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The Austronesian language family has been featured in the literature on differential argument marking (DAM), 
particularly in the discussion of differential subject marking (DSM). In some Austronesian languages, the intransitive 
subject may involve differential coding (e.g. Acehnese, as in Durie 1987 and Kambera, as in Klamer 2008). In others, 
subject marking in general may be varied as a result of intricate interactions between voice construction types and 
pronominal agreement (e.g. Tukang Besis, as in Donohue 2008). One less studied phenomenon, however, concerns 
variations in the case marking of non-subject agent arguments in an Austronesian language. The present study aims to 
contribute to the discussion of this phenomenon by exploring data from Kanakanavu, a critically endangered (Liu et al. 
2015) but understudied Formosan language (i.e. Austronesian language of Taiwan). It is demonstrated that a subset of 
Kanakanavu transitive clauses exhibit variations in the case marking of non-subject pronominal agents, the phenomenon 
being conditioned by the aspectual value of the clause.

Kanakanavu exhibits a symmetrical-voice system (cf. Himmelmann 2005) in which a basic opposition between 
agent voice and patient voice is found in the verbal clause. Depending on the voice category the clause belongs to, 
the A argument of a semantically transitive verb may occur as the grammatical subject or not.1 When it does, it is 
subsumed under the agent-voice argument coding frame, where the pronominal A argument obligatorily occurs in the 
unmarked case form (1a). When it does not occur as the subject, one of two alternating patient-voice coding frames 
may be involved depending on the aspectual value of the clause. In perfective patient-voice clauses, the pronominal 
A argument occurs in the oblique, as in (2a). In non-perfective (imperfective or perfect) patient-voice clauses, on the 
other hand, the pronominal A argument is marked in the genitive, as in (2b) and (2c).

While voice-conditioned differential marking of the A argument (as the subject or not) is common across Western 
Austronesian languages, the aspect-conditioned A marking found in Kanakanavu patient-voice clauses is rather unique. 
Although aspect-conditioned agent marking is not unattested in the literature (cf. Arkadiev 2017), the oblique/genitive 
case alternation for the A argument in Kanakanavu presents one puzzling property: the oblique-marked A argument in 
perfective patient-voice clauses is consistently found to be highly prominent (in being specific, commonly volitional and 
always highly topical), but the oblique case is otherwise used for non-prominent arguments, including non-subject P 
arguments in agent voice and adjuncts in general (e.g. 1b). In contrast, the genitive-marked A argument in non-
perfective patient-voice clauses may be generic or non-specific. It is sometimes even completely omitted from 
mentioning, resulting in a passive-like clause with a demoted agent.

In light of this, the present study entertains a hypothesis about the rise of aspect-conditioned agent marking in 
Kanakanavu patient-voice clauses by drawing from the nominalization-into-verb hypothesis posited by Starosta et al. 
(1981) to account for the widespread genitive agent marking across Austronesian patientive/undergoer-voice 
constructions. It is argued that the Kanakanavu perfective patient-voice clause is a remnant of an older clause type in 
which a binary (unmarked/core vs. oblique) case opposition is found, whereas the non-perfective patient-voice clauses 
represent newer, innovated clause types resulting from reanalysis of erstwhile nominalization strategies into verbal voice 
marking. Since the reanalysis is still in process, the genitive case (previously reserved for possessors in the nominal 
domain only) is now in competition with the oblique case in marking non-subject agents, the latter currently resisting 
replacement as it occupies the area of Kanakanavu verbal clause that can be characterized by the highest transitivity 
value (i.e. 2-participant, telic, volitional A, A high in potency, etc., based on Hopper & Thompson’s (1980) scalar notion 
of transitivity). As such, the oblique case is now polyfunctional in marking (i) highly prominent agents in perfective 
patient-voice clauses and (ii) non-prominent argument types elsewhere, as both had been unified as non-subject 
argument types before the genitive-marked agent was introduced.

The diachronic hypothesis is motivated by several generalizations, some specific to the grammar of Kanakanavu (e.g. 
the non-perfective patient-voice markers and a number of nominalizers being homophonous morphemes at the 
synchronic level) and others pertaining to typological patterns found across Formosan and Philippine voice systems (e.g. 
consistent oblique case marking of non-subject agents in languages where the nominalization-into-verb innovation 
arguably did not occur, cf. Ross 2009). This paper sheds light on how variations in agent marking can arise through an 
essentially insubordination process (i.e. extension of nominalized clauses into the matrix clause domain, cf. Evans & 
Watanabe 2016) in an Austronesian language exhibiting a symmetrical-voice system. This study also serves as a 
foundation for further exploring the question of whether the Kanakanavu phenomenon represents an unequivocal 
instance of differential agent marking, and how it fits into the typology of differential argument marking in general.

1Cf. Ross & Teng (2005), however, for caveats in employing the notion of “subject” in the description of Formosan and Philippine 
languages.
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(1) a. nikaman0́ng=ku,
ni-ka-man0ng0=ku
perf-make-good=1sg

tára.
tara
tala.hunting.trap

‘I have made the Tara hunting trap.’ (1011-MKN:112-113) Agent voice – pronominal A in unmarked case

b. mukúsa=ku
m-u-kusa=ku
av-locomotion-toward=1sg

ńıa:,
’inia
3.obl

‘I went (over) there.’ (1011-MKN:114) Agent voice – pronominal S in unmarked case

(2) a. alé
ala-ai
take-pv.pfv

ńıa,
’inia
3.obl

sua
sua
foc

tacáu,
tacau
dog

‘He took the dog.’ (1031-AKN) Patient Voice (Perfective) – pronominal A in oblique case

b. al0́n=ci
ala-0n=cu
take-pv.ipfv=cos

ké,
ke
3.gen

‘They would then take (it/the fish).’ (1010-PKP:65)
Patient Voice (Imperfective) – pronominal A in genitive case

c. niála
ni-ala
pv.perf-take

ké
ke
3.gen

taĺısi:,
talisi
rope

‘He has taken a rope.’ (1016-AKN:234) Patient Voice (Perfect) – pronominal A in genitive case
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