
Argument alternations: a large-scale comparative study 
 
Argument alternations have usually been studied in depth in individual languages, and 
broadly cross-linguistic studies have mostly beeen restricted to some of the most salient 
aspects of alternations (e.g. Siewierska 1998 on dative alternations, Kim 1999 on locative 
alternations, Song 2005 on causative alternations). But with modern information and 
communication technology, more ambitious research with much greater empirical 
coverage is now possible. 
 In this paper we report on a large-scale study of 32 languages world-wide that 
records the valency patterns of about 70 verbs per language, as well as about 12 
argument alternations per language. In addition, and crucially for the current paper and 
the argument-alternations workshop, we have systematic data about the occurrence of 
verbs in alternations. The data come from experts of the languages, who filled in a 
sophisticated database template with data tables on verbs and valency patterns, 
alternations, and examples. The data are currently undergoing extensive reviewing and 
refining, and at the end of the project (in the second half of 2013) they will be 
published as an online database. 
 While the large-scale cross-linguistic approach does not allow any fine-grained 
semantic analyses, the amount of cross-linguistic data from a wide variety of languages 
(including languages from Australia, New Guinea, and Amazonia) gives us an 
unprecedented picture of the general tendencies in the world’s languages. We can see 
what kinds of verb meanings cluster together on the basis of their valency coding, as 
well as on the basis of the alternations in which they occur. From the perspective of the 
alternations, we can see the extent to which they can be used with verbs of different 
semantic types. 
 At the time of writing this abstract, only part of the data have undergone reviewing, 
but by the time of the workshop we will be able to present overviews of results for 
questions such as: 
– which semantic types of verbs are most likely to undergo causativization? 
– which semantic types of verbs are most likely to undergo passivization? 
– which semantic types of verbs tend to occur in ambitransitive alternations? (etc.) 
– how does verb-type clustering on the basis of occurrence in alternations differ from 
verb-type clustering on the basis of valency frames? 
– what areal patterns in terms of similarity (in valency frames and/or alternations) are 
detectable for languages in the database? 
 
 


