
The properties of subjects in Amazonia

Thenotion of subject and, by extension, grammatical relations, is very commonly used in linguist-
ics but to this day still poorly understood. This talk presents an exploration of the grammatical
properties of subjects in Amazonian languages, with data originating both from the author’s own
fieldwork and from published grammatical descriptions.
The notion of subject emerges from the identification of the properties of the single argument

of intransitive sentences (1) with one of the two core arguments of transitive sentences (2).
(1) Kwakritui

spider-monkey
jy=
intr

øi=
3sg.abs

tẽẽ.
leave

‘The spider-monkey went away.’
(2) Kwakritui

spider-monkey
hẽ
erg

tii=
3sg.erg

raj=
3pl.abs

kuri
eat

pakwaj
banana

inkjẽti.
many

‘The spider-monkey ate a lot of bananas.’ (Panará, Macro-Jê)

Various approaches are adopted to identify subjects, be it from a semantic perspective with them-
atic roles (Dixon 1994), or with a pragmatic approach, by paying attention to topicality (Givón
1976). In more formal approaches the diagnostics of subjecthood are, among others, syntactic
operations like the control of agreement morphology (Lazard 1997), the constituency of the verb
phrase (Chomsky 1981), or access to certain syntactic operations (Eythórsson & Barđdal 2005).
This talk proposes to look at a representative sample of 12 Amazonian languages to explore

the actual need for grammatical relations in linguistic analysis. I present a classification of the 12
languages in the sample according to the different diagnostics (Keenan 1976, Barđdal 2006) pay
a special attention to the alignment of grammatical phenomena, and of adjunct-like constituents
whose properties bring them close to a subject-like prominence. Finally, I will examine the vi-
ability of the notion of subject as observed in each of the languages in the sample when put up
against the different approaches to subjecthood.

A. Subject as defined via subjecthood tests, with a qualitative or quantitative approach (e.g.
Keenan, Dixon)

B. Subject defined independently of tests (Barðdal, Queixalós); e.g. the first argument of the
argument structure

C. Agnostic approach—refer to language-specific traits that emerge when you peel off the
subject layer

In a time in which all linguistic frameworks are increasingly faced with the challenge to provide
descriptions and explanations for the grammar of languages from virtually every corner of the
world, the existence of an independent and unified definition of subject becomes relevant in a
particularly fine-grained way.
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