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Abstract

Much of the current debate on the syntax of Dargwa is centered around the prob-
lem of gender agreement on auxiliaries. This type of agreement is exceptional
in that it is not exclusively controlled by the absolutive argument, but can be
alternatively controlled by either subject or object in transitive clauses (like per-
son agreement). In this paper, I investigate discourse conditions on the choice of
agreement controller in Kubachi Dargwa, and provide some new data from Ashti
Dargwa that clarify the status of the agreement controller. I show that while the
hypothesis that the controller of gender agreement is topical is generally correct
in the case of agent agreement, it does not apply to patient agreement, where the
topicality of both core arguments is roughly equal. On the syntactic side, agree-
ment with the patient seems to promote it to syntactic pivot status. This suggests
an analysis along the lines of Falk (2006), treating Dargwa as a language where
core arguments can receive pivot status independently of their grammatical func-
tion.

1 Dargwa: General information
Dargwa¹ is a group of East Caucasian languages that are characterized by a com-
plex agreement system. In addition to gender agreement, which, typically for East
Caucasian languages, at clause level is mostly controlled by the absolutive argument,
Dargwa also has person agreement, whose resolution is determined by complex rules
that refer to both grammatical functions and the relative position of arguments on the
person hierarchy.

Much of the current debate on the syntax of Dargwa is centered around the prob-
lem of gender agreement on auxiliaries. This type of agreement is exceptional in that
it is not exclusively controlled by the absolutive argument, but can be alternatively
controlled by either subject or object in transitive clauses (like person agreement).
This involves two main issues:

• factors determining the choice of subject or object as agreement controller;

• the syntactic nature of the agreement alternation.

As to the former question, the majority of authors (van den Berg 2001; Sumbat-
ova 2014) agree that control of gender agreement is somehow connected to topicality,
although the exact type of topic thus coded is seldom made explicit. Elements of
this approach can even be traced back to some traditional grammars, in particular
Magometov (1963), who likens subject agreeement to active voice and object agree-
ment to passive voice. The only exception is an upcoming paper Ganenkov (forth-
coming), where it is shown that the agreement controller at least cannot be sentence
topic, and the discourse topic interpretation is also put into doubt.

In syntax, the most elaborate analysis is that of Sumbatova and Lander (2014),
who propose treating gender agreement as a result of a kind of Backward Control

1. The research presented in this paper is supported by research project “Highest Argument Agreement
(HAA)”. Reference code: FFI2014-56735-P (Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness).
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construction, where the auxiliary heads its own clause with a zero subject which, in
turn, is coreferential with either subject or object of the lower clause headed by the
lexical verb. In Belyaev (2016) and Belyaev (2017), I have argued against this inter-
pretation, at least in the case of Ashti Dargwa, in favour of a simpler solution, where
the alternation between two types of 3rd person arguments (topical vs. non-topical)
is integrated into the person hierarchy as a kind of obviation. Thus the hierarchy for
Ashti is changed from the standard 1, 2 ą 3 to the Algonquian-style 1, 2 ą 3 ą 31,
where 3 is the “proximate” and 31 is the “obviate”. Finally, Ganenkov (forthcoming)
has argued for a hybrid solution, where absolutive control is syntactically neutral and
monoclausal, while ergative control involves a biclausal structure much along the
lines of Sumbatova and Lander (2014).

While both pieces of the puzzle are far from being resolved, the main purpose of
this paper is to test the topicality hypothesis on the data of Kubachi Dargwa.² Using
Givón’s (1983) diagnostics, I demonstrate that subject agreement seems to correlate
with topic status of the subject, while object agreement considerably less so. This sug-
gests that the topicality hypothesis is on the right track, even though the correlation
is not deterministic, especially in the case of direct objects. At the same time, I invoke
some new data of Ashti that show that gender agreement is in some contexts inde-
pendent from person agreement, and its controller does have a privileged syntactic
status in certain contexts. Therefore, the analysis of Belyaev (2016) should be revised.
I propose a tentative analysis in terms of Falk’s (2006) notion of the pivot (piv).

2 Gender agreement of the auxiliary
A general desription of the rules of gender and person agreement, including the pat-
terns observed in Kubachi and Ashti, can be found in Belyaev (2013). Overall, person
agreement is based on the person hierarchy, while gender agreement at clause level
is always controlled by the absolutive (S/P) argument.

There is, however, one key exception to the gender agreement pattern: auxil-
iaries in periphrastic verb forms. In many varieties, including Standard Dargwa (van
den Berg 2001), Tanti (Sumbatova 2014; Sumbatova and Lander 2014) and Kubachi
(Magometov 1963), some 3rd person auxiliaries can agree alternatively with the ab-
solutive or the ergative:³

(1) murad-li
M.-erg

tʼantʼi-b
in.T.-n

qali
house

b-irqʼ.u.le=sa-j
n-building=cop-m

(2) murad-li tʼantʼi-b qali b-irqʼ.u-le=sa-b
=cop-n

2. Both Kubachi and Ashti are dialects of the same Dargwa language, of which Kubachi is the larger
and central variety; according to local traditions, Ashti speakers migrated from the Kubachi area some
500 years ago. The study is based on Kubachi due to more texts available, and more forms displaying the
phenomenon in question.

3. Glossing follows the Leipzig rules (https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/
glossing-rules.php), with the following additions: attr — attributive; cop — copula; el — elative; in
— inessive; lat — lative; msd — masdar (verbal noun); npl — neuter plural; pcvb — participle-converb;
pret — preterite.
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‘Murad is building a house in Tanti.’

In Sumbatova (2014), this pattern in Tanti Dargwa has been given an elaborate
syntactic explanation. According to Sumbatova’s analysis, the auxiliary heads its own
clausal layer, with a zero absolutive subject. This subject is coreferent to either subject
or DOof the core clause. Thus, every finite predication involves a relation of Backward
Control (Polinsky and Potsdam 2002). Thus (2) represents the structure of (1),⁴, while
(2) stands for (2).

(11)
[
∆i(ABS)

[
murad-lii tʼantʼi-b qali b-irqʼ-u-le

]
=sa-j

]
(21)

[
∆i(ABS)

[
murad-li tʼantʼi-b qalii b-irqʼ-u-le

]
=sa-b

]
In (2), the zero absolutive in the upper tier is coreferential with the ergative subject

of the lower tier: hence, the auxiliary has the agreement features of the agent, while
actually agreeing with the upper absolutive. In contrast, in (2), the zero absolutive is
coreferential with the object; hence, the auxiliary ahs the gender and number features
of the patient.

In Belyaev (2016), I have shown that there are problems for this analysis in Ashti.
In addition to various implementational difficulties, as well as the irrelevance of some
diagnostica, such as adverb agreement, the main issue is that in Ashti, whenever a
clause has both person and gender agreement on the auxiliary, the latter has to fol-
low the former. This seems to suggest that they are essentially two aspects of the
same phenomenon. Since there is no strong evidence in favour of a split in clause
structure, I proposed a different analysis involving a split between 3rd person partic-
ipants based on prominence, essentially a kind of obviation. Gender features on the
auxiliary reflect the features of the hierarchical (“person”) agreement controller, and
accordingly, the only required modification to the analysis of Ashti is the extension
of the person hierarchy to 1, 2 ą 3 ą 31, where 3 is the proximate (“topical”) 3rd
person, while 31 is the obviate (“non-topical”) 3rd person.

But while the similarity with proximate-obviative systems seems clear enough,
what still remains mysterious is the nature of the distinction between subject and
object controllers. Native speaker judgements suggest that in Ashti, like in Tanti, it
has something to do with topicality, but such anecdotal evidence is hardly acceptable.
Research in the area of information structure and discourse has provided us with some
robust diagnostics and statistical techniques that allow a more rigorous evaluation of
this hypothesis.

3 Motivation for agreement: Earlier studies
There have been several proposals in the literature on how exactly the controllers are
selected. Perhaps the earliest is found in Magometov’s (1963) grammar of Kubachi,
where agent agreement is likened to “active voice” and patient agreement, to “passive
voice”. Since passive voice generally correlates with topicality of the patient, this de-
scription may be viewed as a distant precursor of the more recent accounts, although
there is no explicit discourse or information structure-based explanation.

4. The use of ∆ for the zero argument, as well as other notation decisions, are from Sumbatova (2014).
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The first author to explicitly connect gender agreement with topicality was van
den Berg (2001) in her sketch of Standard Dargwa, where she claimed that agreement
withAwas the default option, while agreement withP could only occur if P has topic
status. It is not mentioned whether the term topic here is understood as discourse or
sentence topic.

Sumbatova and Lander (2014) further developed the topicality hypothesis, propos-
ing a symmetrical version of the account: subject agreement occurs when the subject
is “more topical than the direct object”, while object agreement occurs when the object
is “more topical than the subject”. Unlike van den Berg (2001), these authors explicitly
discuss different senses of the term topic and conclude that the controller in Dargwa
cannot be a sentence topic, but must be a discourse topic.

In his upcoming paper, Ganenkov (forthcoming) attempst to demonstrate that the
topicality hypothesis cannot be true in any sense of the term. First, he shows that
in Standard Dargwa texts, gender agreement on the axuiliary is often controlled by
NPs which cannot ever be understood as sentence topics, such as quantified NPs like
‘more than two persons’ and lexical components of complex predicates. He also finds
little evidence for the status of discourse topic, and his eventual conclusion is, in a
sense, opposite to van den Berg’s approach. He concludes that:

• P agreement is a syntactically and pragmatically neutral, “default” structure.

• A agreement is a two-level structure reminiscent of the analysis of Sumbatova
(2014). However, Ganenkov shows that a raising structure is more appropriate
than a control structure here.

As for the latter structure, Ganenkov bases his analysis on a typological com-
parison with so-called biabsolutive constructions in other East Caucasian languages,
where both arguments appear in the absolutive case, unlike the standard ergative
pattern:

(3) Avar (Forker 2012, 79)
a. ergative

niže-cːa
we-erg

χːer
hay

b-eg-ule-b
n-fork-ptcp-n

b-ugo
n-be.prs

‘We are forking the hay.’
b. biabsolutive[

emeni
father

[
Δi(erg) čuj

horse
b-ecːu-le-w

]
n-praise-ptcp-m

w-ugo
]

m-be.prs
‘Father praises the horse.’

The main motivation for this comparison is that biabsolutives, like Dargwa erga-
tive agreement constructions, also show a tendency for topicality or another kind
of promotion of the agent. Dargwa languages do not have biabsolutives; hence, the
Dargwa ergative gender agreement pattern can be viewed as a “backward” version of
the biabsolutive pattern, which is also viewed by many authors as involving a kind of
biclausal raising structure (Kazenin 1998).
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However, I believe that this comparison, at best, represents a distant typological
analogy, and there are far too many differences between the two constructions to
argue for any structural similarity between them. First, the difference in discourse
frequency is striking. While no exact text counts are available in the literature, it is
universally accepted as a given fact that this construction is fairly minor in discourse
compared to the canonical ergative pattern. This is definitely not the case for ergative
gender agreement in Dargwa, which appears in the overwhelming majority of nar-
rative clauses; it is rather the absolutive pattern, which Ganenov considers as more
basic and syntactically simple, that is “marked” in this sense (see specific numbers
below).

Second, the two constructions differ in their treatment of dative subjects of ex-
periencer predicates. Biabsolutive constructions cannot generally be used with such
verbs, with the known (partial) exception of Lak (Gagliardi et al. 2014). In contrast, in
all Dargwa varieties I am aware of, control of gender agreement is available for dative
subjects to the same extent as for ergative subjects.

Finally, the biabsolutive construction generally shows a number of strict syntactic
restrictions on extraction, formation of non-finite forms, and topic/focus marking.
There are no known strict constraints of this kind (or any other syntactic constraints,
for that matter) that apply to A agreement but not to P agreement.

To sum up, A vs. P agreement seem to be much less structurally opposed than
ergative vs. biabsolutive. It seems that the main motivation for the biclausal anal-
ysis still remains the desire to preserve a universal rule of gender agreement tied to
the absolutive argument. In my view, such a line of argumentation is misguided and
logically incoherent. If taking absolutive control of gender as dogma leads us to im-
plausibly complex structures like the ones proposed by Sumbatova (2014), this dogma
should rather be abandoned.

At the same time, an adequate syntactic account of the facts cannot be provided
unless we come to an understanding of the motivation for the choice of agreement
controller. Since the dominant hypotheses connect it to topicality, it seems worth-
while to test this hypothesis based on natural texts.

3.1 The study of Kubachi

3.1.1 Corpus

For a pilot study, I have analyzed a published collection of stories about Mullah Nas-
ruddin in Kubachi (Šamov 1994). This corpus is rater balanced in that the texts are
quite homogeneous in genre and follow a similar narrative structure. Thus, to the
extent that narratives are concerned, these texts can be viewed as a rather typical
examples of their genre.

I have analyzed a total of 484 finite sentences. The actual number of clauses is
much higher, because Kubachi, like other Dargwa languages, makes heavy use of
converbs in narratives. I have chose to only consider finite clauses for the purpose of
simplicity, as the agreement alternation under consideration can only occur in finite
contexts in Kubachi. There are a number of additional requirements that significantly
narrow the total sample of sentences. The verb in the clause must:
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• be transitive (intransitive verbs can show no competition between controllers);

• stand in a periphrastic formwith gender agreement (which in most cases means
3rd person forms, with the exception of so-called existential periphrastic forms,
very rare in texts);

• have two arguments of different gender/number (so that the controller can be
clearly identified).

Applying these three constraints to our sample leads to only 44 relevant sentences.
This might seem like a very low number, but it is actually not that low for a language
where the distinction in question is rather peripheral. For example, Gildea (1994),
in his study of inverse-like markers in Carib of Surinam, operates with a sample of
53 clauses in total. In spite of the small sample, the picture that emerges from the
numbers is rather consistent picture.

The total frequencies ofA (“direct”) vs. P (“inverse”) agreement in the sample are
provided in Table 1.

Pattern Frequency

A 29(66%)
P 15(34%)
Total 44(100%)

Table 1: Total frequency of agreement patterns in Kubachi

The predominance ofA agreement suggests that we are indeed dealing with some
feature that is more typical of subjects by default, which may well be topicality. I
support the motivation of Sumbatova and Lander (2014) and Ganenkov (forthcoming)
in their negative evaluation of the possibility that the controllermay be sentence topic.
All of their counterarguments apply in Kubachi. In particular, nominal components of
complex predicates, obviously not referencing any entity,⁵ sometimes trigger gender
agreement:

(4) “ hej,
hey

aχmaχː-e ”
fool-pl

ukʼ-ul
[m]say.ipfv-cvb

žuwab
answer

b-aqː-ib=sa-b
n-bring.pfv-ptcp=3-n

malla-dil
mullah-erg

‘Hey, you fools — gave the answer the Mullah.’

(5) qʼutʼ
knock

d-aːqʼ-ib=sa-d
npl-do.pfv-ptcp=3-npl

juldašː-a-dil
friend-pl-erg

ucːa
door

‘The friends knocked (lit. did a knock) on the door.’

5. It might be possible that topicalization of nominal components of complex predicates is related to
some sort of prediate topicalization or scene-setting, see Mohanan (1994). However, while this could be
the case in (4), it is less plausible for (6), which is the first mention of ablution in the text, and definitely
not plausible for (5), where knocking is never mentioned before, never mentioned later, and is in general a
minor event in the overall narative.
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(6) qˁa̰mil
left

tʼṵj-la
leg-gen

dacala
ablution

d-aːqʼ-ib-žu-d
npl-do.pfv-ptcp-attr-npl

a-sa-d
neg-3-npl

‘I have not done the ablution of my left leg.’

In the examples (4–6), the copula has neuter singular agreement features. In all of
the examples, the ergative subject is masculine or human plural; hence, neuter agree-
ment suggests that the controller is the absolutive component of the compound verb.
Gender assignment in Dargwa is semantic overall and based on the semantic features
of the referent of the NP: if human, masculine or feminine are selected based on bio-
logical gender; if nonhuman, neuter is always selected.⁶ Accordingly, nouns referring
to abstract notions such as ‘answer’ or ‘ablution’ are always neuter. Furthermore, the
verbal prefix in all examples agrees in neuter singular, which unambiguously identi-
fies the object as having neuter singular agreement features.

Discourse topic, however, is a much more fluid concept based more on text fre-
quency than any strict constraints on individual sentences. Therefore, the possibility
that we are dealing with discourse topics still remains. To test for this, I have used two
classic diagnostics from Givón (1983): Referential Distance (RD) and Topic Persis-
tence (TP).The former (RD) denotes the distance in clauses to the previous mention of
the same referent, and typically has three values, which I will also use: 1 (mentioned
in previous clause), 2/3 (mentioned 2 or 3 clauses before), ą 3 (mentioned more than
three clauses before, or first mention). The latter (TP) represents the other side of top-
icality: the availability of the referent for further reference. It stands for the number
of times the referent is mentioned in the next 10 clauses. Again, the convention is to
collapse the whole range to two values: 0–2 vs. 3+.

Apart from absolute values, relative values are also used for RD, thus yielding
three values: A ą P (RD of agent higher than that of patient), A ą P (RD of agent
and patient equal) A ă P (RD of agent lower than that of patient).

3.1.2 Referential Distance

The data for RD calculations are provided in Table 2. This and the subsequent table
should be read as follows. The two groups of columns represent clauses where gender
agreement is with A (“direct” pattern) and with P (“inverse” pattern). Each of these
is then subdivided into columns where the number of clauses with the given RD for
A and P is displayed. Thus, in Table 2, there are 19 A-agreeing clauses where P has
the RD value of ą 3, 4 P-agreeing clauses where A has the RD value of 1, etc.

6. Mass nouns always trigger neuter plural agreement instead of neuter singular, without having any
plural morphology. The distinction between mass and count nouns is to some extent lexical; this is the only
part of the Dargwa gender system where agreement cannot be predicted based on the meaning alone.
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A agreement P agreement
A P A P

ą 3 9 (31%) 19 (66%) 6 (40%) 4 (27%)
2/3 7 (24%) 4 (14%) 5 (33%) 5 (33%)
1 13 (45%) 6 (20%) 4 (27%) 6 (40%)

29 (100%) 29 (100%) 15 (100%) 15 (100%)
Table 2: Absolute RD values

From this table we can see that the “direct” (A-agreeing) pattern does show a prefer-
ence for more topical As. The majority of As have the RD of 1, while for P it is the
other way around, with the majority having RD of ą 3.

In contrast, the “inverse” numbers do not show a higher topicality of either ar-
gument. The number of topical Ps is marginally higher than topical As, but the dif-
ference is probably not statistically significant, and certainly not to the extent that
is found in other direct-inverse systems found in the literature, e.g. Kutenai (Dryer
1994).

Analyzing comparative RD gives similar results (Table 3). The “direct” pattern
shows a clear preference for topical As, while in the “inverse” pattern, the status of
both arguments is roughly equal, with a small preference for topical P .

A agreement P agreement
A ą P 3 (10%) 5 (33%)
A = P 13 (45%) 8 (54%)
P ą A 13 (45%) 2 (13%)

29 (100%) 15 (100%)
Table 3: Comparative RD

To conclude, RD shows that while the “direct” pattern is associated with topical
A, this is not the case for the “inverse” pattern, which does not show a clear prefer-
ence for any argument. However, on average, “inverse” constructions will be more
frequently used when P is topicalized. This may be what gives one the impression
that P controlling agreement is topical.

3.1.3 Topic Persistence

The counts for Topic Persistence give a similar picture to Referential Distance.
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A agreement P agreement
A P A P

0 ´ 2 16 (55%) 26 (90%) 14 (93%) 11 (73%)
3+ 13 (45%) 3 (10%) 1 (7%) 4 (27%)

29 (100%) 29 (100%) 15 (100%) 15 (100%)
Table 4: TP values

“Direct” clauses clearly favour persistence of A. In the “inverse”, A is significantly
less persistent while P is slightly more persistent.

3.1.4 Referential Distance and Topic Persistence: Conclusions

The evidence from spoken texts shows that there is a difference between “direct” and
“inverse” patterns in terms of relative discourse topicality of the arguments. In the
“direct” pattern, the agent is significantly more topical than the patient. In contrast,
the “inverse” pattern does not display any preference for topical patient. It does seem
to slightly disprefer topicalAs, especially as seen from Topic Persistence, but still not
to the extent of a full syntactic demotion.

Therefore, paradoxically, the statistics seems to support Ganenkov’s conclusion
that the patient agreement pattern is less marked, rather than van den Berg’s “de-
fault A” hypothesis, even though the “direct” pattern is more frequent in the texts.
However, this pragmatic asymmetry cannot by itself serve as evidence for a syntactic
asymmetry.

4 Syntax of inverse in Ashti
It is generally agreed upon that the person agreement controller does not have special
syntactic status in Dargwa. This suggest an analysis that does not tie person agree-
ment to a particular grammatical function, but either relegates it to a separate level of
structure (Belyaev 2013) or, in a simpler way, describes it through the sharing of agr
(Belyaev 2016).

The status of the copular controller is less clear. In previous work (Belyaev 2016), I
assumed that it behaved like a person controller due to the fact that when the auxiliary
expresses both 1/2 person and gender agreement, the two have to match. However,
direct evidence on the syntactic status of auxiliary gender agreement is difficult to
obtain due to the fact that Dargwa languages have very few true syntactically con-
strained long-distance dependencies. At the very least, it is clear that the change in
gender agreement does not involve any syntactic demotion of the agent and detran-
sitivization of the clause. This is readily seen by contrast with the antipassive (7),
where gender agreement does shift from patient to the agent, but where this change
is accompanied by a change in case marking, and the verb is truly detransitivized.
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(7) a. becʼ.li-dil
wolf-erg

qʼʷˁḭl-i
cow-pl

d-uk-ini
npl-eat.ipfv-pret.3

b. becʼ
wolf

(qʼʷˁḭl-a-d)
cow-pl-erg

b-uk-ini
n-eat.ipfv-pret.3

‘The wolf ate cows.’

The antipassive in Ashti (and Dargwa in general) is possible for all verbs in the imper-
fective aspect. It has no special morphological marking. In the antipassive construc-
tion, the agent (ergative in canonical transitive predications) stands in the absolutive
and accordingly triggers all verbal agreement; the verb itself becomes intransitive.
The patient may be expressed by the ergative, but this ergative has no core argument
status; among other things, it cannot trigger person agreement.⁷ Thus, while there is
no overt marking of detransitivization on the verb, case marking unambiguously en-
codes the change in grammatical function. No such change happens under agreement
alternation.

However, luckily, it seems that Ashti does have a syntactic construction which is
sensitive to the syntactic prominence of clausal arguments: same-subject converbs.

4.0.1 Same-subject converbs and agreement

Like other East Caucasian languages, Dargwa languages have perfective and imper-
fective so-called simple converbswhich perform a wide range of functions, both mark-
ing manner/temporal subordination and serving as a kind of substitute for coordina-
tion in discourse. Dargwa has no conjunction-based coordination strategy for clauses.

Converbs are generally varying-subject (Nedjalkov 1995), i.e. can have either the
same subject as the main clause or a different subject, as in (8).

(8)
[
∅i/j aːs

money
d-ičː-ib

]
,

npl-give.pfv-pcvb
ʡa̰lii
A.

uniwersitet-li
university-in[lat]

keːχʷ-i
enter.pfv-pret.3

‘After (s/hei/j) gave money, Ali entered the university.’

In most Dargwa varieties, converbal clauses can be center-embedded, with some
interpretational restrictions. However, Ashti is special in that center embedding also
enforces the same-subject constraint on the converbal clause. In normal circum-
stances, i.e. with a finite synthetic main verb with no gender agreement slot, the
subject (A/S argument) of the converbal clause has to be the same as the subject of
the main clause:

(9) ʡa̰lii,
A.

[
∅i/*j aːs

money
d-ičː-ib

]
,

npl-give.pfv-pcvb
uniwersitet-li
university-in[lat]

keːχʷ-i
enter.pfv-pret.3

‘Ali, having given money, entered the university.’

If the main clause contains a periphrastic form and the auxiliary has a gender
slot, the same pattern is observed when the auxiliary agrees with A (which is the

7. Since the antipassive has no morphological marking of its own, this process could be viewed as a kind
of verbal lability. See Sumbatova and Lander (2014) for convincing arguments against such an analysis.
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unmarked and most frequent case). However, if auxiliary in the main clause agrees
withP (hence the “inverse” pattern is observed), the subject reference in the converbal
clause switches to P :

(10) a. rasul.li-j ,
R.-dat

[
qili-j
house.in-el

w-id.až-ib.ži.la
]
,

m-go.away.pfv-since
patʼimat
P.

j-ulħ-unni
f-see.pfv-prf

a-sa-w /
neg-3-m

* a-sa-j
neg-cop-f

‘Since he left home, Rasul has not seen Patimat.’
b. rasul.li-j,

R.-dat

[
qili-j
house.in-el

j-id.až-ib.ži.la
]
,

f-go.away.pfv-since
patʼimat
P.

j-ulħ-unni
f-see.pfv-prf

a-sa-j /
neg-3-f

* a-sa-w
neg-cop-m

‘Since she left home, Rasul has not seen Patimat.’

Given that the same-subject restriction on embedded converbs is generally very
strong in Ashti, these data are significant. They demonstrate that when P triggers
gender agreement on the auxiliary, it does get promoted to a higher syntactic status,
although this cannot be the canonical subject as case marking is left unchanged.

It is important to observe that this behaviour is not observed for person agreement,
i.e. the subject of center-embedded converbal clauses has to be coreferent withA even
if the verb agrees with P according to the person hierarchy:

(11) patʼimat.li-j,
P.-dat

[
qil
house.in[lat]

sa̰qʼ-ṵn-muːtil
]
,

come.pfv-pcvb-when
du
I

ṵlħ-unni
[m]see.pfv-prf

a-da
neg-1sg
‘Patimat did not see me when (she) came home.’

Hence, person agreement and gender agreement of the auxiliary are not part of
the same system after all, and the analysis in Belyaev (2016) has to be revised. While
person agreement is hierarchical, gender agreement of the auxiliary is a special alter-
nation which only occurs in 3rd person predications and which seems to promote the
agreement controller to the status of syntactic pivot.

Thus, although discourse data suggest that P agreement is the pragmatically un-
marked case, syntactically it is the other way around: clauses with A agreement pat-
tern in the same way as synthetic clauses or clauses with 1/2 person agreement, while
in clauses with P agreement the patient is promoted to subject-like status.

5 Sketch analysis

5.1 Gender controller as pivot

As data from only one construction cannot be used to argue in favour of a full-fledged
analysis, in this section I will only provide a brief sketch of how I believe this situation
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can be handled in LFG. Even though auxiliary gender agreement does seem to involve
a kind of promotion, I see no need to go back to the biclausal analysis of Sumbatova
(2014) or the more moderate version of Ganenkov (forthcoming). For describing the
Ashti “inverse”, the approach of Falk (2006) can be used which distinguishes between
the traditional subject (renamed by Falk to g͡f, i.e. “most prominent argument”), object
(obj), and a special grammatical function pivot (piv). The pivot is structure shared
with one of the core arguments in the following way:

• in syntactically accusative languages, g͡f = piv;

• in syntactically ergative languages, g͡f = piv in transitive clauses, obj = piv in
intransitive clauses.

Dargwa languages do not display any major features of syntactic accusativity.
Most grammatical features are either tied to the traditional subject (A/P), or depend
on the thematic or person hierarchy rather than grammatical function. The only fea-
ture of Dargwa grammar that is unquestionably ergative is gender agreement (apart
from the auxiliary), which is always with the absolutive. But this pattern can be
treated as morphologically triggered by absolutive case on the controller; assigning a
special status to the absolutive argument is not required.

Therefore, the grammatical function piv in Dargwa does not have to be identified
with S/P , as in syntactically ergative languages. Neither do we have to assume that
Dargwa is always accusative. A possible analysis is the following: piv defaults to
g͡f, but can switch to obj in constructions with an agreeing auxiliary. Notably, Falk
does provide such a possibility for “topic-prominent” languages such as Acehnese, for
which he proposes the following equation defining piv:

(12) (Ò piv) = (Òdf)

Thus the pivot is identified with a discourse function df, although in the case of
Ashti, as discussed in this paper, the identity of this df is far from being clear.

Under this analysis, person agreement system stays the same as described in
Belyaev (2016), namely, agr is freely assigned to A or P , and the result is then eval-
uated using a system of OT constraints.

5.2 Formalization

The description of agreement in Dargwa can be simplified by adopting the following
templates (Asudeh, Dalrymple, and Toivonen 2013):

(13) @pers_agr := t(Òagr) = (Ò g͡f agr) |

(Òagr) = (Ò piv agr)u
@gend_agr(_gend, _num) := (Ò gf

(Ñcase)=cabs
agr gend)= c _gend

(Ò gf
(Ñcase)=cabs

agrnum)= c _num

The job of the person template is to ensure that person agreement is limited to
core arguments. The syntactic components itself does not care about the controller of
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person agreement: it is disjunctively assigned to subject or object. The hierarchical
aspect of agreement is modeled as in Belyaev (2013, 2016) via a set of OT constraints
on the person features and grammatical function of the argument whose agr features
are shared.

The template in (13) template can be introduced at the I node to ensure that it only
applies to finite clauses:

(14) IP Ñ S
Ò=Ó

I
Ò=Ó

@pers_agr

The gender template is added to all clause-level elements that contain gender
agreement slots, e.g.:

(15) wacʼa-cːi-w N (Ò pred) = ‘forest’
(Òagr gend) = neut
(Òagrnum) = sg
@gend_agr(m, sg)

For the agreeing auxiliaries, a separate template is required as they are not con-
nected to the absolutive argument but rather to the pivot:

(16) @piv_agr(_gend, _num) := (Ò piv agr gend)= c _gend
(Ò piv agrnum)= c _num

Certainly, this may be viewed as less economical than having a single rule for
all gender agreement. However, stipulation of a biclausal structure is hardly better.
Furthermore, separate rules are already required for NP-internal gender agreement
(such as adjectives with their heads), which does not require the controller to stand
in the absolutive case.

With these templates, the entries for the 2nd person marker and the 3rd person
auxiliary with a gender slot will have the following form:

(17) =di I (Ò tense) = pres
(Òagr pers) = 2
(Òagrnum) = sg
(Ò piv) = (Ò g͡f)

=sa-j I (Ò tense) = pres
(Òagr pers) = 3
@piv_agr(f, sg)
{ (Ò piv) = (Ò g͡f) |

(Ò piv) = (Òobj)u

Below, side by side, are shown the examples of subject and object agreement fol-
lowing this analysis:
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pred ‘see‹g͡f obj›’
neg +
tense pres
aspect prf

g͡f


pred ‘Murad’
case dat

agr

num sg
gend m
pers 3




obj


pred ‘Patimat’
case abs

agr


num sg
gend
textscf
pers 3




piv
agr





pred ‘see‹g͡f obj›’
neg +
tense pres
aspect prf

g͡f


pred ‘Murad’
case dat

agr

num sg
gend m
pers 3




obj


pred ‘Patimat’
case abs

agr

num sg
gend f
pers 3




piv
agr



5.3 Further questions

This interpretation of the data leads to new questions. First, why is 1/2 person agree-
ment “glued” to gender agreement when both are present on auxiliary?

(18) a. u-dil
thou-erg

tʼutʼ
bread

sa.qː-ib-zi-w=di /
n-bring.pfv-pcvb-attr-m=2sg

*sa.qː-ib-zi-b(=di)
-n(=2sg)

‘You (m.) have brought bread.’
b. dam

me.dat
hantaj‹b›ug-un=da
‹n›forget.pfv-prf=1

[
u-dil
thou-erg

tʼutʼ
bread

sa.qː-ib-zi-b
bring-pcvb-attr-n

b-uχ-ni
]

n-be.pfv-msd
‘I have forgotten that you’ve brought the bread.’

In Belyaev (2016), this was explained by assigning person and auxiliary gender agree-
ment to the same syntacic mechanism, but we have seen that this cannot be the case.
It rather seems that the presence of 1st and 2nd person features somehow blocks the
syntactic machinery involved in gender agreement.

Furthermore, there is no explanation for asymmetry betweenA and P agreement
observed above, both in their pragmatic function and in A being the default pivot. A
more explanatory approach would be desirable, but requires additional evidence; this
preliminary treatment may be viewed as only one step towards an ultimate solution.

6 Conclusion
In this paper, I have analyzed two main questions related to the mystery of variable
gender agreement on auxiliaries in Ashti and Kubachi Dargwa. First, I have provided
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an evaluation of the topicality hypothesis of gender agreement based on a corpus of
Kubachi texts. The texts demonstrate that while topicality does seem to determine
agent agreement, it does not play a significant role in patient agreement, pointing
to an asymmetry between the two types. Second, I have provided a reevaluation
of the syntactic status of agreement in Ashti, showing that the controller of gender
agreement is assigned syntactic pivot status. A tentative LFG analysis is provided, but
many questions remain for further research.

References
Asudeh, Ash, Mary Dalrymple, and Ida Toivonen. 2013. “Constructions with Lexical

Integrity.” Journal of Language Modelling 1 (1). Accessed January 14, 2014.

Belyaev, Oleg. 2013. “Optimal agreement at m-structure.” In Proceedings of the LFG13
Conference, ed. by Miriam Butt and Tracy Holloway King. Stanford: CSLI Publi-
cations.

. 2016. “Ergative gender agreement in Dargwa “backward control” or feature
sharing?” In Proceedings of the Joint 2016 Conference on Head-driven Phrase Struc-
ture Grammar and Lexical Functional Grammar, ed. by Miriam Butt and Tracy
Holloway King, 83–103. Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications.

Belyaev, Oleg I. 2017. “Soglasovanie svjazki po klassu v kubačinskom i aštynskom dar-
ginskom kak raznovidnost’ proksimativno-obviativnoj sistemy” [Copula gender
agreement in Kubachi and Ashti Dargwa as a proximate-obviative system]. Acta
Linguistica Petropolitana 13 (1): 508–535.

Dryer, Matthew S. 1994. “The discourse function of the Kutenai inverse.” In Voice and
inversion, ed. by Talmy Givón, 65–100. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Falk, Yehuda N. 2006. Subjects and Universal Grammar: an explanatory theory. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Forker, Diana. 2012. “The biabsolutive construction in Nakh-Daghestanian.” Folia Lin-
guistica 46 (1): 75–108.

Gagliardi, Annie, Michael Goncalves, Maria Polinsky, and Nina Radkevich. 2014. “The
biabsolutive construction in Lak and Tsez.” Lingua 150:137–170.

Ganenkov, Dmitry. Forthcoming. “Gender agreement alternation in Aqusha Dargwa:
A case against information structure.” Studies in Language. Forthcoming.

Gildea, Spike. 1994. “Semantic and pragmatic inverse: ‘Inverse alignment’ and ‘inverse
voice’ in Carib of Surinam.” In Voice and inversion, ed. by Talmy Givón, 187–232.
Typological Studies in Language 28. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Givón, Talmy, ed. 1983. Topic continuity in discourse. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

81



Kazenin, Konstantin I. 1998. “On patient demotion in Lak.” In Typology of verbal cate-
gories: papers presented to Vladimir Nedjalkov on the occasion of his 70th birthday,
ed. by Leonid Kulikov and Heinz Vater. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Magometov, Aleksandr A. 1963. Kubačinskij jazyk. (Issledovanie i teksty). [Kubachi:
Grammar and texts]. Tbilisi: Mecniereba.

Mohanan, Tara. 1994. Argument structure in Hindi. Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications.

Nedjalkov, Vladimir P. 1995. “Some typological parameters of converbs.” In Converbs
in cross-linguistic perspective: structure and meaning of adverbial verb forms –
adverbial participles, gerunds, ed. by Martin Haspelmath and Ekkehard König.
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Polinsky, Maria, and Eric Potsdam. 2002. “Backward control.” Linguistic Inquiry 33 (2).

Šamov, Ibragim A. 1994. Pritči o mulle Nasreddine [Stories about Mulla Nasruddin].
Makhachkala: Izdatel’stvo “Jupiter”.

Sumbatova, Nina R. 2014. “V poiskax podležaščego: kontrol’ klassnogo soglasovanija
i priznaki grammatičeskogo prioriteta v darginskom jazyke” [Looking for the
subject: Gender agreement and grammatical priority in Dargwa]. In Jazyk. Kon-
stanty. Peremennye. Pamjati Aleksandra Evgen’eviča Kibrika, [Language. Con-
stants. Variables. In memoriam Alexander E. Kibrik]. Saint Petersburg: Aletheia.

Sumbatova, Nina R., and Yury A. Lander. 2014. Darginskij govor selenija Tanty: gram-
matičeskij očerk, voprosy sintaksisa [The Dargwa dialect of Tanti: A grammatical
sketch, syntactic issues]. Moscow: Jazyki slavjanskix kul’tur.

van den Berg, Helma. 2001.Dargi folktales: oral stories from the Caucasus with an intro-
duction to Dargi grammar. Leiden: Research School of Asian, African / Amerindian
Studies.

82


