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Transitivity-related phenomena in Panoan 

• Panoan languages are well-known because of their 
complex transitivity systems.  

• Verbs are lexically transitive or intransitive and the 
transitivity class of verbs is encoded at multiple sites 
within the clause. 

• Valenzuela (2003, 2011, 2014): Transitivity harmony 
/transitivity agreement. Loos (1999): transitivity 
concord. 

• These processes include two different phenomena:  
– Allomorphic/suppletive alternations based on 

transitivity, i.e. morphemes that change their form 
according to the transitivity class of a verb.  

– (proper) Transitivity harmony, i.e. two predicates in a multi-
predicate construction must match their transitivity with 
each other in order to be combined.  



This talk 

• Similar phenomena are found in languages of 
different families and different regions of the 
world. 

• This talk, first, illustrates allomorphic/suppletive 
alternations based on transitivity and transitivity 
harmony, showing their differences and their 
relations. 

• Then, it attempts to offer a cross-linguistic study 
of transitivity harmony constructions, postulating 
some parameters of variation.  

• The database includes 27 languages.  
 





Part I: Preliminary illustration 



Allomorphic/suppletive alternation 

based on transitivity 
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Allomorphic/suppletive alternation 
based on transitivity 
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Transitivity harmony 
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Transitivity harmony 
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From the database… 

• Both transitivity harmony and 
Allomorphic/suppletive alternation based on 
transitivity are attested in the world’s 
languages. 

• However, they are widespread phenomena 
only in Panoan. 

• Allomorphic/suppletive variation based on 
transitivity is by large more frequent than 
transitivity harmony. 

• And… 



They can appear in the same construction 
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They may be diachonically related 
(6) 



Part II: Some parameters of cross-
linguistic variation in transitivity 

harmony 



Parameter 1: Integration or clause 
union 
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Parameter 1: Integration or clause 
union 

  

• Transitivity harmony is found in both poorly 
integrated and deeply integrated multiverb 
constructions.  

• Transitivity harmony in poorly integrated 
constructions always implies transitivity 
harmony in more integrated ones.  



Parameter 2: Strategy 

• Selection (or “suppletion”): what we find is a pair 
of transitive/intransitive verbs/auxiliaries from 
which the construction selects one according to 
the transitivity of the controller (like in  
Kakataibo’s prohibitive construction).  

• Adjustment (or affixation): the controllee exhibits 
an overtly expressed transitivity changing device, 
such as a transitivity increasing or decreasing 
morpheme (like in Kakataibo’s inchoative 
construction).  

 

 



Parameter 3: Target 

• Many two-verb transitivity harmony 
constructions may be understood as 
combining a more lexical predicate and a 
more functional one, similar to an auxiliary.  

• The data strongly suggest that transitivity 
harmony disfavor marking on the lexical 
predicate.  



Parameter 3: Target 
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Parameter 4: Paradigmatic distinctions 

• Most languages exhibiting transitivity harmony 
follow a straightforward pattern based on a 
distinction between transitive/intransitive.  

• However, there is one possible counterexample: 
Japanese, which also exhibits transitivity 
harmony and, according to Kageyama (1993), 
follows a different pattern: a three way-
distinction between transitive, unergative and 
unaccusative.  

 



Parameter 4: Paradigmatic distinctions 



Parameter 5: Obligatoriness 

• Most constructions based on transitivity 
harmony are obligatory in the sense that the 
predicates in them must match their 
transitivity.  

• A few potential instances of non-obligatory 
transitivity harmony, however, are found in 
the data.  
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Parameter 5: Obligatoriness 



Parameter 6: Transitivity domain 

• It seems to be the case that in most languages 
with transitivity harmony, we also find 
relatively fixed lexical transitivity classes and 
these lexical classes determine the behavior of 
transitivity harmony.  

• But see the following examples of Tariana 
(Arawak):  
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Parameter 6: Transitivity domain 



Conclusions 

• Transitivity harmony and Allomorphic/suppletive 
variation based on transitivity are two types of indirect 
transitivity encoding found in the languages of the 
world. 

• However, they are widespread phenomena only in 
Panoan. 

• Allomorphic/suppletive alternation based on 
transitivity is by large more frequent than transitivity 
harmony. 

• In particular languages, they may appear in the same 
construction and they may be diachronically related. 

• Although it is less widespread, transitivity harmony 
exhibits interesting patterns of cross-linguistic 
variation. 



Conclusions 



















Thanks! 


