashamed-m-[b]1sg
‘I am ashamed.’ (Suazo, 2001, our glosses)

We have also examined data on 18th century collected by the Jesuits de Neira 
and Rivero (1928 [1762]). First of all, Achagua, in this historical source, is clearly 
a split intransitive language with set B marking on the predicate.25 In the gram-
matical description, only one intransitive predicate with dative marking on 
the subject occurs (54), as opposed to various examples with set B marking.

(54) cibiu nu-riu Achagua (Northern Arawakan), xviii
hurt 1sg-dat
‘I am hurt/ it irritates me.’  
 (de Neira and Rivero, 1928 [1762]: 87, our glosses)26

We can only speculate that due to the similarity of the dative marker -riu in 
the historical data and the marker -li in the contemporary Achagua language, 
there were also other similarities in structure. We cannot conclude from the 
available data to which extent the dative marking was already acceptable  

25 Contrary to contemporary Achagua that uses absolutive pronouns postponed to the pred-
icate for object marking, Achagua from the 18th century seems to employ suffixes for the 
absolutive, as in the example viuna ‘I am’ (Neira and Rivero, 1928 [1762]: 10), where the 
suffix -na is the absolutive of first person. This kind of morphological absolutive seems to 
have got lost.

26 Note that in alternative orthographies, different graphemes are used, as e.g. here c for [k]; 
usually c before a high vowel would refer to [s].
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for  oblique subjects in older data, or the possibilities of several oblique 
marking.27

Considering historical data, we do find enough evidence to at least suppose 
that a few predicates showed dsm already in times before extensive contact 
with Spanish, a language which could have some influence on dsm on account 
of its copular construction for some stative verbs – constructions that will be 
presented in the next section. It may have been a grammatical feature that 
developed further throughout the centuries. In this case, it could have been a 
characteristic of Proto-Arawak or an innovation of one Arawakan language 
that had been diffused within the family afterwards. The idea of language con-
tact therefore moves a bit to the background. Nonetheless, we will discuss this 
possibility in the upcoming subsection.

4.2 Which Impact could Language Contact have had for dsm in 
Arawakan?

The question if dsm is an inherited feature or result of language contact was 
raised by Granadillo (2006). In her study of Kurripako, she wanted to explain 
the existence of this particular group of verbs with oblique marking on the 
subject, as in the following example:

(55) hape-ka28 no-sru Kurripako (Northern Arawakan)
cold-t/a 1sg-dat
‘I am cold.’ (Granadillo 2006: 116)

Granadillo worked with the speakers’ intuitions with respect to the construc-
tion, let the bilingual Kurripako translate into Spanish and found that they 
tend to translate the dative suffix -sru as the Spanish verb tener ‘have’.29 This 
makes -sru suspicious for her to be a result of a Spanish loan translation, since 
Spanish uses this verb in constructions with a number of physical or physiolog-
ical states, as for example in tengo frío ‘I am cold, lit. I have cold’. This hypoth-
esis has not been proven and will not be discussed much more in this paper. 
The dative construction is not only used by young bilinguals, but it is pervasive 
in Kurripako and related languages. Granadillo (2006: 117) mentions herself 

27 For the same reason, we could not compare those data with data on actual Achagua, for 
which the authors (Wilson, 1992, Meléndez, 1998) do not mention dsm.

28 We specify that this -ka suffix is a thematic suffix, stem closing, or even transitivizing 
(verbalizing here).

29 The dative is sometimes used in Northern Arawakan languages to encode the possession, 
thus this interpretation. However, we have not found yet a link between the encoding of 
possession and dsm.
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that the tendency may also be to replace dative constructions by set B con-
structions, meaning the formerly dative subject turns into (grammaticalizes 
into) a proper set B subject.

However, language contact did have quite some impact on a number of Ar-
awakan languages. Famous cases are indeed Garifuna with Cariban and Euro-
pean languages (see de Pury, 2000), and of course, the languages of the Vaupés 
region, in particular Tariana (Aikhenvald, 2002), having been in long-term con-
tact and exchange with Tucanoan languages. It has been well described how 
much the structure of the languages in contact changed and the languages 
copied features from one to the other language and vice versa.

Nonetheless, there are two major counter-arguments concerning the hy-
pothesis of language contact. On the one hand, the use of oblique marking for 
the single argument is not common in South American languages, at least this 
is what the literature tells us – for example, Aikhenvald (2002: 101) qualifies the 
system of non-subject case marking of Tukano languages as “uncommon”. On 
the other hand, the phenomena of oblique marking or the like in other possi-
ble contact languages are radically different from what we see in Arawakan 
languages. For example, we find some systems where set A and the ergative are 
both used for the single argument, as in Kashibo-Katataibo, a Panoan language 
(Valle, 2011). Or in Ka’apor, a Tupi-Guarani language of Northern Brazil, the par-
ticle ke ‘affected’ can be used on some subjects, possibly in a comparable way 
to an oblique marking for subjects. However, we do not find cases of dative or 
instrumental marking on subjects in non-related and possible contact lan-
guages. It does not seems to be any evidence for this type of oblique marking 
on subjects even within the Cariban languages, the ones who could have influ-
enced Island Carib, the ancestor language of Garifuna. In fact, the only lan-
guages with this kind of dsm which could have been in contact with Arawakan 
languages are the Tucanoan languages Coreguaje (Cook and Levinsohn, 1885: 
113), Siona (Wheeler, 1987: 124–6), and Murui, a Witoto language spoken in 
West Colombia (Aikhenvald, 2010: 35; Guérin et al., 2016).30 In these languages, 
polysemic markers, employed also as instrumental, may be used to mark the 
single argument of an intransitive verb. Nevertheless, apart from this similarity 
in the pattern, dsm in these languages shows great morphosyntactic differ-
ences in comparison with what we see in Arawakan languages, since the mark-
ers used to code dsm can code core grammatical relations, as the subject role, 
and are being employed as focus or defocus markers. As we can see in the next 

30 It is almost impossible to find data for the East Tucanoan languages that Tariana defi-
nitely has been in contact with, since these almost extinct languages offer poor 
documentation.
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 examples of Siona, the -bi marker can be used to mark the subject of transitive 
(56) and intransitive verbs (57). However, in cases such as non-verbal predica-
tion (58), it is not used. Finally, when affixed to another argument than the 
subject, in (59) as an instrumental, it functions as a defocus marker (Wheeler, 
1987).31

(56) ja’an bain-bi güeso hua’i-re ai-ñe-ña. Siona (West Tucanoan)
dem people-sbj capybara meat-do eat-pst.pl-sep
‘This people eat capybara meat.’ (Wheeler, 1987: 120)

(57) sense jubë-bi ai jëja tërë-jën eta-huë.
pig herd-sbj lot loudly grumble-sim.pl go.out-pst.pl
‘The pig herd went out grumbling loudly.’ (Wheeler, 1987: 124–125)

(58) ta’ye-jei-ye-reba ëjaguë ba’i-ji.
surpass-der-nmlz.nf-prec chief be-prs.m
‘He is the most eminent chief.’ (Wheeler, 1987: 131)

(59) huë-re hua’ti-bi huaë-’ë
black.agouti-do machete-instr kill-pst.1sg
‘I killed the black agouti with a machete.’ (Wheeler, 1987: 125)

In the Arawakan languages, dsm is much more reduced and does not imply 
syntactic roles or (de)focus functions when they are attributed to the single 
argument.

Only for Tariana, can we state that the case system has partly been influ-
enced by the contact of languages (East Tucanoan), as Aikhenvald (1996) re-
ports. In this specific case, alternatively to the object marker -na that can be 
used in dsm, there is an instrumental -ne that has the function to mark erga-
tive subjects as well as instrumental objects, similar to what is illustrated for 
Siona above in (56) through (59). This is, however, not the same as the oblique 
marking on the single argument that we have described in this paper. This par-
ticular strategy may or may not be the result of language contact; it can also be 
an “independent development” (Aikhenvald 1996: 100) or an “innovation” of 
Tariana (ibid. 101), as Aikhenvald claims.

31 You will see that the Tucanoan language presented is also structurally completely distinct 
from Arawakan, see e.g. person marking by suffixation, fused with tense markers.
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(60) da:pi-kha-ne nuya-pidena u:ni-se Tariana (Northern Arawakan)
vine-cl:curv-instr [a]3sgf+hit-part water-loc
‘She (the snake woman) hit with a vine on the water.’ (Aikhenvald, 1996: 100)

(61) pa:tfi-ne na-ka-pidena na-sita nekwe-se-se-pidena
other – erg [a]3pl-see-part [a]3pl-finish [a]3pl+among-contr-loc-part
di-mara di-nu di-a
float [a]3sgnf-come [a]3sgnf-go
‘Others (in contrast to the liar) finally did see (the otter) moving floating toward 
them.’ (Aikhenvald, 1996: 101)

Furthermore, if we examine the distribution of Arawakan languages showing 
dsm, it appears that except for the Rio Negro languages, it would have been 
very difficult to have language contact, since a rare phenomenon would not 
appear in three distinct points within the same linguistic family. Indeed, the 
authors who worked on Arawak migrations (Hill and Santos-Granero, 2010, 
Walker and Ribeiro, 2011) state all that the Arawak originated from a mid- 
Amazonian position and then migrated to North and South. Then, non-Arawak 
groups installed themselves between Arawak groups, such as the Tupi between 
Paresi and Arawakan languages more to the North. Consequently, Paresi, Gari-
funa and the Rio Negro languages would not have been in contact after their 
split. To resume, dsm would be an innovation from a long time ago, at least 
several thousand years ago, in other words from Proto-Arawak, before the sep-
aration of North and South Arawakan languages; an innovation then preserved 
in the languages presented here. Then, the dsm phenomenon would have 
been modified in a number of ways, as in the type of oblique marker used – 
 dative for the majority, instrumental and benefactive in Garifuna –, and lost in 
the majority of the family, more precisely the four fifths.

In a last point, we reject the hypothesis of dsm being a recent innovation for 
nearly the same reasons as concerning language contact. It would imply three 
distinct points of appearance whereas dsm is quite a rare phenomenon in 
South America. Furthermore, based on the semantic motivations presented in 
Section 3, even if dsm can be useful, it is not an essential tool, which is why this 
phenomenon has been abandoned in the major part of Arawak family.

5 Conclusion

dsm refers to a variable phenomenon inside the Arawakan family. The predi-
cates that manifest its phenomenon represent a reduced class, less than ten. 
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Furthermore, they are more varied in Garifuna where they can express dura-
tive states, contrary to other Arawakan languages where they express only psy-
chological and physiological punctual states. Of all the oblique cases impli-
cated, the dative is most common whereas the instrumental or the superessive 
are specifics to some languages; for instance, Piapoco uses the superessive 
whereas we can find the instrumental and the benefactive in Garifuna.

Moreover, this study on dsm presented the use of different markings for a 
single predicate, that is, a complex system of complementarity and/or compe-
tition between set B and oblique cases. This system permits the speaker to ex-
press various semantic subtleties on the psychological/physiological state and 
its cause. In other words, it is not another strategy to replace a loss of split in-
transitivity. On the contrary, it combines perfectly with it.

Concerning the origin of dsm, it is quite certain that it is an inherited fea-
ture to the Arawakan family, a case confirmed to some degree by data found in 
Island Carib and in Old Achagua. The hypothesis of language contact has been 
discarded because of the geographic distance, and especially because the mor-
phosyntactic features of dsm were too different in order to find any compara-
ble system that could have had an impact. Nevertheless, it is still not clear if 
dsm appeared in Proto-Arawak and then remained in the eight languages al-
ready mentioned, or if it appears later in three points: in Island Carib, in Paresi 
and in the Alto Rio Negro where it would have been expanding through lan-
guage contact between Piapoco, Kurripako, Tariana, Yukuna, Baniwa del 
Guainía, and old Achagua.

 Appendix

We recapitulate here all the predicates showing dsm according to their semantic fields 
and to the oblique marking they usually take. We insist on the fact that, concerning 
languages where semantically determined dsm has been observed, the use of set B for 
these predicates is potentially possible with all of them, even if we only put here set B 
with the verbs for which it has been attested in the examples. Further investigation is 
needed for languages where it has not been observed, as in Yukuna and Paresi. All of 
the languages in the table are accompanied by their iso codes.
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 Abbreviations

a = set A
anim = animate
attr = attributive
b = set B
ben = benefactive
caus = causative
curv = curvilinear
cl = class marker
con = connector
contr = contrast
dat = dative
decl = declarative
dem = demonstrative
der = derivation
do = direct object
ep = epenthetic
erg = ergative
exc = excessive
f = feminine
fut = future
inf = infinitive
ipfv = imperfective
instr = instrumental
intj = interjection
lk = linker
loc = locative
m = masculine
nf = non-feminine
nmlz = nominalizer
nom = set A
obj = object
pass = passive
paus = pause marker
part = particule
pfv = perfective
pl = plural
prec = precisely
pres.vis = present visual
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pres.non.vis = present non-visual
prs = present
pst = past
real = realis
rem.p.rep = remote past reported
sbj = subject
sep = perspective of seperation
sg = singular
sim = simultaneity
supess = superessive
t/a = tense/aspect
trs = transitional
v = verb
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