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Abstract: In this talk, | discuss several universals of argument coding and
verbal voice coding and argue that they can be explained on the basis of
efficiency of coding, i.e. a tradeoff between speaker and hearer needs (a
functional-adaptive explanation). These constructions have often been
discussed in a generative context, where explanations have been expected
to come from innate architectural and substantive biocognitive constraints
(“UG”). | observe that the generative proposals have not converged, while
the coding asymmetries that are the focus of my work have proved robust
and ubiquitous in grammar.

I. Theoretical goal: Explaining language universals

My resarch has the ultimate goal of explaining grammatical universals, by identifying
general causal factors (pressures, or forces, or constraints) that lead to these
outcomes.

This is why several of my papers start with “Explaining...”
(e.g. Haspelmath 2004; 2017; 202 1b; Haspelmath & Karjus 2017)

This has long been a goal of general linguistics (‘“‘g-linguistics’) (e.g. Hawkins (ed.)
1988), but many linguists have given more prominence to other goals:

— describing mental grammars (generative grammar, cognitive grammar)
— explaining the possibility of language acquisition (“Plato’s Problem”)

— describing particular languages (“p-linguistics”)

— explaining particular language structures on the basis of their histories
— inferring population history on the basis of linguistic reconstruction

Generative linguists have often talked about “universal grammar” (UG), but it is
currently unclear how this relates to grammatical universals.

Some generativists still assume a very rich UG that can explain many universals (e.g.
Cinque 1999; Baker 2015), but others assume that UG is very impoverished, perhaps

containing only Merge and Agree

(see my blogpost on this: https://dlc.hypotheses.org/2481)



In traditional generative grammar (Chomsky 1965), there are both architectural and
substantive elements in UG, and these are thought to explain universal properties of

human languages, e.g.

architectural:

substantive:

syntax vs. morphology

(or structure building vs. vocabulary insertion)
underlying vs. surface structure
grammar vs. lexicon

noun, verb, adjective, adposition
[person], [number], [tense]

CP, TP, vP, VP, DP, NP, ...

OT constraints (Faithfulness, Markedness)

These can be regarded as causal explanatory factors if they are innate and thus
constrain possible mental grammars.

Four types of constraints (= explanatory factors) that may explain universals
(Haspelmath 2019):

functional-adaptive constraints: not everything has fitness
bicognitive-representational constraints: not everything can be represented
mutational constraints: not everything can arise through change
acquisitional constraints: not everything can be acquired

| will argue that in the domain of argument coding and voice marking, there are some
robust universals that can be explained on the basis of coding efficiency, while no
stable biocognitive-representational explanations have emerged (as far as | can see).

2. Variable coding: Passive voice, dative alternation, differential
accusative

passive voice alternation:

(1) Yucatec Maya (Lehmann 2015: 1437, 1448)
a. t-u=méek-ah

b.

PFV-3.5Bj=hug-CMPL
‘The mother hugged her little boy.’

h=méek’-ab
PFV=hug-PASS

u chaanxipbal le  maamah-o’
her little boy the mother-DET

chaan xipbal tuméenu maamah-o’
the little boy by his mother-DET
‘The little boy was hugged by his mother.’



dative alternation:

(2) Mandarin Chinese (Li & Thompson 1981: 376)
a. Wo™ songle ta yi  ping jit.
I give-PFV  3SG  one bottle wine
‘| gave him a bottle of wine.’

b. Wo™ song-le i ping  jiti géi ta.
I give-PFV one  bottle wine to 3sG
‘| gave a bottle of wine to him.’

differential accusative marking (DOM):

(3) Purepecha (Mexico; Capistran-Garza 2015: 31)
a. (indefinite P)

xuchd  arha-s-ka kurtcha
we ingest-PRF-1.IND  fish
‘We ate fish.

b. (definite P)
xucha  arhd-s-ka kurtcha-ni
we ingest-PRF-1.IND  fish-OB|
‘We ate the fish.’

Claims:

— what these three construction types share is asymmetrical coding
(— asymmetric coding is a key notion for formulating a wide range of universals;
cf. Haspelmath 2021b)

— these universals can be explained through functional adaptation:

specifically, as following from a tradeoff between
— the tendency to minimize speaker effort
— leading to a preference for short coding —
— and the tendency to maximize the effect on the hearer
— leading to a preference for robust coding.

3. Briefly on architectural approaches

One hopes that UG-based descriptions will eventually generalize across languages and across
constructions.

For example, Larson (1988) tries to use the same formal machinery for the English Dative
alternation and the English passive
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It should also be observed that the connection drawn here between Passive and
Dative Shift is quite similar to that made within the framework of Relational Grammar
(see Perlmutter (1983) and Perlmutter and Rosen (1984)). In Relational Grammar both
Passive and Dative Shift are standardly viewed as instances of a single operation of
advancement, which promotes argument phrases with respect to their grammatical re-
lations. Thus, Passive is viewed as “‘2 — 1 advancement’ and Dative Shift as **3 — 2
advancement,”” where ‘‘1,” **2,”” and ‘3"’ designate the subject, direct object, and in-
direct object relations, respectively. Arguments that are supplanted in their grammatical

Kalin (2018), on differential object marking:
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4. Briefly on semantic and information-structural approaches
These approaches tend to stay at the language-particular level:

* semantics:

One focuses on the language-particular details of the coding alternatives from a semantic
point of view, e.g.

— Goldberg (1995) on the semantic details of the English Dative alternation
— von Heusinger & Kornfilt (2005) on the semantic details of Turkish DOM



* information structure:

One focuses on the information-structural differences between the coding alternatives, e.g.
— Givon (1984) on the topicalization function of the dative alternation
— Foley & Van Valin (1984) on the information-structural functions of passives
— Dalrymple & Nikolaeva (201 1), lemmolo (2011) on the information-structural
conditions for differential object marking

But these works generally stay at the language-particular level, and why they may show
good design (they are “functionalist”), they are insufficient to demonstrate adaptation —
they are not “functional-adaptive”.

To demonstrate adaptation, one needs a comparative approach, involving testable universal
claims.

(This is what | mean by “Explaining X” — explanation at the g-level,

going beyond p-description/p-explanation.)
5. Strong universal tendencies of asymmetrical coding
What passives, applicatives, dative alternation and DOM share: the coding is ASYMMETRIC.
agent-oblique alternation:
an alternation between a transitive construction (the “active”), and a construction in which

the P of the active is coded like the intransitive S and the A of the active is flagged as an
oblique (the “passive-intransitive”)

agent(A) patient(P) verb
patient(S) verb(-PASS) agent(OBL)

stereotypical: mother hugs boy
boy hug(-PASS) by+mother

dative alternation:

an alternation between a ditransitive construction with neutral alignment and a construction
with indirective alignment

agent(A) recipient(=P) theme(=P) verb
agent(A) recipient (not = P)  theme (=P) verb
stereotypical: boy gives mother flower

boy gives to+mother flower



differential object marking:

a situation where some kinds of object arguments get different coding from other kinds of
object arguments

stereotypical: | saw house-@
| saw woman-ACC

Universals of coding:

U: If there is special verbal marking in an agent-oblique alternation, it is found on the
passive verb, and if there is special flagging, it is found on the agent.

U2: If there is special marking in a dative alternation, it is found on the R-argument.

U3: If there is special marking in a DOM construction, it is found on the
animate/definite/topical argument.

Agent-oblique alternations:

Of course, most agent-oblique alternations have special marking on the verb (they are
passives), but some languages have uncoded agent-oblique alternations:

(4) Bambara (Mande; Cobbinah & Lupke 2012: 136)
a. u be no°  dan
they PRS millet sow
‘They sow millet.

b.pno° be dan (u f€)
millet PRS sow they by
‘Millet is sown (by them).’

And of course, most passives have special marking on the oblique agent, but again this is not
definitional — the oblique flag need not be longer than the subject flag, cf. the hypothetical:

they-ERG sow millet
millet sow-PASS they-INS

But whenever the coding is asymmetric, the oblique-agent flag is longer than the subject flag.
Dative alternations:

Stereotypical dative alternations of the English and Chinese type have only a dative flag and
no other flags, so of course they have a special flag on the R argument. This kind of
alternation is also found elsewhere (though not very commonly, cf. Siewierska 1998).

(5) Emai (Benue-Congo; Schaefer & Egbokhare 2010: 129)
a. aléké  haé oli 6émohé osa
Aleke pay the man debt
‘Aleke repaid the man her debt.’




b. aleké  haé osa Ii oli omohé
Aleke pay debt to the man
‘Aleke repaid her debt to the man.’

(6) Thai (Thepkanjana 2010: 415)
a. somchaay  khaay rét phtian
Somchaay sell car friend
‘Somchaay sold a car to his friend.’

b. somchaay  khaay rét kee phuian
Somchaay sell car to friend
‘Somchaay sold a car to his friend.’

But this is not definitional — the dative flag need not be longer than the accusative flag, cf. the
hypothetical:

boy gives mother-Acc flower-AcC
boy gives mother-DAT flower-AcC

And indeed, one sometimes finds the dative alternation in languages that have an accusative
marker, e.g.

(7) Modern Standard Arabic (Ryding 201 1: 290-291)
a. 7aCtay-tu Fbint-a Fmiftaah-a
give.PRF-1SG  DEF-girl-ACC  DEF-girl-ACC
‘| gave the girl the key.’

b. PaCtay-tu Fmiftaah-a li--bint-i
give.PRF-1SG  DEF-key-ACC to-DEF-girl-GEN
‘| gave the key to the girl.’

But whenever the coding is asymmetric, it is the R-argument that has the longer flag.

Differential object marking:
In almost all cases, special flagging means that the animate/definite/topical object has a flag, and
the less referentially prominent argument lacks a flag.

(8) Persian (Dalrymple & Nikolaeva 201 1: 108-112)
a. man ketdb-ra xarid-am.
I book-ACC  buy.PST-1SG
‘l bought the book.’

b. man sib-i( xord-am.
I apple-INDF(-ACC)  eat.PST-1SG
‘| saw an apple.’ (accusative flag is not allowed on nontopical P)

c. ki masin-i-*(ra) did?
who  car-INDF-(ACC)  see.PST[35G]
‘Who saw a car? (accusative flag is required on topical P)



But again, this is not definitional —a language could have two different accusative forms, one that
is longer and another one that is shorter

| saw house-ACC.SHORT
| saw woman-ACC.LONG

Cf. German Ich saw de-n Amethyst. ‘| saw the amethyst.” (inanimate)
Ich sah de-n Analyst-en ‘| saw the analyst”  (animate)

6. The universal coding asymmetries correspond to universal
frequency asymmetries:
short coding is used in the usual situations

— oblique-agent constructions are less frequent than “actives”
— dative alternants are less frequent than neutral-alignment patterns
— differentially marked objects are less frequent than unmarked objects

(9) U4: The grammatical form-frequency correspondence universal
When two grammatical construction types that differ minimally (i.e. that form a
semantic opposition) occur with significantly different frequencies, the less
frequent construction tends to be overtly coded (or coded with more segments),
while the more frequent construction tends to be zero-coded (or coded with fewer
segments).

This can explained as following from a tradeoff between
— the tendency to minimize speaker effort (leading to a preference for short coding), and
— the tendency to maximize clarity for the hearer (leading to a preference for robust coding).
More frequent meanings are more predictable and hence need less coding
(see Haspelmath 2021b).

The form-frequency correspondence hypothesis makes a large number of correct predictions
in various domains of grammar, but what is crucial for transitive and ditransitive constructions
is the finding that role rank and referential prominence are generally associated:

(10)  US5: Usual role-reference associations (Haspelmath 2021a)
Arguments with higher-ranked roles tend to be more referentially prominent,
and vice versa.

(rolerank: A>P,R>T)

(I'l) referential prominence
a. inherent prominence

person scale: locuphoric (Ist/2nd) > aliophoric (3rd person)
(full) nominality scale: person form (independent or index) > full nominal
animacy scale: human (> animal) > inanimate

b. discourse prominence
specificity scale: definite (> specific indefinite) > indefinite nonspecific
givenness scale: discourse-given > discourse-new
focus scale: background > focus



When a clause type deviates from the usual associations, it is likely to get special coding:

(12) Ub: The role-reference association universal (Haspelmath 2021a)
Deviations from usual associations of role rank and referential prominence tend to be
coded by longer grammatical forms.

The coding universals that we saw earlier are special cases of this, just as U6 is a special case of
U4 (the grammatical form-frequency correspondence universal).

7. Oblique-agent constructions and dative constructions occur with
usual role-reference associations

It has often been observed that passives and dative alternants tend to be used when the
patient is topical / when the recipient is not topical — i.e. when the argument roles do not
have their usual referential-prominence values. | claim that this is a universal effect:

(13) U7: Givenness of P in passives and other oblique-agent constructions
If an oblique agent alternation is sensitive to givenness, then the oblique-agent alternant
tends to be used when the A is not given information and/or the P is not new information.

stereotypical: mother hugs boy
boy hug-PASS  by+mother

(14) U8: Nongivennes of R in dative alternants
If a dative alternation is sensitive to givenness, then the dative alternant tends to be used
when the R is not given information and/or the T is not new information.

stereotypical: boy gives mother flower
boy gives to+mother flower

U7 and U8 are frequency universals (special cases of U5), which explain coding universals
such as UI-U3.

8. Parallels between passives and DOM in the very first work on
differential object marking (Moravcsik 1978)

Moravcsik (1978) coined the term differential object marking (often attributed to Georg
Bossong: 1985). She also gave the first formulation of what is universal:

“If there is any semantic difference between an accusative marking and ... a
nominative marking (to the exclusion of passivization), this semantic difference will
be related ... to definiteness, or to animacy, or humanness ..., with the accusative
... marking the more definite (rather than the less definite), [and] the animate or
human (rather than the inanimate or non-human), ... noun phrase.” (Moravcsik
1978: 283)
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In this statement, she excludes passivization, which she has to do because she
works with the labels “nominative” and “accusative”, rather than A and P (which
also “exclude passivization” in a sense, see Haspelmath 201 I).

But Moravcsik does note that there is a parallel between passivization and DOM:

' There are two distinct types of sentences
in which objects appear marked as a transitive subject: in sentences

which do not also include a transitive subject and in sentences which
also include a transitive subject.

The following examples illustrate
these two sentence types.

a. LATIN:
puer puellam amat '"boy-nom. girl-accus. loves'

'"The boy loves the girl.'

puella a puero amatur "girl-noml by boy-ablat. is-loved"
'The girl is loved by the boy.'

puella amatur ""girl-nom. is<loved"

'"The girl is loved."'

puella beata est "girl-nom. happy is"
'The girl is happy.'

b. SPANISH:
el chico ve la nieve ""the -nom. boy sees the-nom. snow"
'The boy sees the snow.'
el chico ve a esa chica 'the-nom. boy sees accus. this girl"

'"The boy sees this girl.'

And she also notes the parallel in topic status:

Both DOM and passivization (or more generally, the oblique-agent construction) tend
to be used when the patient is topical, or more generally high in referential
prominence (when there is a deviation from the usual role-reference associations)

Thus, Moravcsik (1978) was an extremely insightful article, and it was largely
underappreciated.

9. Conclusion

We need a functional-adaptive approach for explanations at the g-level, and it must
be universalist, because only universal tendencies can be explained in functional-
adaptive terms.

The explanation proposed here is extremely general and involves highly abstract
notions, such as “referential prominence” and the role-types A, P, R, T.

It seems to be supported by a large amount of cross-linguistic evidence, and the
proposal by Moravcsik 81978) has proved robust — in contrast to generative
approaches, where it is difficult to say what has proved robust.
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But it does not make any reference to biocognitive-representational constraints — it
invokes a highly general efficiency principle, and is indifferent with respect to
architectural assumptions, such as

word vs. phrase

grammar vs. lexicon

inflection vs. derivation

This does not mean that domain-specific innate categories are “rejected” (as in much
functionalist work) — such categories simply play no role here.

It may well be that A and P, as well as R and T are instances of innate role-types in
sime sense (maybe as innate cognitive “attractors”).

One important aspect of the approach is that the universalist explanation is
separate from language-particular analyses — comparison and description (or g-
linguistics and p-linguistics) are distinct to a substantial extent.

This is important to highlight, because there are frequent misunderstandings (e.g.
Himmelmann 2021; see Haspelmath 2020). Maybe much of universalist generative
grammar can be seen as based on such a misunderstanding.

[Historical note: A closely related talk was presented in 2018 at the Syntax of the World’s Languages
conference in Paris; see Haspelmath 2018]
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