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PARTICIPANT CODING IN KARI’NA DISCOURSE

Andrés Romero-Figueroa
Universidad de Oriente, Cumana, Venezuela

1.Introduction

This study concerns Kari’fia, a Carib language spoken on the banks of the Orinoco
river in eastern Venezuela, the northernmost region of the lowlands of South Amer-
ica. Kari’fia exhibits predominant SOV order and an aberrant verb morphology (Ro-
mero-Figueroa, 1997). The work focuses on the choices Kari’fia natives make as to
how they will code, or refer to, participants in discourse. Coding devices reported in
diverse world languages may be (i) full constituents such as noun phrases, (ii)
coreferential items such as independent pronouns, (iii) genitive, dative and oblique
affixes, (iv) coreferential verb agreement and (v) nothing or ‘zero’. In Kari’fia, such
coding devices combine in different manners giving rise to a system peculiar to that
language. No consideration is made here about other possible coding devices, for
instance, time, place and event ones. The paper emphasizes on a description of par-
ticipant coding and formally accounts for devices used for that purpose. The theoreti-
cal framework on which this research is based dates back to Grimes (1975) and
Silverstein (1976), refined later by Dixon (1979) and Givon (1984, 1990). Through-
out the discussion, terms referring to semantic roles, such as agent argument (voli-
tional and conscious initiator), patient argument (patient of state and/or patient of
change), and dative/recipient argument (Givon, 1984) are often used. Also, terms
referring to syntactic relations, particularly those inherent to case-marking and word-
order phenomena, are often used. Early conceptualizations of some of those notions
by Silverstein and Dixon are occasionally adopted, with some minor, but necessary,
adjustments, however.

The data on which the analysis presented here is based, were collected by the
author in different fieldwork sessions carried out in the village of Cachama, State of
Anzoategui, between January and September 1996. The Kari’fia speaker codes
discourse participants by means of full noun phrases, pronouns, noun and verb
affixes and ‘zeros’. Combinations of some of them bring about a complex participant
coding system in the language.

2. Theoretical background

Givon (1984:137) states that propositional semantics involves the study of proposi-
tions (‘sentences’/*clauses’) and their meaning in a certain degree of isolation and
abstraction from their discourse context and communicative function. This is purely a
methodological heuristic consideration, albeit a useful one, which allows us up to a
certain point to elucidate and analyse two of the three major functional realms of
language, namely lexical meaning and propositional information. But in human
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communication, atomic propositions are only the building blocks of a larger message
unit known as discourse, which at this stage of the cultural and cognitive evolution of
man, is inherently multi-propositional.

Multi-propositional discourse, according to Givon, is not merely a concatena-
tion (‘chain”) of atomic propositions. Rather it tends to display a more elaborate,
commonly hierarchic structure. Typically, with the narrative serving as the prototype
discourse, the overall story is divided into chapters, chapters into episodes, episodes
into macro-paragraphs, and these into smaller thematic paragraphs. The last ones
mentioned are made up of complex sentences and/or, finally, propositions
(‘clauses’). This hierarchic array is part of the thematic structure of discourse. Gi-
von’s view leads to assume that discourse parts interact in a way in which some rela-
tions that hold between and among propositions will turn out to be analogous to
those that are found between and among components of single propositions. The first
consequence of the above has been the redefinition of the notion of grammar. Pre-
sent-day grammar did away with its traditional limitation to isolated propositions
widening its scope to discourse.

Discourse analysis departs from the premise that different parts of a narrative
will communicate different kinds of information. The kinds of things that are com-
municated in each part seem to be recognizable in any language; at least well enough
for a meaningful preliminary breakdown of speech (Grimes, 1975:33). Additionally,
a basic distinction in discourse analysis is the one between the events and non-events
referred to, for instance, in a tale, or in any other type of narrative. Events correspond
with the ‘real’ action, and non-events with the orientational features of spatial, tem-
poral and personal nature that help to describe the event. The information that identi-
fies the participants not only links them to events, but also links one mention of a
participant with another mention of the same participant. It obeys rules of its own in
addition to combining with event information. In this study, attention is strictly di-
rected to the manner the Kari‘fia speakers handle with participants in events, leaving
on the side all non-event matters.

Given their relationships to the above matters, further definitions are in order.
Some mechanisms associated with the way different mentions of a particular partici-
pant take place in a piece of narrative have defined a universal system of devices to
code participants in discourse. A review of the current literature on the topic leads to
define a participant coding device as any ‘argument’ that serves to mention, or code,
a participant. This term subsumes both full noun phrases and coreferential forms
such as independent pronouns, verb agreement, genitive, dative and oblique postpo-
sitional phrases, genitive, dative and oblique affixation, and zero. Givon (1984:354)
observes that changes in the discourse function of the coreferential forms range from
the more contrastive or discontinuative function of the independent pronouns to the
continuative function of verb agreement. As any other syntactic element of language,
the participant coding devices listed in the above possess inherent semantic roles. As
far as this matter is concerned, a historical review in favor of the understanding of
this aspect of the research is convenient. The first material containing technical ter-
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minology about the ‘semantic-syntactic relations’ of participant coding devices
comes from Silverstein (1976) and Dixon (1979). Several researchers developed in
the 80’s conveniently adopted terms such as A (the most agent-like argument of a
multi-argument proposition), O (any non-agent-like argument) and S (a single argu-
ment), first used by Silverstein (1976) and Dixon (1979). As well, some of these
studies included terms such as Sa (a volitional S-argument) and So (a non-volitional
S-argument) which were introduced by Dixon (1979). The semantic notions above
were also examined from a wider typological perspective on the basis of data about
case roles taken from several different languages belonging to distinct linguistic
families. Givon (1984) offers the results of such a cross-linguistic account of the
phenomenon, which undoubtedly modifies and refines the concept and terminology
handled so far. Givon’s notions are applied throughout this study. In this respect,
Givon (1984:87-88) points out that the classification of arguments (participants)
appearing in propositions (either ‘sentences’ or ‘clauses’) within narratives involves
identifying the manner of their involvement in the event. To quite an extent, the top
three manners of involvement correlating with case roles, from the least marked to
the most marked, are:

(a) Patient: also referred as ‘accusative’, this is the simplest major argument in
sentences, and may be divided further into two sub-types:

(i) Patient of state: the argument whose state is described by the proposition,
the one who ‘is at a state’, the one most likely to appear as the subject of
state propositions.

(i) Patient of change: the argument undergoing the change-of-state; it may ei-
ther be the subject of an intransitive sentence or the object of a transitive
one (‘action’).

(b) Dative: also called ‘recipient’. The dative is a conscious participant, in addi-
tion to being also ‘in a state’ or ‘undergoing change’. In some sense it adds
the property of ‘consciousness’ to the existing properties of a patient, and may
thus be described as a more marked argument than the patient. When the da-
tive is the subject of a state, that state is most likely to be mental, as in
‘know’, ‘want’, ‘be afraid’, ‘be angry’, etc. Similarly, when the dative is the
subject of a change, this most likely concerns change of a mental state, such
as ‘learn’, ‘reflect upon’, ‘listen to’, ‘become frightened’, etc. Dative partici-
pants may also be the objects of verbs, and thus most commonly register a
change of mental state, as in dative objects of ‘tell’, ‘teach’, ‘inform’, etc.
They may also be the dative objects of sentence coding a physical change,
which does not have a direct impact upon the dative object, as in recipient/ da-
tive objects of ‘give’, ‘bring’ or ‘send’. In sentences containing such verbs,
the change (in location) is registered upon another argument, and the dative is
also the location to which the change occurs. But most commonly the dative
is also, a conscious goal of the transaction.

(c) Agent: the agent is always a conscious participant in an event, since it is a vo-
litional initiator of the change, which is thus referred to as action. In addition
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to being conscious, and thus perforce sharing the major properties of datives,
the agent is also the responsible initiator of the event. The agent is thus fur-
ther marked than the dative. The assumption of responsibility for initiating ac-
tions also implies having control and being subject to blame.
The implicational hierarchy of the relative markedness of the three major case-roles
may thus be given as:

(1) a Agent > Dative > Patient
b Be a deliberate initiator > Be conscious > Be

In a remarkable way, this hierarchy in (1) closely parallels Givon’s noun-
classification hierarchy.

2 Human > Animate > Concrete

The interrelationship between (1) and (2) makes it clear that semantics have coding
consequences on syntax. Noun classes such as human, animate and concrete are
arguments that encode participants that may perform as agents, patients, recipients,
etc. About (2), Givon (1984:56) notes that it is a hierarchy of increased marking
(‘markedness’), whereby if an entity has one feature of this hierarchy, it automati-
cally also has all the features to the right of the hierarchy. Given this condition, it
may be inferred from (1) and (2) that concrete (but inanimate) arguments will have
fewer chances to be agents and in turn initiators of action than animate (but non-
human) arguments. Several other inferences of the kind exemplified above may be
drawn from (1) and (2).

On the other hand, agent, patient and recipient arguments are traditionally
termed subjects, direct objects and indirect objects within sentences. This relation-
ship leads one to assume the existence of a variety of sentence types if account is
taken of the amount of arguments that verbs may attract. It is likely that such a dis-
tinction between sentences with one argument, or intransitives, and sentences with
more than one argument, or transitives, underlies Givon’s considerations on case
roles.

3. Coding devices

Kari’fia is an ergative/absolutive language in which subjects of transitive sentences
(i.e sentences which have a ‘direct object’) are signalled by an ergative verb agree-
ment marker. By contrast, a subject of an intransitive sentence (i.e. a sentence, which
has no ‘direct object’) — even when it is semantically an agent — is marked by the
so-called absolutive. Kari’fia, at least in transitive sentences, consistently places
subjects (S, henceforth) in initial position, keeping for the O(bject)-V(erb) cluster, in
that particular order, the immediate succeeding slots. Beyond transitives, other sen-
tence types exhibiting indirect objects and obliques place such constituents either
pre- or post-verbally, often disrupting the SOV core. The language possesses a stable
case system that encodes such semantic roles as dative, allative, inessive, illative,
ablative, locative, instrumental, comitative and genitive.
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The term ‘coding devices’ will be used to cover all formal devices used to code par-
ticipants. In Kari’fia, these devices include noun phrases (henceforth NP), independ-
ent pronouns, verb agreement, genitive markers, oblique postpositional phrases,
genitive prefixes, dative suffixes and zero.

3.1. Agent argument coding
An agent argument in Kari’fia has the following coding devices: verb agreement, NP,
independent pronoun and zero.

3.1.1. Verbal agreement coding
Agent arguments may be coded by verb prefixes. The basic forms of the verb coding
prefixes in the language are:

Ergative/absolutive System
Per/num Ergative Absolutive
15s—2,3sp0O S-
1s b-
25—2,35p0 m-
23 m-
35S—1s0 Ri-
355—2s0 a(n)-
355—3s0 o- ~ k_(n)-
3s g ~ (k)n-
1pEXC (na’na) g ~ (na’na) (k )n-
1pDUAL k_(s)- STEM k_(t)- STEM
1pINC k. (s)- STEM -tu k_(t)- STEM -tu
2p m- STEM -tu
3p g- ~k_ (n)- STEM -tu

Table 1: Verb prefixes

Table (1) contends that all surface forms of person and number derive essentially
from the listed underlying forms. Since phonemes within initial syllables condition
variation, these prefixes often show alternate realizations such as s-/shi- ‘1sABS’, m-
~ mi- ‘2sABS’, ken- ~ kan- ~ kin- ‘3sERG”.
Some examples of verb agreement devices for coding agent arguments with dif-

ferent verb stems are shown in examples (3-8) below
3) n- e:ka -i

3sABSbhit PAST

‘It bit’
4) @- enohs -a -tu

3pERG eat PRES PL

“They eat it’
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(5)  epe:ri ru- enepoh -a
fruit  3sS/1sO.ERG show -PRES
‘He/she shows me some fruit’

(6) b- ata:ror -a
1sABS hunt PRES
‘I hunt’

(7 m- ampohs -a
2sABSbreak  PRES
“You break’

(8) bo’mi ar- aitok  -i
dress 3sS/2sO.ERG sew  PAST
‘He/she sewed you a dress’

3.1.2. Noun phrase coding

When a full NP is used to code an agent argument that NP either precedes or follows
the verb. If the NP functions as a sentential subject, it will be coreferent with the verb
prefix. Note the following examples:

9) mirtwishd n- e:ka -i
mosquito 3sABShite PAST
“The mosquito bit’

(10) n- eka -i pe:ro
3sABShite PAST dog
“The dog bit’

In (9) and (10) respectively, mirtwishid ‘mosquito’ and pe:ro ‘dog’ — both agent
arguments encoded as full NP’s — are also encoded by the verbal agreement marker
n- ‘3sABS’. It must be noted that miriwishi ‘mosquito’ is a preverbal agent argu-
ment whereas pe:ro ‘dog’ is a postverbal one. Both positions of the NP’s give rise to
grammatically accepted constructions.

Further, agent arguments as NP’s are only possible in intransitive sentences, i.e.,
sentences whose verbs are marked for the absolutive. Such NP’s are predominantly
pre-verbal, while the post-verbal ones are seldom found. This is perhaps so because
in that kind of sentences the verb attracts only one argument and the extra resource of
sticking to a verb final pattern is unnecessary, since ambiguity will never arise.

On the other hand, sentences containing ergative marking do not allow NP’s as
subject agent arguments. These two are in complementary distribution. Thus a sen-
tence like (11) would be ungrammatical in Kari’fia:
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(11) “*borri k- imiohka -i
woman 3sS/3sO.ERG cook PAST
“The woman cooked it’

3.1.3. Independent pronoun coding

The forms of the independent pronouns in Kari’fia are radically different, as far as
their morphology is concerned, from the forms of their coreferent verb agreement
markers, i.e. the verb prefixes in table (1). The Kari’fia independent pronouns are
listed in table (2) below.

Independent pronoun system
Singular Plural
1 a:u 1EXC na’na
1DUAL kiimuo:ro
1INC kiimuofi:a:ro
2 amo:ro 2 amofi:aro
3 mohko 3 mokha:ro

Table 2: Subject pronouns

Independent pronouns can occur as constituents of intransitive sentences, usually in
pre-verbal position. Nevertheless, they tend to be optional given that obligatory verb
agreement markers encode subjects on verbs. Example (12) illustrates this:

(12) (awu) tike -‘ba  w- uhs -a
I Tigre ALL 1sABSgo PRES
‘I go to El Tigre’

It has been noted from analysed data that independent pronouns play important roles
in situations of selective contrast, such the following: several people fail in their
attempts to do something, when finally a hero cries “I will do it!” and he succeeds
where the rest has failed. In a context such as this above, it is likely that the inde-
pendent pronoun will stay in the sentence.

With regard to full NP’s functioning as agent arguments, independent pronouns
and ergative marking are in complementary distribution.

3.1.4. Zero coding

As a coding device for agent arguments, 'zero' is quite common in Kari’fia discourse.
It mostly occurs in sequential sentences whose agent arguments are coreferential, but
where some of them are deleted. The recovery of the deleted agent arguments gener-
ally depends on the presence of a logical chain of closely tied verbs. Consider the
following examples:

(13) a poro:rru potchome -od:ro  g- tuwe:tifi - -i
frog much INDEF 3sABSgorge  PAST
“The frog gorged so much’
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b [zero] apo:tome ro:te o- end:r i
enlarge  TRANSF3sABSdrink PAST
‘([zero]= frog) drank to become enlarged’

In (13b), poro:ru ‘frog’ is not overtly mentioned, though it is clearly the agent of
enli:rii ‘to drink’. In this sequence, poro:ru ‘frog’ is a very central character in a
story in which a party with abundant food and liquor is taking place. The conceptual
relationship between ‘gorge’ and ‘drink to swell up’ makes it possible to assume that
poro:ru is not only engaged in the first practice, but also in the second one. Given the
described situation, it may be concluded that in Kari’fia, the use of ‘zero’ coding for
agent arguments is subject to an interclausal constraint on coreference.

3.2. Dative / recipient argument coding
Dative/recipient arguments can generally be thought as (i) subjects of a state which
will be likely to be a mental one, as with ‘know’; ‘want’, be afraid’, etc, and (ii)
(in)direct objects of (di)transitive verbs either meaning changes of mental state, as
with ‘tell’, ‘teach’, ‘inform’, etc., or physical change as with ‘send’.

A dative/recipient argument in Kari’fia has the following coding devices: NP,
independent pronoun, dative suffix and zero.

3.2.1. Noun phrase coding
Dative/recipient arguments encoded by NP’s may be either pre- or postverbal. The
examples (14-17) illustrate this device
(14) shipiy:u s- aro:po -i

child 1sS/3sO.ERG send PAST

‘I sent him the child” or ‘I sent the child’

[shipiy:u= preverbal object of physical change in location]
(15) pororru s- ur -a

frog 1sS/3sO.ERG give PRES

‘I give it to the frog’ or ‘I give the frog’

[ poro:ru= preverbal object of physical change in location]
(16) n- upu:tu -a amisho

3sABSknow PAST friend

“The friend knows’

[amisho= postverbal subject of change of a mental state]

In the following example, there is no dative/recipient object agreement on the verb. It
represents an instance of NP coding:
17 n- Uk:a -i eka:ri

1pEXC tell PAST news

‘We told the news’

[eka:ru= postverbal object of mental change]
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3.2.2. Independent pronoun coding

Independent pronoun coding for dative/recipient arguments is relatively uncommon
in natural Kari’fAa discourse. Since Kari’fia lacks a set of free object pronouns, the
existing subject pronouns (in table 2) may encode dative/recipient arguments pro-
vided that the latter function as subjects of verbs implying changes of mental state.
This is exemplified by paraphrasing (16) such as in (18) below.

(18) n- upu:tu -a mohko
3sABSknow PRES he/shelit
‘He/she/it knows’
[mohko=subject of change of a mental state]

3.2.3. Dative suffix coding

This is a common coding device for dative/recipient arguments, which exclusively
function as objects of transitive sentences. In such cases, the dative/recipient case
role of the argument is indicated by the suffixation of - ‘ba ~ -’wa “‘Dative’ on a full
NP and/or and independent pronoun, as follows

(19) to- ‘mua -kon -'wa n- ekan -a -tu
GEN/REFL son PL  DAT 3sS/3sO.ERG distribute PRES PL
“They distributed it to their own sons’

(20) mohko -’ha b- amo’ijsh -i
he/she/it -DAT 1sS/3s0O.ERG pick PAST
‘I picked it for him/her/it’

3.2.4. Zero coding

The most usual case of zero reference to a dative/recipient argument is where a spe-
cific object is clearly implied. Generally, in a sequence of events, there are verbs that
describe situations, which involve two participants, the activities that they perform,
the artefacts that they use for such performances, etc., even in the absence of an overt
mention of them. It may be inferred from the above that, like in the case of zero cod-
ing of agent arguments, in zero dative/recipient arguments an interclause constraint
on coreference regulates this process. For example, the following sequence describes
a scene in which a participant places a musical instrument (the ‘cuatro’, which re-
sembles a guitar) on the floor (21.a), while another participant sneaks into the inside
of the instrument through the orifice at its back (21.b). The instrument is not overtly
mentioned in (21.b) but the semantics of the verb makes it clear that the ‘cuatro’ (the
musical instrument referred to) is the sentential object. Therefore, it may be said that
(21.b) contains a zero reference to ‘cuatro’:

(21) a kuru:mu ti- shifi:a ru o- nont -a no:no rehta
buzzard GEN cuatro GEN 3sS/3sO.ERG drop PRES floor on
‘He dropped the “cuatro’ of the buzzard on the floor’
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b o- amu'w - [zero]
35S/3s0.ERG enter PAST
‘He entered ([zero] = the ‘cuatro’)

3.3. Patient argument coding
The patient argument refers to participants, which can generally be thought of as (i)
subjects of state, and (ii) subjects of an intransitive verb or objects of a transitive
verb undergoing a change of state. Subject complements of BE-sentences fall within
the scope of (i).

Patient arguments in Kari’fia are referred to by the following coding devices:
NP, independent pronoun, genitive marker, genitive prefix and oblique postpositional
phrase.

3.3.1. Noun phrase coding

Patient arguments are sometimes represented by either pre- or postverbal NP’s which
function as subjects of state, or subjects/objects undergoing a change-of-state. For
example:

(22)  bori ame:pane: ma
woman teacher 3sPRES/BE
“The woman is a teacher’

(23) kon- o:tampot -i arim:ie:te
3sABSbreak PAST container
“The container broke’

3.3.2. Independent pronoun coding

In Kari’fia natural discourse, any subject NP may eventually be replaced by a corre-
sponding independent pronoun. However, this kind of coreferentiality is restricted.
Functions other than subject do not have coreferents due to the lack of object or
genitive independent pronouns. For example (22-23) may also be expressed as (24-
25) below:

(24) mohko ame:pane: ma
he/shelit teacher 3sPRES/BE
‘He/she is a teacher’

(25) kon- o:tampot -i mohko
3sABSbreak  PAST he/shelit
‘It broke’

3.3.3. Genitive marking / Genitive prefix coding

Kari’fia exhibits two common ways to build possessive constructions. One is to mark
the possessed item with a suffix (genitive marker). The other one is to mark the pos-
sessed item with a 3sERG prefix that refers to the possessor (genitive prefix). If the
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second coding device, i.e. the genitive prefix, is used, it will be obligatorily com-
bined with the genitive-marking device.

3.3.3.1. Genitive marking

In the genitive phrase, the possessor takes an initial position with respect to the pos-
sessed. phrase. The relationship between them indicated by the suffix -rii ‘of’ (or its
morphological variant -0 ‘of’) which is attached to the possessed item. Therefore,
patient arguments may be encoded by means of genitive markers, such as exempli-
fied below:

(26) kari’hia no:no -ri mo:ropo ma
kari’ia land of there 3sPRES/BE
“The land of the kari’fa is there’

3.3.3.2. Genitive marking / Genitive prefix coding

The genitive prefixes and the ergative verb markers partially overlap in Kari’fa.
They operate on nouns, which assign possessive connotation to them. In addition to
the genitive prefixes, the possessed item will obligatorily receive the suffix -rii ‘of’
(or its variant () as well. The genitive system of the language is presented in table (3)
below:

Genitive System
35S—1s0. ERG di- ~ ri- ‘he/she/it’ ‘my’
‘his’,“hers’ “its’
355—2s0. ERG a(d)- ~a(n- ‘he/shefit’ ‘his’
35S—3s0.ERG o- ‘he/shelit’ ‘hers’ ‘its’
1pDUAL.ERG k_(s)- ‘weDUAL’ ‘ours’
3pERG a- NOUN -tu ‘they’ ‘theirs’

Table 3: Possessive marking system
Consider the following example:

(27) mohko -ri emuy: -i ma
he/she/it -3sGEN daughter -GEN 3sPRES/BE
‘She is his/her daughter’

3.3.4. Oblique postpositional phrase coding

Obliques in Kari’fia are coded by means of a very specific set of postpositions. The
head of an oblique nominal in he language is the postposition indicating its semantic
role. For example:

(28) mohko n- ata:rujka -i t- oropo:to po:ko
he/she/it 3sABSlay down PAST GEN/REFL patron  because
‘She lay down because of her patron’
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4. Conclusions

Apart from representing a contribution to the scientific study of native South Ameri-
can languages, this study pursued to demonstrate the appropriateness of involving
semantics in the explanation of participant coding in discourse. The fact that an ar-
gument, which encodes a participant, may play various semantic roles, independently
from syntactic positioning, considerably enriches this type of analysis. In the case of
Kari’fia, relationships between arguments encoding participants in the discourse
could be classed only in terms of identifying ‘case-roles’.

It is relevant to mention that, on a relatively shallow level, this research con-
cerned the subject of involvement which correlates with case-roles in Kari’fia. These
preliminary considerations open the way toward a very complex network of possi-
bilities and interrelationships. Thus, further research will likely uncover new devices
and relations involved in the discourse structuring of Kari’fia.

Abbreviations

ABS Absolutive GEN Genitive PRES Present

ALL Allative INC Inclusive REFL Reflexive

DAT Dative INDEF Indefinite S Singular
DUAL Dualis 0o Object S Subject

ERG Ergative PL/p Plural TRANSF Transformative
EXC Exclusive PAST  Past
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