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Abstract: This paper studies quantitatively intransitive constructions in North-
eastern Neo-Aramaic, and their implications for Neo-Aramaic word order typology
(historically, ‘subject-verb-object’). Though not considered previously, transitivity
proves to be a significant factor in Neo-Aramaic word order variation. The differ-
ences between the intransitive Subject and the transitive Agent in Neo-Aramaic are a
product of their divergent information-structural tendencies, as well as, it would
seem, their basic syntactic preferences. Unidentifiable (i.e. indefinite, old) Subjects
largely follow the verb, which fits with the larger tendency for pre-verbal arguments
to be topical. Identifiable arguments, however, have roughly equal pre- and post-
verbal frequencies in the corpus, when jointly considered. A deeper analysis con-
siders referential distance and lexical-pragmatic factors. I propose that VS for
identifiable Subjects is more likely for functions associated with ‘discourse discon-
tinuity’, being less likely for foreground events. This distribution in Neo-Aramaic
hints at a functional versatility of the VS structure, which is thus not restricted to a
single construction such as sentence focus. By contrast, in (co-territorial Qaltu)
Arabic, transitivity and topicality are less significant for word order variation.
Finally, comparative data from Neo-Aramaic varieties of different word order
profiles reveal the instability of the VS clause amidst larger word order changes.
The cross-dialectal data show that the loss of the VS clause correlates very closely
with the ‘verb-object’ to ‘object-verb’ shift. While Aramaic would have started as
‘(Agent-)verb-object’, some Neo-Aramaic dialects show increasing rates of ‘object-verb’.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Word order variation: a corpus-based typology with a focus
on discourse

This study investigates the intransitive clause in Northeastern Neo-Aramaic (‘NENA’,
‘Neo-Aramaic’) in the context of information structure, discourse pragmatics and
general word order tendencies in NENA." Northeastern Neo-Aramaic is a group of
contemporary vernacular Aramaic descended from the Northwestern branch of
Semitic, whose many varieties are now critically endangered. NENA has historically
been spoken by Jewish and Christian communities living in adjacent regions of
Southeastern Turkey, Northern Iraq, and Western and Northwestern Iran (see
further Section 1.2).>

This Neo-Aramaic subgroup is often described as ‘SVO’ in the literature.® This
word order tendency is most likely inherited from pre-modern Aramaic, whose
relatively recent attestations usually tend to subject-verb(-object), though often with
a (considerable) degree of variation.* Consequently, scholars consider subject-verb-
object to be the most conservative linearization of transitive word order in North-
eastern Neo-Aramaic,’ though some dialects have now developed other orders in the
transitive clause (see below).

1 Glottocode nort3241. On the corpora, see further Section 1.4. below.

2 Ithank the three anonymous reviewers, whose comments helped improve the article significantly.
All errors and omissions remain mine.

3 For transitive clause typology in NENA, see Noorlander and Molin (2022), which also includes a
brief section on the intransitive subject. The paper by Noorlander et al. (forthcoming) compares
subject-verb-object and subject-object-verb varieties of NENA, showing that the latter is most likely
an innovation.

4 For an overview of Late Antique Aramaic, see Kutscher (1952: 126). For earlier forms, see e.g.
Kaufman (1974: 133, 160), Folmer (1995: 521-587); Gzella (2015: 177, 180). While none of the written
forms of pre-modern Eastern Aramaic constitute a direct antecedent of Northeastern Neo-Aramaic,
the general prevalence of the subject-object-verb tendency in the historical varieties points to such a
configuration as the starting point also for Northeastern Neo-Aramaic. This is also expected on
comparative Semitic grounds. This notwithstanding, OV orderings did feature prominently in several
varieties of ancient Eastern Aramaic (specifically ‘Imperial Aramaic’), often appearing alongside VO.
For an overview, see e.g. Folmer (1995: 521-587). The aforementioned historical studies do not resolve/
address the issue of markedness, nor do they study different object types in detail; some scholars (e.g.
Kutscher 1952: 126) claim that the word order is ‘free’.

5 E.g. Khan 2009 (344-345); Noorlander forthcoming; Noorlander and Molin 2022; Noorlander et al.
forthcoming.
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Still, such accounts of Northeastern Neo-Aramaic as ‘SVO’ omit the intransitive
subject, or fuse it with its transitive counterpart.6 This, in turn, leaves unanswered
questions about the distinctions or similarities between these two subject types.
Moreover, the statistical dominance of intransitive clauses in many types of
discourse (cf. Haig and Schnell 2016) means that the intransitive domain is key to our
understanding of a language’s syntax (Dryer 1997; 2007: 79).

The general semantic and discourse-functional differences between transitive
and intransitive clauses are well known. To begin with, the intransitive subject role is
semantically more versatile than that of the transitive one. In many languages, the
former covers agents, experiencers and patients (e.g. Keenan 1976; Comrie 1988: e.g.
111; Andrews 2007; Dryer 2007; Haig et al. 2022; Haspelmath 2011; Keenan 1976). These
differences have motivated scholars such as Andrews (2007) to propose a split of the
‘subject’ (spelled here with lowercase ‘s’) into two grammatical roles: the transitive
‘A(gent)’ and the intransitive ‘S(ubject)’. This model is taken up in the present paper
and applied to word order, thus paralleling the studies by Du Bois (e.g. 1987b), Haig
and Schnell (2016), Bickel (e.g. 2008, 2011) or Donohue (e.g. 2008).” Consequently, in
this paper we use the terms AVO and AOV orders for transitive clauses and SV/VS
orders for intransitive clauses.

At the same time, the implications of these insights into the differences between
the Agent and the Subject are still to be properly investigated for the discourse and
syntax of many languages. The present study investigates the effects of ‘topicality’
and non-topicality® on word order linearizations in Neo-Aramaic, and to a smaller
degree, in Neo-Arabic of the same region.” The question of argument typology
and corpus distribution is highly relevant for Aramaic, which - like other Semitic
languages — has a highly pragmatically-sensitive word order (e.g. Hoberman 1989;
Khan 2008: 855-80). Still, this pragmatic sensitivity has not yet been systematically
correlated with specific argument types.

6 See, for instance, Khan’s grammar of the Christian Barwar NENA variety (NW Iraq; 2008: 855-864).
7 Some word order studies incorporate transitivity as a core variable, even while using the label ‘S’
for both types of subject; see e.g. Siewierska (1988; 1997b), Siewierska and Bakker (2009: 296-299),
Jacennik and Dryer (1992) and Dryer (2007, e.g. 17). The ‘S’ versus ‘A’ label is especially common in
typological approaches to alignment; see e.g. Dixon (1979, 1994), Comrie (1978: 118), Bickel (e.g. 2011).
8 For these concepts, see e.g. Prince (1981), Chafe (1987), Lambrecht (1994, 2000), and Lambrecht and
Polinsky (1997).

9 Aside from word order, there are also a number of (recent) studies on semantics/topicality and
argument expression (null, pronoun or lexical). For instance, the pro-drop tendency of the Agent has
traditionally been correlated with its high topicality and referential continuity (e.g. Givon 1983, Du
Bois 1987b), and, more recently, with persistence. However, some authors (e.g. Bickel et al. 2015)
caution against strong universalist generalizations about the referential hierarchy.
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Indeed, the close investigation of word order in NENA in Section 3. below
challenges the notion of a single, unified ‘subject’ category, at least as far as word
order is concerned. The dialects representative of conservative word order (i.e. AVO)
show roughly equal rates of post- and pre-verbal Subjects when no other variables
are considered. This, in turn, justifies their separate treatment in the present
quantitative study, which allows us to identify the specific variables interacting with
syntactic variation. This paper considers the distribution of intransitive subjects,
based for the most part on Jewish varieties of Neo-Aramaic from northwestern Iraq.
In the corpus studied, 52 % of all intransitive arguments are pre-verbal (96 out of 184
nominals and pronominals). By contrast, the rate of pre-verbal As in all clauses is
94 % (12/190).° The difference between the two subject types is also significant if we
consider only nominal arguments, as shown in Table 1 below."

Table 1: Positional frequencies of lexical Ss and As.

XV% (n) VX% (n) Total n
A 91 % (99) 9% (10) 109
S 49 % (81) 51% (83) 164
Total n 180 93 273

(p < 0.05).

In accounting for the ‘verb-subject’ clause in Neo-Aramaic, this paper draws
from the notion of sentence focus and theticity, which have often been studied in the
context of languages tending to AVO/SV."? Sentence-focal clauses are defined in terms
of their information structure: they do not contain any ‘presupposed’ (i.e. old, topical
or, typically, definite) referents, and are thus described as ‘all-new’ (e.g. Lambrecht
2000). Thetic statements are similar, but are usually defined in terms of their prag-
matic function and cognitive structure: they are deictic in nature, drawing attention
to a situation and presenting it as ‘an undivided whole’ (Sasse 1987; see also Matras
and Jiirgen-Sasse 1995). Both structures thus contrast with categorical statements,
which name an entity (‘the topic’) and make a statement about it (‘comment’), and so
have a bhi-partite structure. Thetic and sentence-focal constructions are used, for

10 As regards argument indexing on the verb, this is obligatory for transitive and intransitive
subjects in most paradigms, in the four NENA types represented here. The indexing of objects, by
contrast, is differential.

11 See Section 1.4. for the methodology.

12 For NENA, a very brief outline of ‘sentence focus’ may be found in Coghill’s study of information
structure in the Christian dialect of Telkepe (2018: 319-325). Both the Telkepe variety and conser-
vative dialects at the heart of this study share an AVO profile (Sections 2-3 below), including the
general AVO profile and the existence of VS.
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instance, in answers to the question ‘What happened?”.”® Since sentence focal and
thetic constructions make use of ‘subject inversior’, it has often been claimed that
this inversion encodes the subject as a non-topic (Lambrecht 2000: 618-619).** This
makes good pragmatic sense in AVO languages, since the prototypical slot of the
‘topic’ is pre-verbal, the topic being prototypically the Agent. At the same time, the
‘verb-subject’ order for non-topics is also documented for Latin, whose ‘classical’
word order is AOV (Bolkestein 1995). In this study, I draw from Lambrecht’s approach
to sentence focus, but employ this term in a broader, functional sense. I use it for all
predications with all-new information status, rather than only for those construc-
tions which express their all-new status with a marked structure, as he does (Lam-
brecht 2000: 617).

Another function of the ‘verb-subject’ clause, relevant to the Neo-Aramaic
variation considered below and closely related to sentence focus and theticity, is
the presentative. In this case, the new situation presented is specifically the
appearance of a new discourse referent. The predicate-argument structure in
presentative constructions is documented for, inter alia, Germanic, Slavic and
Romance. It is attested even in the syntactically rigid English, which makes use of
the there inversion (e.g. There came a man).> We should emphasize here already,
however, that the Neo-Aramaic ‘verb-subject’ clause is not restricted to indefinite
referents.

Generative studies have argued that the post-verbal slot is ‘default’ with the so-
called unaccusative subjects, which tend to correspond with the ‘non-agentive’ class
in functional typology.'® Even this phenomenon, however, is arguably often linked to
definiteness,"” rather than (only) to subject semantics. For the Neo-Aramaic study
below, definiteness — and especially its lack — is also shown to be a better predictor of
variation than subject semantics (e.g. non-agentivity).'®

13 Thus, according to Lambrecht, ‘sentence—focal’ and ‘thetic’ (cf. Sasse 1987, 516-520) share their
information structure, but not necessarily formal (syntactic or phonological) features (Lambrecht
2000: 619).

14 Lambrecht (2000) does not relate ‘sentence’ focus to the issue of object position explicitly, beyond
writing that VS occurs in ‘AV(0) languages’.

15 Its structurally near-identical counterparts in Dutch and German would be respectively, Er kwam
een man and Es kam ein Mann.

16 See Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1992) for a semantic approach to ‘unaccusativity’ within a
generative framework. See also Tortora (1999) for Italian specifically; both deal with movement verbs
specifically.

17 See Section 1.4. below for the definition.

18 Compare the Italian Si é rotto un vaso, ‘A VASE broke’ (indefinite S; sentence-focal interpretation),
and La mia tazza si é rotta, ‘My cup broke’ (definite; topic-comment structure). For Italian, see e.g.
Arnaiz (1997, 50).
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1.2 The broader typological, historical and comparative value
of Neo-Aramaic word order

The significance of such a corpus-based typology for Neo-Aramaic is not only language-
internal. The well-documented microvariation in NENA along with its various contact-
based parameters, and the unparalleled diachronic depth of Aramaic can help produce
fine-grained models for various large-scale and cross-linguistically-attested tendencies
(see e.g. Gutman 2018: 1). This motivates including here a small comparative excursus
in Section 4. Though brief, this section identifies variables and proposes a model of
word order change that can serve as the starting point for larger, comparative and
diachronic studies. This diachronic-comparative survey contextualizes the intransitive
clause within the general word order profile of several Neo-Aramaic varieties, and
compares it with Neo-Arabic (Jewish Qaltu of northern Iraq).

The comparative NENA data show word order tendencies across several
different clause types, and across four typologically different NENA varieties which
show increasingly advanced stages of the AVO > AOV shift. This synchronic variation
can be correlated with different stages of diachronic processes, in line with the
historical-comparative method (see e.g. Harris and Campbell 1995, 345-359; Haig
2008)." It appears that the maintenance of the VS clause in Neo-Aramaic is closely
dependent on the (statistical?) prevalence of (A)VO in the transitive domain, or at
least on VO with discourse-new objects. A future study should compare the situation
in Neo-Aramaic with that of ancient Aramaic, where OV also occurs, and in some
corpora even with non-focalized and non-topical objects. The variation of objects
versus subjects, however, does not seem to exhibit the same kind of relationship as
the one suggested here for NENA. %

Asregards the comparison of Neo-Aramaic with Neo-Arabic, it reveals that some
Arabic varieties (still) make wider use of the VS clause. This difference supports the
diagnosis that in Neo-Aramaic — in a partial distinction to Arabic — the positional
difference between A and S is not only due to their distinct discourse functions, but
also due to the variable of transitivity itself.

1.3 Neo-Aramaic and its dominant orders

The Northeastern Neo-Aramaic varieties spoken today belong to one of the last
surviving branches of Aramaic. Aramaic, in turn, is a sub-group of the North-West

19 This method is especially useful for languages whose direct ancestors are not attested, as is the
case with NENA, but is applied even for richly-documented language families.

20 See, for instance, the work on Biblical Aramaic by Owens and Dodsworth (2009; on subjects) or
Cook (1986; on objects).
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Figure 1: The North-Eastern Neo-Aramaic area, with the Aramaic and Arabic doculects studied
indicated.

Semitic group, boasting some 3,000 years of documented language history. North-
eastern Neo-Aramaic is a highly diversified group that consists of different lan-
guages,” spoken (historically) by Jewish and Christian communities in south-eastern
Turkey, northern Iraq and western Iran (e.g. Khan 2007, 3—4). The specific Neo-
Aramaic and Neo-Arabic varieties studied in this paper are shown on the map in
Figure 1 and in Table 2 below. Living for centuries in relative socio-geographical
isolation within a largely mountainous region, these communities have preserved a
language group that was widespread throughout the Near East, before the diffusion
of Arabic in the region (e.g. Gzella 2015).

For centuries, NENA and its ancestor language have lived in the context of
intensive language contact with languages from several families, especially with
Northwest Iranian languages (known today as Kurdish and Gorani), with which it
now shares a territory (e.g. Haig and Khan 2019; throughout). This history of inten-
sive contact has impacted NENA in both lexicon and grammar, including word order.

21 In this paper, both ‘dialects’ and ‘varieties’ are used to refer to specific NENA types for the sake of
stylistic variety. The fact is that the differences between the NENA varieties amount to cross-
linguistic, rather than cross-dialectal, distinctions.
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Table 2: Corpus metadata.

Provenance Name in the Glottocode Communal Dominant Datasource Number of

article affiliation  transitive informants
word order
Duhok and AVO lish1247 Jewish AVO Duhok: 5
Zakho (NW Neo-Aramaic fieldwork by
Iraq) Molin;
Zakho:
Meehan and
Alon (1979)°
Betanure Neo-Aramaic  lish1247 Jewish AVO but Mutzafi 2
(NW Iraq) tending to- definite Os  (2008a)
wards AVO shifting
preverbally
Urmia (NW Neo-Aramaic  urmi1250 Christian AQV with Khan (2016), >10
Iran) tending to- relics of VO vol. 4 (hence-
wards AOV forth 2016 1)
Sena/San- AOQV sana1291 Jewish AQV Khan (2009), 4
andaj Neo-Aramaic excl. poem E
(W Iran)
Erbil/Arbel J. Qaltu Arabic  gelt1235 Jewish AVO Jastrow (1990) 5 (most
and Agra likely)

*The total corpus length was around 7,500 words. For the number of the relevant clauses analyzed in the other doculects,
see Table 10 in Section 4. "Some of the annotations and counts for the Christian Urmia and Jewish Sena NENA varieties
were carried out by Paul Noorlander and are due to appear in Noorlander (forthcoming), as indicated in Section 3 below.

Significantly for this paper, several dialects of NENA spoken on its eastern periphery
(see Figure 1 above) have now shifted from the inherited Aramaic AVO order to
AOV,* converging with the pattern in the neighbouring Iranian. Indeed, the exis-
tence of other contact-induced features and the high volume of loanwords in this
group of dialects (e.g. Garbell 1965; Khan 2009; Mutzafi 2008b; Noorlander 2014)
corroborate the idea that AOV too is a contact-induced innovation. This also fits the
social situation; the speakers of AOV Neo-Aramaic live in relative isolation from the
Neo-Aramaic heartland, and often in especially intense situations of contact with
Northwestern Iranian languages (e.g. Khan and Mohammadirad 2024). The shift

22 ‘Dominant’ word order is defined here as the statistically dominant order within the corpus
studied (cf. Siewierska 1997b). These ‘dominant’ orders in NENA also overlap with the ‘basic’ word
order, as defined by Siewierska (1988: 8). Note also that the label ‘A’ (as opposed to ‘S’) is preferred in
this paper, in order to isolate the transitive subject from its intransitive counterpart. Thus, tags such
as ‘SOV’ are replaced here with ‘AOV’.
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from VO to OV has been explored on a cross-section of NENA in a number of recent
(corpus-based) studies.” In the present paper, this OV profile is represented by the
dialect of the Jews of Sena in western Iran (henceforth ‘AOV Neo-Aramaic’),?* and of
the Christians of Urmia in Iran’s North-West.?® As will be shown, however, the
typology of the latter remains somewhat mixed, which in diachronic terms implies
that the word order changes are less advanced, and likely still ongoing. In contrast,
the dialect of the Jews of Duhok and Zakho in northwestern Iraq represents the more
conservative AVO typology.?® Finally, the Jewish dialect of Betanure (also north-
western Iraq; Mutzafi 2008a) is in general very close to the Duhok and Zakho vari-
eties, both linguistically and communally. Still, the Betanure variety shows slightly
higher rates of OV (for definite arguments), alongside diminishing rates of VS. As I
suggest in Section 4.2., these two phenomena seem to be related.

1.4 Methodology: doculects, corpora and variation

Important to this paper’s view of argument structure is the notion of grammatical
functions, as mentioned above and as articulated by Andrews (2007). In this model,
the analysis of argument structure is language-specific. The general categories of
grammatical relations (subject, object) can be further subdivided if its members
exhibit distinct behaviour and/or coding properties (Andrews 2007: 3—-4). This paper
distinguishes between the intransitive argument ‘S’ and the transitive subject ‘A’
which are tagged primarily on the basis of their behaviour and coding properties,
and only secondarily through semantic roles such as ‘agent’.”’ For objects, the gen-
eral grammatical relation ‘object’ is sufficient for this paper’s purposes, and sub-
sumes both the object of monotransitive (‘Patient’) and the often affectee-like object
of ditransitive (‘Theme’, or ‘direct object’ in Aramaic studies).?®

The core study in Sections 2-3 is based on the Duhok/Zakho Neo-Aramaic variety,
with three additional groups of Neo-Aramaic and one group of Neo-Arabic appearing
in Section 4. These varieties are shown in Table 2 below. The corpora used comprise

23 See especially Haig and Khan (2019); Khan (2009); Noorlander and Molin (2022); Noorlander
(forthcoming), and Noorlander et al. (forthcoming).

24 For a grammar, see Khan (2009).

25 For a grammar, see Khan (2016), vols. 1-2.

26 For a grammar, see Molin (2024).

27 See e.g. Comrie (1988) and Dixon (1994). For NENA argument structure from a similar perspective
to mine, see Noorlander and Molin (2022) and Noorlander (2021: 58-60).

28 These two object types exhibit a similar syntactic behaviour in NENA (cf. Noorlander and Molin
2022). For the morphosyntax of objects in NENA, see further Coghill (2014; on differential object
marking). For morphosyntactic alignment in Neo-Aramaic, see Coghill (2016; diachrony), and
Noorlander (2021; synchronic typology).
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narratives with past deixis (often with recurring discourse topics) and - to a lesser
extent — descriptions of customs and traditions.*’

The core study of this paper (Sections 2-3) concentrates on intransitive clauses in
Jewish Duhok/Zakho dialects of the conservative AVO profile. For this survey, I
tagged the below-listed features of argument and information structure, in intran-
sitive clauses with nominal (i.e. lexical) Subjects. Independent pronominal subjects
were also counted in both transitive and intransitive clauses, but were not tagged for
the following features.

1. Goals/sources:

‘Goals/sources’ refers to both destinations and sources of movement verbs. Across
NENA (as well as the neighbouring Iranian languages), goals tend to be clause-
final; in NENA, the same generally holds for sources.** Furthermore, in NENA and
Neo-Arabic, goals/sources tend to be prepositionally marked, but this is optional
in some of the doculects studied here (e.g. Jewish NENA of Sena and J. Qaltu
Arabic). This means that in the corpora, goals/sources appear mostly as oblique,
but also as direct arguments.

11. The presence of a goal/source with intransitive movement verbs;

@ u awa yr?l-le l-?0yal|
and he enter.err-3ms inside
‘And he came inside.’
(Own fieldwork)

1.2. The absence of a goal/source
2. Agentivity:*
2.1. Agentive referents: humans, agentively-behaving animals and divine

beings;
(2  tfuifiky-aba la abe axl-i-lu.|
bird-prL NEG come.3pL eat-A.3pL-0.3pL
‘...[so that] birds wouldn’t come and eat them.’
(Own fieldwork)

29 For statistical significance tests, Chi Square (total data count over 20) or Fisher Exact test (total
data count under 20) were used see (Levshina 2015: 213-214).

30 See the volume edited by Haig et al. (2023), where more detailed, corpus-based data on goals can
be found for a series of languages across Western Asia. For NENA specifically, see Noorlander and
Molin (2022).

31 Other semantic features such as ‘control’ (Croft 2012) were not tagged systematically but were still
considered in relevant cases (see further Section 1.2. above and Section 2.2. below). In reality, ‘control’
is a matter of a semantic spectrum, as recognized by Croft himself. Thus, ‘humanness’ is preferred
here as a more basic and semantically discrete feature.
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2.2.  Non-agentive referents: inanimate entities;

(3 abe-wa ‘ed-1t zyara.|
come.3ms-psT.IpFv ~ feast.ms-Gen  visiting
‘[Then] the feast of Pentecost would come.’
(Own fieldwork)

3. Identifiability (i.e. definiteness; cf. e.g. Lambrecht 1994: 90-93)
This tag approximates the category of semantic definiteness. Since definiteness
marking is not fully grammaticalized (i.e. obligatory) in AVO Neo-Aramaic,
‘identifiability’ was assigned purely on semantic-referential grounds, based on
each individual context.
3.1. Identifiable
Specific and identifiable referents explicitly mentioned in previous discourse, im-
plicit therefrom or made indexically identifiable (e.g. with a possessive index);*
generally-known and/or unique referents.®® Generic referents (e.g. ‘wheat’) were also
tagged if they were anaphoric (see example), since in such cases, it is the broader
class (e.g. ‘wheat’) which is being treated as topical in the discourse.> Overall, ‘def-
inite’ referents are thus also ‘giver’, perhaps except for anaphorical generics.

@ gor-a| g-1b-e -wa-la raba baxt-e.|
husband-ms rear-love-A.3ms -pst.prv-0.3fs much wife.fs-poss.3ms
‘A [certain] husband loved his wife very much.’
(Own fieldwork)

‘Wife’ is not mentioned previously, but implicit from the mention of ‘a certain
husband’.

3.2. Unidentifiable

Referents not present — explicitly or implicitly — in the preceding discourse, even
though they may be specific; mass/group entities whose specific referents is un-
known (e.g. ‘people’, but not ‘the people of that town’; see Lambrecht 1994: 90-93).

32 For the full list of implicit reference types, see e.g. Jacennik and Dryer (1992: 213).

33 This variable largely corresponds to the ‘specific’ tag in the study of Arabic by Owens et al. (2009,
48-49). However, ‘specific’ also includes referents that, while concrete, have not yet been made
identifiable in the discourse, that is, are semantically indefinite. An example would be the subject
‘student’ in ‘A student approached me to discuss a problem with me after the lecture.” See also the
study on Brazilian Portuguese by Naro and Votre (1999), who use the tags ‘evoked’(i.e. definite in some
way) and ‘available’. However, they appear to presuppose that ‘availability’ is a feature of lexical
semantics, rather than discourse.

34 Definite coding of anaphoric generics is reported for English by Lambrecht (1994: 90-93), and is
evidenced in NENA by their optional differential object marking (Molin 2024: 138), and by their
definite marking with demonstratives.
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5) 0-wa xa nas-al talib-wa nedavot.|
EXIST-PST INDEF man-ms ask.3ms-pst.iprv  alms
‘There was a certain man who used to beg for alms.’
Beginning of a story
(Own fieldwork)

4. Referential continuity, activation
This variable serves the specific function of tracking the ‘activeness’ of a given
referent in discourse, and thus adds a layer of complexity to the simple binary of
‘identifiable’ versus ‘nonidentifiable’ (Variable 3). Variable 4. serves to capture the
increasing degrees of mental accessibility of a referent (e.g. Givén 1983: 9-11,
Chafe 1987).
41. Inactive
Referents not previously activated in discourse. This includes referents in prin-
ciple inferable from the previous context, but not yet explicitly signalled as a
discourse topic. This is illustrated by the referent baxte ‘his wife’ in example (4),
implicit by the mention of ‘a hushand’.
4.2. Active referents (part of ‘activated’)

Referents active in the immediately preceding discourse (up to four clauses back);*

6) Previous clause: ‘The people gathered for the Sabbath prayers.’
ur-ra sabfa...
enter.rrr-3fs  Sabbath.fs
‘The Sabbath began...’
(Own fieldwork)

4.3. Semi-active referents (part of ‘activated’): active 5-15 clauses ‘ago’, but not
in the immediately preceding discourse.

Other variables whose statistical effects could hardly be tested because of their
infrequency, were not tagged. This includes argument weight (three or more
phonological words per argument), backgrounding/subordination and polarity. In
other corpus studies of Neo-Semitic, these variables were tagged, but often turned
out to be weak/statistically non-significant.*

35 These may thus include ‘chain initial topics’ (Givén 1983: 9), as well as frequently overlap with
‘aboutness topics’, i.e. the topic of the clause in question (cf. Lambrecht 1994: 117-127; Givon 1983: 9).
36 For weight in Arabic, see Holes (1995), Hewitt (2006) and Al-Shawashreh (2016: e.g. 75, 97-98). In
Al-Shawashreh’s quantitative study, weight appears to be non-significant. For the issue of back-
grounding and clausal context, see, for instance, Dahlgren (1998), but the variable ‘backgrounding’
involves some speculation, in particular in the absence of overt encoding of clause types, as is often
the case in Neo-Aramaic.
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This study utilises the methods of corpus-based, quantitative typology, which
recognizes that for many features, typology is a matter of gradience. As such, the
variation should be captured with a set of (quantitative) variables, and modelled on a
spectrum (see e.g. Haig et al. 2022). I follow the method of descriptive statistics for
corpus linguistics developed by Levshina (2015). The Chi square is employed to test
significance, as long as the total number of observations is above 20 and none of the
expected frequencies are below 5. Otherwise, the Fisher exact test is used (Levshina
2015: 213-4). For all tests, the value of degrees of freedom is 1, unless stated otherwise,
and the threshold of significance is 0.05.

2 The general word order trends (AVO Neo-
Aramaic)

This sections gives an overview of the basic differences between the S, A and O
arguments in AVO Neo-Aramaic in terms of semanto-pragmatics and referential
density. It also presents the variables which are relevant for the distribution of the S,
and shows data on two variables which are excluded from the core discussion. The
statistically significant factors interacting with the distribution of Subjects are: the
presence of Goals and identifiability. The strongest association is found between
unidentifiable and non-activated referents, and the VS order. The semantic param-
eter of humanness has no direct relevance; referential continuity also interacts less
directly with word order (see further Section 3 below).

2.1 Basic pragmatic and semantic differences between the S, A
and O

The distinctive features of the Neo-Aramaic S — including the way it contrast with the
A - are partly anticipated by the following data on the density of lexical referential
expression and identifiability.*’ First, intransitive subjects show significantly higher
rates of lexical expression than their transitive counterpart (Table 3):*

37 For the density of lexical expression across arguments, see for instance, Haig et al. (2022: 145-157).
Haig et al. report relatively stable rates of subject anaphors, though they do not distinguish transi-
tivity. For a perspective that takes into account the NP’s morphosyntax (i.e. case) for the rates of
lexical expression, see Bickel (2003). Cross-linguistic data about the density of lexical expression per
argument may be found at MULTICAST; https://multicast.aspra.uni-bamberg.de/.

38 This count was made on the basis of a large subsection of the corpus, containing around 80 % of
the total S tokens.
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Table 3: Lexical expression for transitive versus intransitive subjects.

NP Zero Total n
Intransitive subject 20.5% (110) 79.5 % (426) 536
Transitive subject 7% (75) 93 % (960) 1,035
Total n 185 1,386 1,571

(p <0.01).

As is the case cross-linguistically, this difference is an effect of the high topicality
rates among the A arguments. As identifiable referents, most Agents function as
discourse topics and are thus not explicitly referenced with a nominal (or an inde-
pendent pronoun).* By contrast, the higher rate of lexical S implies that the
intransitive subject covers a wider range of functions in discourse, including non-
topics and types of topics which are more likely to have a lexical argument (see
Section 3 below). A similar tendency is shown by identifiability. In the corpus of AVO
Neo-Aramaic, 97 % of nominal Agents are identifiable (106/109),*° though sometimes
‘only’ by implication. The rates of definite Subjects are significantly lower in the
corpus, though still high: 69 % (112/162). They imply that the Subject is also used for
non-topical arguments, which is further studied below.*!

2.2 The ‘verb-medial’ tendency in the transitive and
intransitive domain

The first major factor influencing the distribution of Subjects in AVO Neo-Aramaic
considered here is the presence of a goal/source of movement (‘G’). In the intransitive
clause, the Subject and the goal tend to be placed on different sides of the predicate,
rather than crowded on one side of the verb. Combined with a trend to place goals/
sources clause-finally in NENA, this results in a dominance of the SVG order in
clauses with both a Subject and a goal, as shown in Table 4 below. However, a larger
corpus would be necessary to corroborate the dominance of this order. This common
SVG order is given in (7a) below, while the less common VSG is illustrated in (7b). Both
clauses in (7) have an unidentifiable subject, most of which occur in the post-verbal

39 See the classical paper by Du Bois (1987b) with its ‘avoid lexical A’ constraint, and the response
thereto by Haig and Schnell (2016). See also Bickel (2003) and Bickel et al. (2015), and Haig et al. (2022).
40 This is consistent with the cross-linguistic data in Haig et al. (2022: 164), where rates of ‘given-
ness’ — as well as humanness — were always above 90 %.

41 Tlack the data on the identifiability of objects, though it is likely not (drastically) lower than that of
the Subject. Haig et al. (2022: 164) report the cross-linguistic mean for ‘givenness’ of objects of 75 %,
though with significant variation in the mean of the language corpora included.
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Table 4: Frequencies of S positions with and without goals/sources.

SVG* VSG/VGS Total n
Goal present 76 % (19) 24% (6)° 25
No goal present 44 % (60) 56 % (77) 137
Total n 79 83 162

(p < 0.05). ®No SGV or GSV clauses were recorded. °Of this: 5 cases of VSG, 1 of VGS.

slot (see Section 3.1. below). The presence of a goal/source seems to override this
tendency, as shown in (7a) below.

(7) (@ SVG
rix-a la  basim-a k-eBe mm  pimm-e.|
smell-ms neg good-ms reaL-come.3ms from mouth-poss.3ms*
‘[Some] bad smell is coming out of his mouth.’

(Own fieldwork)
(b) VSG
u-k -efe-wa raba nafe  kis bab-i...|

and-reAL  -come.3ms-psT.IPFV many man-p. at  father-poss.1cs

And many people [from the neighbourhood] used to come to my father
[for treatment].’

(Own fieldwork)

Given the limited amount of data, the motivation for this tendency to place the S on
the opposite side of the goal/source remains somewhat uncertain. Still, this distri-
bution mirrors the ordering preference in the transitive clause. There, 98.5 % (69/70)
of clauses with both a nominal A and an object place their predicate between these
two arguments. When all clauses with an A are counted regardless of the presence of
the object, by contrast, the Agent is somewhat more flexible in its position, appearing
preverbally in 91% of cases.” Both the transitive and the intransitive clauses,
therefore, strongly prefer the order subject-verb-argument (or subject-verb-object in
intransitive clauses) in clauses with (at least) two nominal arguments (constituents),
and seem to allow for greater subject flexibility if the additional argument is missing.
This could be a general syntactic, ‘verb-medial’, preference, perhaps akin to
‘crowding’ avoidance. This has been observed for verb-second languages (e.g.
German),** and some AQOV systems, where, however, it seems motivated by different

42 Nominals are tagged for person-number-gender inflection only if they agree with the verb.
43 See Table 1 Section 1.1. above.
44 See, for instance, Lambrecht (1994: 194).
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reasons.”® Because of their effect on Subjects, clauses with goals/sources are thus
excluded from the following analysis or set apart therein, in order to maximize the
visibility of other variables.

The aforementioned verb-medial trend suggests that goals/sources of intransi-
tive verbs behave syntactically like an argument, namely like the object of the
transitive clause. This could turn out to be semantically motivated, which, in turn,
could be investigated by comparing the distribution of goals to that of other ad-
juncts.*® Briefly, the available corpus does not reveal such a verb-medial preference
for locatives, temporal or manner adverbials when all are counted jointly, though
their Total n are few. With these types of adjuncts, both VS and SV clauses occur in the
corpus. The example in (8a) below gives a clause in which the Subject and the adjunct
are ‘crowded together’ on one side of the predicate, while in (8b), these two con-
stituents are split by the predicate. It seems that specific adjunct types have their own
positional preferences, such as the clause-initial placement of ‘scene setting’ ad-
verbials (see (8a) below). A more detailed investigation of such adverbials is yet to be
carried out.

8 (@ XYVS clause®’

qabil tre-alpe u-tre-rmma Jinn-e,| axxa k-hakm-i-wal|
before two-thousand and-two-hundred year-rr. here rear-rule-3pr-pst.IpFv
yawnan.|
Greece
‘Two thousand two hundred years ago, Greece used to rule here’’
(Own fieldwork)
(b) XSV clause
xa-yarxa,|*®* palg-it én-a pOIx-le.|

one-month half.ms-cen eye-poss.3fs open.prr-3ms
‘[After] one month, half of her eye opened.’
(Own fieldwork)

45 Ueno and Polinsky (2009) find that the frequency of two-argument predicates in AOV languages is
lower, relatively to AVO. They interpret this as a pressure to avoid the appearance of more than one
argument before the verb (ibid). However, the cognitive motivation for the crowding avoidance
possibly remains distinct in the two cases. Ueno and Polinsky argue that in AOV, the dispreference
may be due to a processing difficulty of predicate-final utterances (2009: 479). This is not relevant for
AVO or SV/VS structures; for SVG, see further Section 3.2. below.

46 One semantic factor may be the integration of goals (and often sources) within the State of Affairs
in contrast to adjuncts. Contrast the centrality of the phrase ‘in/to the shop’ in sentences ‘I went to the
shop’ versus ‘I was shopping in the shop’. For more on movement verb semantics and ‘unaccusativity’,
see also Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1992) and Tortora (1999).

47 ‘X’ and ‘Y’ indicate here adjuncts.

48 As this example shows, prepositional marking can be optional in some cases.
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2.3 Humanness: no direct significance

Aside from goals, another variable which is largely excluded from the core study in
Section 3. is humanness. In this case, this is because Subject humanness is not
significant (p > 0.05); the results are summarized in Table 5 below. The results are
very similar when clauses with goals are included (i.e. the observed and expected
frequencies are very similar). Moreover, even among clauses with human Subjects,
the Subjects of highly agentive predicates such as ‘to run’ or ‘to go out’* appear both
before and after the predicate. This point is relevant since Lambrecht (2000) seems to
assume that sentence focus — at least when it is expressed with the VS order -
correlates with non-agentive events. By contrast, the acceptability of VS with agen-
tive predicates in NENA problematises an account of the VS clause in terms of a single
function. It also calls for a more precise definition of ‘sentence focus’.

3 Discourse parameters: a deeper look at
identifiable and unidentifiable referents

The Subject variation in NENA correlates with pragmatic and partly syntactic factors.
The pre-verbal position tends to be restricted to definite arguments. This means
that pre-verbal arguments (Subjects, but also others) are therefore interpreted as
conveying some sort of topicality. This results in a strong tendency to place un-
identifiable subjects post-verbally. Identifiable subjects, by contrast, are common in
both positions, implying that VS cannot be reduced to sentence-focal constructions.
At the same time, the post-verbal placement of definite referents is more likely in
specific clause types, and I suggest that it tends to correlate with specific discourse
functions, subsumed here under discourse discontinuity. Unlike in some other
languages, word order variation in NENA is thus not directly caused by a

Table 5: Positional frequency of Ss by animacy (without goal clauses).

sV Vs Total n
Human 42 % (34) 58 % (46) 80
Inanimate 46 % (26) 54 % (31) 57
Total n 60 77 137

49 These verbs are at the top of Croft’s (2012: 257-258) hierarchy of agent-like subjects.
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semantically-motivated alignment split, but rather due to information-structural
and discourse-based tendencies.>

First, word order variation in conservative NENA closely interacts with
discourse parameters. Thus, identifiability is a significant variable (p < 0.05) of
moderate explanatory power. It is particularly unidentifiable referents which show
an especially strong correlation with word order: unidentifiable referents appear
very often in the post-verbal position, as shown in Table 6 below. The reverse,
however, does not apply — identifiable referents only slightly prefer SV.>! When goal/
source clauses are included, the VS rate for unidentifiables drops somewhat —to 74 %
(37/40). Both groups of Subjects — identifiable and otherwise — are investigated
further in this section.

3.1 Unidentifiable referents: the discourse functions of VS

The typical post-verbal position for new information is shown in the sentence in (9a)
below.* The first discourse function associated with such VS clauses is that of
‘theticity’ or ‘sentence focus’. This is illustrated in (9a), which appears at the begin-
ning of a story. The sentence thus answers the implicit question ‘What happened’ to

Table 6: Positional frequency of identifiable and unidentifiable subjects (goal clauses excluded).

sV Vs Total n
Unidentifiable 17% (7) 83 % (33) 40
Identifiable 55 % (53) 45 % (44) 97
Total n 60 77 137

(p <0.05).

50 Word order ergativity has been proposed for ‘a number of languages’, including Pari (Nilotic,
South Sudan; Dryer 2007; citing Andersen 1988. In Pari the transitive OVA (in the article, ‘OVS’)
contrasts with the intransitive SV. Even in Pari, however, the pre-posing of Ss is apparently not
semantically restricted, but rather linked to information structure (cf. Andersen 1988). Semantic
ergativity is also proposed for Palu’e — an Austronesian language from South Indonesia. Palu’e is
characterized as AVO (Donohue 2008: 37-38), but non-agentive Ss and objects (mostly) follow the
verb. I am not aware of how this maps on information structure.

51 This distribution is thus somewhat opposite to languages such as Palu’e (Austronesian; AVO). In
the latter, the restriction affects the ‘opposite’ position, from the point of view of NENA. According to
Donohue (2008: 37-38), all subjects in Palu’e can precede the verb, but only non-agentive ones can
follow it.

52 This has also been found for the Christian Telkepe, where — according to Coghill — subject as a
discourse-new referent ‘appears to always come after the verb’ (2018: 322-323).
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the man introduced at the outset of the story, and has a non-topical subject
(cf. Lambrecht 2000: 618—619).% At the same time, the few ‘thetic-like’ clauses in SV
(illustrated in (9b)) demonstrate that VS is not obligatory even in such event-oriented
assertions. Additionally, as already mentioned in Section 2.2. and illustrated in the
example in (7a) above, the presence of a goal/source also makes pre-verbal subject
placement more likely.>*

(9) (@) All-new status; VS
Xxa-yoma o nafa mpig-la gulik-ta go kas-e...|
one-day pem.ms man go_out-prr.3fs ball-fs in belly-poss.3ms
‘One day this man — a swelling appeared in his belly...’
(Own fieldwork)

(b) All-new status; SV

Xxa-yoma  xa-miqubal min huzay-e  mot-le.
one-day  iper-Qabbalistms  from  Jews-p.  die.prT-3ms
‘One day, a certain Qabbalist from [among] the Jews passed away.’
(Meehan and Alon 1979: XV: §1)

The post-posing of newly-introduced referents in event-oriented assertions is man-
ifested especially strongly in clauses with the verb payif (p-y-/) ‘to break out, occur’,
whose S is virtually always postverbal. Clauses with payifare inchoative existential
predications used with non-human referents, such as atmospheric phenomena or
events, e.g. ‘awar (broke out)’, ‘a storm (broke out)’. In such assertions, the VS order is
so strongly grammaticalized that it is used even with identifiable entities. Thus, in
(10) below, ‘the Farhud Pogrom’ has already been mentioned in the narrative (10
clauses ago), and can thus be considered semi-active:

(10) Context: events leading to the Farhud - the pogrom on the Jews of Baghdad,
1941.
pif-le farhiid...|
appear.rrt-3ms  Farhud
‘(Then, finally,) the Farhud pogrom broke out (...and they killed people).’
(Own fieldwork)

The second discourse function associated with post-verbal Subjects occurs in clauses
that bring new referents into the discourse. This is illustrated in (11) below, where the
character is introduced with the verb ‘to come’. This lexical choice is likely related to

53 It should be noted that the example in (9a) does include one topical element, namely ‘this man’,
but this referent is extra-clausal, i.e. ‘detached’ or ‘extraposed’ (I thank the reviewer for pointing this
out). In general, the influence of extraposed elements on word order has not been studied yet.

54 Asreported in Table 6 above, 7/40 of unidentifiable Subjects appear before the subject. In clauses
with Goals, the rate of new Subjects before the predicate is 6/10.
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the conceptualisation of the introduction of characters as their appearance ‘on the
stage’, as further explored below (Section 3.3.):

1 Context: ‘My husband was in the hospital, the Mount Scopus hospital [and I
was with him].’
b-léle] Be-le doxtor,| Oe-le xd-ndasax|  min-levanon.|
in-night come.rr-3ms doctor.ms come.prr-3ms INDEF-sick.ms from-Lebanon
At night, A DOCTOR came, [and also] a patient from Lebanon came.’
(Own fieldwork)

A comparable tendency to place new characters after the predicate also holds for
existential clauses, indicating that it is a wider pragmatic tendency, applying across
clause types. In conservative NENA varieties, such clauses employ the ‘predicate-
argument’ order by default.’® The predicate is an uninflected existential particle (e.g.
i6, hit), as illustrated in (12) below:

(12) 16-wa  xa-beb-a(...) d-Sayiffwa min syiwe.|
EXIST-PST INDEF-house-ms sBr-live.3ms-pst  from wood
‘There was a house[hold] which used to make its living from wood.’
(Own fieldwork)

3.2 Identifiable referents: a general positional freedom

Identifiable referents occur in hoth positions, as illustrated in (13a-b) below. This
near-minimal pair in (12a-b) demonstrates that the two permutations are possible
under (almost) identical pragmatic and semantic configurations: both have an
inanimate but definite subject. There are, however, factors making VS more likely, as
discussed in the following section (3.3.).%’

13) (a) agqle t'riis-la.|
leg.fs-poss.3ms heal.prr-3fs
‘His leg healed?”

55 Several of such clauses, in turn, are also compatible with the sentence-focal interpretation. An
example thereof may be viewed in (9b) above, where the deceased Qabbalist is introduced in the very
sentence that announces his death.

56 The inverse, pre-predicate position is only possible for arguments in narrow (e.g. counter-
presuppositional) focus, like in the sentence ‘At school, we learnt to read, but there wasn’t writing (in
NENA, ‘writing — there wasn’t).’

57 Further examples with highly-referential, discourse—topical referents are given in Section 3.3.
below.
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(b) Dbabr arbi yom-e t'r'is-le res-i|
after forty day-p. healrrr-3ms head.ms-poss.1sc
‘In the course of forty days, my head healed.

These findings are compatible with those for spoken (e.g. Peninsular) Arabic, where
‘definite, specific nouns’ are said to ‘escape a unitary profile’ (Owens et al. 2009: 54),>
only offering a few further observations. The following section, by contrast, shows that
for Aramaic, further variables relevant to word order variation can be identified.
Indeed, there are other AV(O) languages where the functional versatility of the VS
seems relatively broad.> For instance, in a corpus of written, formal Polish narrative,
only 35 % (18) cases of VS are explained as ‘presentative’ (with new referents).*°

3.3 Identifiable referents in VS: discourse discontinuity

The remaining question is, therefore, whether identifiable referents are completely
free, or whether we can identify further variables correlating with their position. In
this section, I show that what goes a considerable way towards explaining their
distribution are specific verbal lexemes. This, in turn, is due to the discourse func-
tions of the verbal lexemes in question, rather than being a direct product of the
verbs’ lexical semantics.

First, while all intransitive verb types are attested in the VS structure, the verbs
‘to come’ and ‘to rise’ do so significantly more often. This trend is most clearly visible
for the verb ‘to come’, which is relatively more frequently represented in the corpus,
and appears with both identifiable and unidentifiable referents.’" This verh’s
distinctive distribution among all other intransitive verbs is highly significant, both

58 Likely, however, the freedom of definites is even greater in many varieties of Arabic (including
Kurdistani) than it is in AVO NENA. See Owens et al. (2009) and Section 4.1. below.

59 For Polish, see Jacennik and Dryer (1992). In that paper, the (presentative) VS(/A) clause is
distinguished from VS(/A)X, which in fact is shown to host topical subjects even more frequently than
the SV clause. These counts do not distinguish A and S.

60 In the spoken NENA corpus, the frequency is 45 % (cf. Table 6 above). In the Polish corpus, for
instance, VS is also said to occur for the function of ‘participant removal’, which accounts for 12 % of VS
(Jacennik and Dryer 1992: 228-229). As regards transitivity, 73 % of VS/A (but not VS/AX) clauses in the
Polish corpus are intransitive; the (corresponding) figure in the NENA corpus is even higher (89 %).
61 Most other motion and manner of motion verbs could not be studied statistically due to their low
overall frequencies, though they may also perform similar functions (e.g. ‘to enter’ may function
comparably to ‘to come’ in some cases). Also, the total count of SV clauses with ‘to come’ would have
been higher had clauses with goals not been eliminated, since ‘to come’ co-occurs with goals rather
frequently. Still, what the data in Table 8 show is that without goals, the argument of ‘to come’ is
almost always post-verbal.
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Table 7: The distribution of ‘to come’ versus all other verbs (no goals).

sV 'S Totaln
‘To come’ 14 % (5) 86 % (31) 36
Other verbs 54.5 % (55) 45.5 % (46) 101
Total n 60 77 137

(p <0.01).

in clauses with and without goals. Table 7 reports the data for clauses without goals.
The findings for the verb ‘to rise’ point in a similar direction, but the tokens are too
low at present for a robust hypothesis: in 9/9 cases, its subject is also post-verbal.

This difference in distribution is even more striking when only identifiable
referents are considered (again, no goals for control). The rates of ‘to come’ remain
similar to those reported in Table 7, but all other verbs shift towards SV (Table 8).

A closer look suggests that such VS clauses with ‘to come’ and ‘to rise’ tend to
correlate with structural ‘seams’ in the discourse. They activate implicit topics, reactivate
existing ones, create narrative cohesion and signal new narrative units.%* Thus, they do
not tend to convey narrative foreground events. First, it is known that the verb ‘to come’
is used to introduce new referents. This function is found cross-linguistically (Du Bois
1987a), but is restricted to those referent introductions which can be construed as a
spatial ‘arrival’ onto the scene of events (Schnell et al. 2021).%* This has already been
shown for Neo-Aramaic in (11) above, where the introduction of ‘a doctor’ into discourse
coincides with the doctor’s arrival — likely to the narrator’s hospital ward. But in the Neo-
Aramaic corpus, ‘to come’ is also common with identifiable referents:

(14) (a) Context: ‘We were sitting together, thinking what to do. We felt hungry
and sad.’
Oe-le xatm xa6-i
come.prT-3ms  husband.ms.Gen  sister-poss.1cs
‘My brother-in-law came (and said “let’s dance”).’

Table 8: The distribution of ‘to come’ versus other verbs, with identifiable referents (no goals).

sV 'S Total
‘To come’ 16 % (3) 84% (16) 19
Other verbs 64 % (50) 36 % (28) 78
Total 53 44 97

(p < 0.05).

62 This function has also been identified for Christian Telkepe NENA (Coghill 2018: 321).
63 For example, this verb is thus unexpected for introducing inanimate referents.
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(b) Context: Food processing in the home
k-108y-a-wa ymm-i g-maql-a -wa-lu.|
ReAL-come-3fs-psT.ipFv  mother-my  rear-clean-A.3fs  -psT.ipFv-0.3pL
‘...my mother would come and clean them (i.e. the animal parts which
we had bought).’
(Own fieldwork)

It seems that in these cases, ‘to come’ with unidentifiable and identifiable referents
fulfils a similar role, which is supported by further observations about the clauses in
(14). First, both clauses lack a source/goal, and arguably even a (n obvious) need for
their referents’ change of location. As regards the protagonist in (14a), he is already
implicitly present at the scene. The previous discourse describes the extended family
sitting together, discussing what to do. So ‘my brother-in-law’s’ change of location is
minimal, suggesting that another function of ‘to come’ might also be involved. More
specifically, while the referent ‘my brother-in-law’ has so far been implicit, in the
clause in (14a), he is flagged as an active discourse topic; indeed, this is the first
instance when he actively contributes to the events.

The function of the clause in (14b) is akin to topic activation: it specifies a pre-
viously implicit topic. The speaker’s mother is clearly involved in the preceding
discourse, which addresses the conservation and storing of food in the speaker’s
family. But the preceding clauses use first person plural forms: ‘We used to by legs,
heads, and stomachs [of sheep].” In (14b), however, the mother is singled out in order
to spell out the duty performed specifically by her: the cleaning of animal parts.

Such clauses with ‘to come’, therefore, serve to cast the spotlight onto a different
topic, while being construed as the character’s arrival at the scene of events. ‘To
come’ thus offers in such clauses a useful alternative to the existential clause. As is
the case cross-linguistically (Abbott 1997), in Neo-Aramaic, the existential appears to
be dispreferred for referent presentation when the referent is definite. Thus, ex-
amples like (15), which rephrases (14a) with the existential, are unattested in the
Duhok-Zakho corpora:

15) **0-wa xatmn Xxa6-i
ExisT.psT  husband.ms.Gen  sister-poss.1sc
‘There was my brother-in-law.’

This function explored for the examples in (14) is applicable to many other clauses
with ‘to come’. For instance, with animate (i.e. potentially topical and mobile),
identifiable but inactive referents which also lack a goal, the subject is always post-
verbal (9/9). This corroborates the idea that the VS in such clauses correlates with
topic switch, activation or specification.
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Importantly, the use of VS with such ‘to come’ clauses in the corpus of AVO Neo-
Aramaic is possible with all levels of topic activation (see Section 1.4. above), rather
than being dependent on a significant distance from the character’s previous
mention. Thus, clauses with ‘to come’ which fit especially well the function of ‘topic
reactivation’ described above (no goal, animate) occur with inactive referents (9/9 in
VS), with semi-active ones (2/2 in VS),%* but also with active ones (6/9 in VS). In other
words, the signalling of re-presentation with VS (with the verb ‘to come’) is appar-
ently an optional stylistic device available to a speaker, rather than a strict tool for
mental retrieval of semi/inactive-active referents.%®

At the outset of this section, I noted that the verb ‘to rise’ also displays a strong
preference for VS with identifiable subjects (9/9), and this too can be explained with
recourse to discourse function. ‘To come’ in Neo-Aramaic has a discourse-inchoative
and discourse-cohesive function, which respectively refer to new units of discourse
and causal binding to the preceding.®® Like with ‘to come’, however, most of the
clauses are also compatible with a physical interpretation (in this case, rising). For
instance, the example in (16) below represents a new narrative unit, which matches
the fact that this event takes place on a separate day:

(16) Context: ‘The man and the wolf spoke in the forest. The wolf went back to his
place, the man went home [and they went to sleep].
durdrt-yom g-qaymm mdre béba,| g-ezil ta s'iwe.|
second-day rear-arise.3ms master.ms.cen house rear-go.3ms for wood
‘The next day, the master of the house gets up [again] and goes for wood.’
(Own fieldwork)

This section has studied clauses which reactivate, switch or make explicit referents
which are identifiable, and which open new narrative sections. I focused specifically
on the verbs ‘to come’ and ‘to rise’, which are used for such discourse functions and
are represented relatively richly in the corpus. When occurring with identifiable
referents, these two verbs show significantly higher rates of VS, compared with all
other intransitive predicates. Crucially, therefore, clauses with topic switches or
reactivation, and with changes in narrative units resemble clauses with new refer-
ents: all show a strong preference for post-verbal Subjects. We can now therefore
propose a meta-category that unites these different instances of VS: discourse

64 These counts exclude clauses with goals to increase the likelihood that they correlate with topic
re-introduction or switch (see above in this section).

65 The latter is apparently more relevant to the issue of zero (/pronoun) versus or nominal
expression of a topic. In several languages, lexically expressed topics have been correlated with an
increased referential distance from their previous mention (see the edited volume by Givén 1983).
66 For ‘cohesion’, see Cohen (2012: 290-293), who describes the verb ‘to rise’ as presenting a pro-
tagonist’s reaction to a preceding event (like ‘therefore’).
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discontinuity.®” ‘Drawing from Givén (1983), ‘discourse discontinuity’ refers here to
‘seams’ in the narrative structure; a new direction in the flow of the discourse with
regard to the active (‘aboutness’) topic, or the logical and temporal cohesion of
events. Crucially, such a discontinuity can involve topical constituents; for instance,
when the aboutness topic shifts to another pre-existing topic or when a new
narrative section opens. At the same time, discontinuity can also entail unidentifi-
able Subjects in the case of event-oriented assertions that draw attention to an all-
new situation (‘thetic’ or ‘sentence-focal’), and involve clauses that bring new topics
into discourse.®®

3.4 Other variables correlating with VS for identifiable
referents

The previous section has identified further distributional tendencies for the appar-
ently ‘free’ identifiable Subjects, but what about the remaining cases of topical
Subjects? Are other variables at play, or does the position of such Subjects remain
partly flexible?®® One other factor is the presence of goals/sources, discussed briefly
above in the context of adverbials (Section 2.2.), and a few further remarks follow in
this section. However, a wider functional investigation of VS clauses is yet to be
undertaken, and should also consider different focus types.70

The appearance of some identifiable entities in the post-verbal position can be
explained as afterthought. Clear cases of afterthought are those in which the S is
separated from the preceding by an intonation pause, indicating the speaker’s
original intention to end the clause without a lexical argument, as illustrated in (17)
below. Elsewhere, however, it is not always easy to identify cases of afterthought;
sometimes, the intonation boundary is less clear, or is not indicated in a transcribed
source.

67 This concept can be traced back to Givon (1983), but is defined somewhat more loosely here. On
the more specific concept of referential continuity, see also Section 1.4. above. For further references
on ‘topic discontinuity’, see also Owens et al. (2009: 40-41).

68 As a side note, this notion of theticity usually used for new referents could even be extended to
some VS clauses with identifiable characters, thus also creating a meta-category for VS with regard to
deixis. For instance, clauses with ‘to come’+identifiable character resemble clauses with new ref-
erents in that both arguably draw attention to a situation as a whole; in the case of the former, the (re)
appearance of a character. This suggestion should be explored further in future studies.

69 Compare this with the claims in Dryer (1997: 88) about VS(/A) as possibly the unmarked or
alternative order for Spanish and Polish (both AVO).

70 This will require going beyond the present corpus, as the current data do not include a mean-
ingful number of clauses whose Subject is clearly in narrow focus.
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an Context: conversation between a ruler and a poor Jew
munix-le| hakom-a...|
sigh.prt-3ms ruler-ms
‘He sighed, (that is,) the ruler (and said to the poor Jew...)
(Own fieldwork)

A post-posing effect is also observable with the adverbial hatxa ‘so, in this way’, at
least when it is placed clause-initially, as shown in (18a) below. This tendency likely
also affects transitive subjects, though only one example thereof is attested in the
corpus (in (18b)). In these examples, the post-posing affects identifiable referents,
which would otherwise have likely been pre-verbal (certainly in the case of the A).
Such XVS(/A) structures serve to bind the modifying adverb to its verb rather than
separating them by the topic. They may also be part of the afore-discussed verb-
medial syntax (Section 2.2. above), but this should be investigated further.

(18) (a) Context: a man with a wounded leg visited my father, a doctor.
19-wa-le parsimta,| hatxa pfil-wa-la aql-e.|
ExisT.psT-Poss.3ms wound  thus get.infected.prr-pst-3fs leg.fs-poss.3ms
‘He had a wound, his leg had become infected like that.’

(b) zille nmir-re ta baxta hatxa g-emir gurg-a.|
go.pRT-3mMS  say.prT-3ms to wife such  Rrear-say.3ms wolf-ms
‘He went and said to his wife, “This is what [the] wolf says”.
(Own fieldwork)

4 The intransitive clause within pragmatic
tendencies and word order shifts: a comparative
excursus

In the previous discussion, it has been shown that in AVO Neo-Aramaic, the pre-
verbal position tends to be restricted to topical Subjects, with a few exceptions. So
how does this distribution relate to the general word order profile of Neo-Aramaic,
and its pragmatics? For instance, is the distributional divergence between the Agent
and the Subject solely an effect of their distinct discourse-pragmatic tendencies, or is
transitivity itself also a meaningful variable? Second, are the generalizations based
on NENA comparable to the situation in other Neo-Semitic languages which also tend
towards AVO? Both questions are briefly considered in this section. I present the data
from spoken Neo-Arabic which — like Neo-Aramaic — has been claimed to have
pragmatically-driven word order. I include an Arabic variety that is co-territorial
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with NENA, and whose speech communities have been in long-standing contact with
Aramaic speakers: the Jewish Qaltu dialect of Aqra and Erbil (see Section 1.4. above).

The comparative evidence available indicates that in Neo-Aramaic, both transitivity
and pragmatics are more closely linked with word order variation than is the case in
Neo-Arabic. Thus, in several varieties of spoken Arabic, VS is statistically more dominant
in general, as well as being less functionally restricted than in AVO Neo-Aramaic.

Asregards Subject position vis-a-vis the larger syntactic system, I compare different
clause types across several distinct Neo-Aramaic dialects. This includes those dialects
which have shifted from the original AVO to AOV (see Section 1.1.), thus converging to
some degree with the neighbouring Iranian. Such a radical restructuring of the tran-
sitive domain could mean that the pre-verbal position in general will lose its topical
association in the process. By default, the (immediately) pre-verbal slot now accom-
modates even unidentifiable, non-topical objects, which often find themselves clause-
initially, given that Agents are typically left unexpressed (see Table 3 above). This
pragmatic prediction is met by the sample of data. I present findings from five corpora
of Neo-Aramaic varieties characterized by increasing degrees of OV rates. In this way, I
show that the rise of OV in Neo-Aramaic correlates very closely with the erosion of VS.
In fact, Subjects — including unidentifiable ones — show higher rates of pre-verbal
placement than other (prototypically) non-topical arguments, which could reflect a
diachronic tendency. These preliminary findings identify important typological ten-
dencies and show the relevance of the intransitive clause therefor, which deserve to be
investigated further in the future. The present findings should also be compared with
corpora of pre-modern (Eastern) Aramaic, where OV also appears in some varieties and
text types (see Section 1.1. above). The comparison of the distribution of subjects and
objects across different varieties of Eastern Aramaic with attention to these arguments’
pragmatics promises to be a worthwhile research avenue.

4.1 Broader VS(/VA): the significance of transitivity and
identifiability in Neo-Aramaic in comparison with
Neo-Arabic

First, in Neo-Aramaic, is the post-verbal placement of subjects restricted to the
intransitive ones, or is this discrepancy between the A and the S simply a side-effect of
the Agent’s prototypical topicality? The first observation in response to this question is
that the post-posing of the A is apparently dispreferred even when this argument is
new. The three attested unidentifiable Agents (which happen to be accompanied by a
lexical object) appear pre-verbally, as illustrated in (19a-b) below. Instead of post-
posing, their status as new information is highlighted by their intonational separation,
as shown in (19a), which could turn out to be a general tendency for unidentifiable
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Agents.” In general, therefore, the post-posing of Agents is extremely infrequent in
AVO Neo-Aramaic,”* and is probably due to very specific information-structural
functions, such as narrow focus and afterthought (see Section 3.4. above).

(19) AVO Neo-Aramaic

(@ gor-a g-1b-e -wa-la raba  baxt-e.|
husband-ms rear-love-a.3ms -pst.iprv-0.3fs much wife.fs-poss.3ms
‘A [certain] husband loved his wife very much.’
(Own fieldwork)

(b) Jewish Zakho Neo-Aramaic
raba raba 15q xil-le libb-eni.
much much desirems eatprr-3ms heart.pr-poss.1pL
‘A great desire has consumed our hearts.’
(Meehan and Alon 1979: VII: §9)

This situation contrasts with that found in several Arabic varieties. First, Arabic does
allow the post-posing of Agents. This applies to J. Qaltu Arabic (Iraqi Kurdistan) as
well as other previously-studied varieties. In the tagged corpus of J. Qaltu Arabic, the
post-posing rate of Agents stands at 29 % (10/35), the vast majority of which are
identifiable. The VA order with a topical Agent is illustrated for J. Qaltu Arabic in (20)
below. This distribution reveals a significant difference in the placement of Agents
compared to AVO NENA (p < 0.05). In J. Qaltu Arabic, the rate of Agent post-posing
is even higher than in the previously-studied Jordanian and Peninsular Arabic
(Owens et al. 2009; Al-Shawashreh 2016). In fact, in the latter two, the post-posing of
Agents is similarly rare to that in AVO NENA, which further emphasises the
distinctiveness of AVO NENA from its co-territorial Qaltu Arabic.”

(20) Qoltu Arabic, Jewish Aqra and Erbil
az fad garre, ‘allm-uiw-a ban-at 1l-misiim-in...
S0 once teach.rrr-A.3pL-0.3fs  girl-p.  pEF-Muslim-pL
‘So once, the Muslims girls taught her (to say...)
(Jastrow 1990: 132: §160)

71 This cannot be verified for (15b), which comes from a text. Compare this strategy with detachment
(‘left dislocation’) constructions, in which a newly-activated topic is placed just before the clause, and
usually resumed from the clause proper by a pronoun (see Lambrecht 1994: 181-182).

72 For the discussion on ‘agent-first’ (with ‘agent’ understood semantically) with a focus on western
Austronesian, see Riesberg et al. (2019), and the references therein.

73 The rates of VA reported for Peninsular and Jordanian are, respectively, 12 % (Owens et al. 2009:
48) and 14 % (Al-Shawashreh 2016: 98). I calculated the latter rate by adding the rates of clauses with
and without objects, reported separately (ibid). The (otherwise very in-depth) study of Neo-Arabic by
Dahlgren (1998) unfortunately does not consider transitivity as a variable.
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Table 9: The distribution of identifiable subjects in J. Qaltu Arabic versus AVO NENA.

sV 'S Totaln
J. Qaltu Arabic 51% (18) 49% (17) 35
AVO NENA 55% (53) 45 % (44) 97
Total n 71 61 132

p > 0.05.

Since the majority of Agents are identifiable to begin with, this finding suggests
that (Qaltu) Arabic word order is less sensitive to pragmatics, at least as
regards the post-verbal position. In J. Qaltu Arabic, this position is not restricted
to new material, neither is it more characteristic of ‘discourse-discontinuous’
topics.

This hypothesis is supported by the situation in the intransitive domain in
J. Qaltu Arabic. In the corpus, identifiable referents show similar post-verbal rates as
in AVO NENA (Table 9).

However, unlike in NENA, the post-verbal position in J. Qaltu Arabic seems to be
common with various types of Subjects and verbal lexemes. It thus features many
topics which do not mark discourse switches in the sense described in Section 3.3.
This is shown in (21), which describes a narrative foreground event:

(VA Qaltu Arabic, Jewish ‘Aqra and Arbél
habl-at mar-t abuy-i...
conceive.prr-3fs  wife-fs.cen  father.ms-ross.1sc
‘(She - out of fear,) the wife of my father got pregnant.’
(Jastrow 1990: 174: §308)

Overall, therefore, the situation in J. Qaltu Arabic points to a greater flexibility and
higher frequency of the ‘verb-subject’ permutation, relatively to NENA. It occurs
relatively more commonly with all definite subjects, including all types of topical S
and A arguments. At the same time, what still seems to hold across NENA and Arabic
is that the pre-verbal position (clause-initial or otherwise) is strongly associated with
topical material. However, a larger and more closely-annotated corpus would be
required to corroborate this.”

74 Based on the data available (mine and published elsewhere), comparison remains difficult.
For instance, in a sub-set of the Peninsular corpus (Owens et al. 2009), roughly 30 % of ‘new’
nouns are pre-verbal (Owens et al.,, 64, footnote 20), but this includes both transitive and
intransitive subject.
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4.2 Erosion of VS and the rise of AOV: comparison with AOV
Neo-Aramaic

The above-discussed ‘pre-verbal-topical’ association fits the general AVO profile of
Jewish Duhok-Zakho Neo-Aramaic, and, more specifically, with the ‘topic-comment’
information structure underpinning its word order. This information-structural
generalization about ‘topic before the predicate’ is thus applicable to other clause types.
As shown in Table 10 below (see also 3.1. above), this tendency is especially strongly
manifested in existential clauses and on the possessees of predicative possession. Both
arguments are (almost) always unidentifiable, and both clause types are used to bring
new referents into the discourse. Such clauses have the highest rates of post-verbal
arguments relatively to other clause types, across most NENA dialects (see Table 10).

This ‘topic before the predicate’ tendency also manifests itself in objects in AVO
NENA, where identifiable (definite) objects appear pre-verbally more often than their
indefinite counterparts (Noorlander and Molin 2022: 242; Noorlander et al. forthcoming).
This discrepancy between identifiable and unidentifiable objects applies (almost) al-
ways in NENA and its co-territorial Arabic, regardless of the overall rates of OVin a given
variety (Noorlander et al. forthcoming). Such a pre-verbal shifting of identifiable objects
has been interpreted as an increase in topicalization. At the same time, it eventually
leads to the rise of OV as the dominant and thus unmarked order (Noorlander et al.
forthcoming). This, in turn, apparently results in the erosion of the topicalizing function
of the (immediately), as (A)OV becomes entrenched for all object types.

So does this loss of topicality restriction on the (immediately) preverbal con-
stituent in NENA also apply to Subjects? This section compares the statistically
dominant word orders across several clause types, and across four NENA varieties of
distinct transitive profiles (see Sections 1.1.&1.4.). The data in Table 10 demonstrate
that the rise of OV leads to the loss of this topical restriction on the pre-verbal
position, which does manifest itself across clauses. At the same time, different ar-
guments shift to the pre-verbal position at varying rates, as discussed further below.
This disparity is clearly visible in Figure 2, which compares the rates of post-verbal
objects and of intransitive subjects specifically.

The Jewish variety of Sena is the simplest to analyse, because it reflects the final
stage of the shift to OV. Here, the ‘shifting forward’ of objects correlates with a near-
obligatory pre-verbal placement for all arguments, including all types of Subjects,
existees and possessees, apparently due to the total bleaching of the (immediately)
pre-verbal slot of its topical association. This distribution makes AOV Aramaic syn-
tactically much more rigid than the dialects tending towards AVO (cf. Noorlander
and Molin 2022: 244-246). Unlike the latter, the former cannot use word order for
pragmatic nuance, or in a free manner. Interestingly, the pragmatic uniformity
exhibited by Jewish Sena NENA (which enforces the structure ‘(topic-)non-topic-
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Comparative rates of post-verbal Subjects and
objects

100%

80%
60%
40%
20% I
i

0%
Tending to AVO Tending to AOV

M identifiable Subjects M Subjects new Subjects

identifiable objects ™ objects M new objects
Figure 2: Post-verbal rates of subjects and objects from a different types of Neo-Aramaic.

predicate’ across clause types) is only one possible (re)configuration of word order.
Latin, for instance, makes productive use of the VS construction (cf. Bolkestein 1995),
despite its general AOV profile. In other words, while topical and non-topical objects
apparently tend to be pre-verbal, subjects show more variability (Devine and Ste-
phens 2006: e.g. 150-51). According to Bolkestein (1995), moreover, Latin apparently
has an even greater tolerance for topical Subjects to be post-verbal than does Italian,
though the latter does place objects post-verbally. In NENA, by contrast, the shift of
AVO > AOV apparently correlates with a diminishing functionality of the post-verbal
slot.”” A closer comparative and diachronic study of different AOV systems is
required to understand their differences properly.

Returning to the dialects in Table 10, in the varieties whose shift to OV is less
complete, the distribution of non-topical arguments is more complex. First, pre-
verbal placement is more likely with identifiable Subjects in both Jewish Betanure
and the Christian Urmia dialect, as also reported for objects (cf. Noorlander et al.
forthcoming). In the former dialect, for instance, the post-verbal rates for uniden-
tifiable Subjects are 39 %, but only 12 % for topical Subjects. At the same time, the
significance of identifiability as a variable is lower in the more strongly AOV variety,
which could reflect a diachronic tendency. Thus, identifiability is still somewhat
significant in Jewish Betanure (p = 0.003), but not for Christian Urmia (p > 0.05).

Despite the relatively lower rates of pre-verbal placement of Subjects relative to
objects, unidentifiable subjects are already very commonly pre-verbal in the ‘in be-
tween’ NENA varieties. This applies even to Jewish Betanure (47 % pre-verbal), which
still tends to AVO. This rate represents a significant drop in the post-verbal placement
of Subjects relatively to the dialects of Duhok and Zakho (27 % pre-verbal), even
though all three belong to the same dialect cluster (e.g. Molin 2024; Mutzafi 2008a). As

75 But see Lambrecht (2000: 648—49) for Italian word order more generally.
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shown above, in Duhok/Zakho, unidentifiable Subjects are by default post-verbal,
especially in sentence-focal/thetic constructions (83 %), except for specific syntactic
conditions (see Section 2.2. above). Examples of sentence-focal constructions for
Jewish Betanure, Jewish Duhok/Zakho and Christian Urmia are given in (22a), (22b)
and (22c), respectively. The near-minimal pair with regard to word order shows that
even in sentence-focal constructions, the SV order has already become more domi-
nant than VS in Jewish Betanure:

(22) Jewish Betanure NENA, partly AVO

(@ bat sabwa talg-a k-awas-wa.
in  winter snow-ms Real-descend.3ms-pst
‘In winter, SNOW would fall.’
(Mutzafi 2008a: 144, §38)

(b) Jewish Duhok NENA, AVO
bat sabwa k-aw-e-wa talg-a.|
in  winter =rear-be-3ms-pst snow-ms
‘In winter, there would be SNOW.’

(Own fieldwork)
() Christian Urmia NENA, partly AOV
axun-i| nuyr-a pilr -va...|

brother.ms-poss.1sc  fire-ms prce.fall.ms -cor.pst.3ms
‘(He said) “my brother, FIRE broke out...”
(Khan 2016y: 198)

This difference between Betanure and Duhok/Zakho in terms of Subjects correlates
with their difference in objects. More specifically, in the former, roughly half of the
definite objects are now pre-verbal, but post-verbal ones are still strongly post-
verbal. This means that the pre-verbal placement of Subjects — including indefinite
ones — is more common than that of objects, including indefinites (more on this
below). In terms of grammaticalization, therefore, it appears that even this incipient
forward movement of objects (mostly affecting definites) works to attract non-topical
arguments to the pre-verbal slots.

In the NENA variety tending towards AOV (Christian Urmia), unidentifiable
referents are also more strongly pre-verbal, and in this case overwhelmingly so. This
was shown in Table 10 above, and illustrated in (22c), which has a thetic/sentence-
focal construction.”® As regards the reverse, i.e. post-verbal position in Christian
Urmia, it is used with both human and inanimate referents, and with both

76 Still, the ‘all-new information’ status in such SV clauses is formally flagged by nucleus stress on
the Subject. This makes clauses like in (22c) both functionally and formally similar to subject-accented
(i.e. thetic) constructions in English or German (cf. Sasse 1987: 520-526).
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identifiables and unidentifiables. This cautions us against proposing a single discrete
‘functional stronghold’ for the last stage of the VS order. In Christian Urmia, this
stronghold accommodates different types of ‘survivors’.

As regards the different rates of shifting across clauses and dialects more
broadly, I already observed that indefinite objects show somewhat slower rates of
pre-verbal shifting than non-topical subjects. This difference is statistically signifi-
cant for Neo-Aramaic varieties that still tend to AVO (Jewish Duhok/Zakho and
Betanure), but not for the corpora tending towards AOV. This situation suggests that
in addition to information structure, argument structure also plays a role in the
diachronic change. Every clause is to some extent governed by its own syntactic
tendencies, which likely involve the prototypical function of the structure in ques-
tion, and its typical number of constituents.”’

This view is further supported by the behaviour of the two non-verbal clauses
shown in Table 10 above, particularly in the Christian NENA of Urmia. Despite this
variety’s strong tendency towards AOV (60 % pre-verbal among new objects), Christian
Urmia still makes productive use of the post-verbal slot for two non-topical arguments:
existees (68 % post-predicate) and possessees (79 % post-predicate). The dominant
order in the existential clause is given in (23a), while (23b) illustrates the innovative
‘existee-predicate’ order. Both examples come from the opening of a story.

(23) Christian Urmia Neo-Aramaic

(@) It-val fdan—lgddimﬂ mara I1t-va l-I-tval t-va  xa-dana
EXIST-PST time-ancient Say.INF EXIST-PST NEG-EXIST-PST EXIST-PST INDEF-time
malc-a] Sanxiro.|
king-ms Sankhiro
‘In times of old, there was, they say, there was there was not, there was a
king, Sankhiro (the king of the Assyrians).’
(Khan 2016.y: 2: §1)

(b) xa-danal caﬁlal It-va| Ju-xa|  mdita.|
INDEF-time  bald EXIST-PST  IN-INDEF  City
‘Once, there was a bald man in a town.’
(Khan 2016y: 26: §1)

5 Conclusions

This paper is a study of word order tendencies across several varieties of North-
eastern Neo-Aramaic — a group of contemporary vernacular varieties of Aramaic,

77 Ultimately, however, all clauses across the NENA corpora are affected by the changes taking place
in the transitive domain.
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which is part of the Northwest Semitic subgroup. The present study thus contributes
to the field of corpus-based typology and syntax within Neo-Semitic, which is still
only incipient. More broadly, this investigation also demonstrates the significance of
corpus data for understanding the usage-based effects of semantic and pragmatic
differences between different arguments, such as the intransitive versus transitive
subjects. At the same time, I also show that different arguments (such as intransitive
subjects, objects and transitive subjects) are capable of asserting some behavioural
independence, even while sharing their semantic or pragmatic features with other
argument types. Overall, therefore, semantics, information and argument structure
alike are important for understanding the variation in (Aramaic) word order.

At the heart of this study are two closely related dialects of Northeastern Neo-
Aramaic characterized by conservative syntax, which is manifested in their main-
tenance of an erstwhile AVO tendency. They are spoken by the Jews of Duhok and
Zakho in Northwestern Iraq and are now critically endangered. The distribution of
the intransitive versus transitive subjects in this dialect challenges the notion of a
single, unified ‘subject’ category in Neo-Aramaic, as these two subjects have radically
different distributions. The Agent is overwhelmingly pre-verbal, even on the rare
occasion that it is unidentifiable, while the S splits roughly ‘down the middle’ be-
tween SV and VS.

Moreover, it is identifiable subjects in particular which display a great degree of
positional freedom. Unidentifiable Subjects prefer the post-verbal position — a ten-
dency which is especially strong if no goal is present in the clause (83 % of VS in such
clauses). By contrast, identifiable referents are roughly equally common in both
positions under the same circumstances (45 % in VS). This, in turn, calls for a multi-
variable account of word order variation, while allowing for the possibility of free
distribution.

The distribution of Subjects in Neo-Aramaic indicates that pre-verbal positions
are generally reserved for identifiable constituents, which fits with the general
TOPIC-COMMENT structure of AVO Neo-Aramaic. By contrast, the following clauses
are overwhelmingly VS: those with all-new status (‘sentence-focus’), those which
draw attention to a (new) situation (‘thetic’), and which introduce new referents into
the discourse. Moreover, the distribution of identifiable referents is not entirely free,
since VS coincides with particular discourse functions. Many of such clauses indicate
some sort of ‘discourse discontinuity’: they reintroduce or switch a topic, connect two
discourse sections or begin a new one. This interpretation is supported by a number
of lexical, syntactic and discourse-based correlates, but cannot be quantified through
referential distance. I proposed to subsume most of these clauses under ‘discourse
discontinuity’, broadly understood here as referring to ‘seams’ in the narrative flow.
Moreover, the usefulness of such a meta-category lies in its ability to unite many
functions of VS, subsuming identifiable and unidentifiable referents alike: topic
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introductions, reintroductions and switches, or eventive assertions. Thus, Neo-
Aramaic Subject variation correlates especially closely with information structure
and discourse pragmatics. On the other hand, this variation cannot be reduced to
simple semantic alignment, as the post-verbal, object-like position is available to
agentive and non-agentive (‘unaccusative’) Subjects alike.

The comparative excursus (Section 4.1) further sharpens our understanding of
Neo-Aramaic word order, by comparing it with its co-territorial (Jewish Qaltu)
Arabic. While Neo-Aramaic strongly disprefers the post-posing of Agents, in Jewish
Qaltu Arabic, post-verbal transitive subjects are more frequent. Moreover, post-
verbal intransitive subjects do not show the same kind of sensitivity to information
structure and discourse found for Neo-Aramaic.

In the comparison of clause types across four different Neo-Aramaic varieties
offered in Section 4.2, the doculects are aligned on a spectrum from AVO to AOV. This
demonstrated the relevance of the intransitive clause for understanding larger-scale
variation in word order and information structure. In particular, in Neo-Aramaic,
the increased rates of OV drastically reduce the productivity of the VS clause. This
productivity drops significantly even before the shift to OV is complete. For instance,
in a dialect where 76 % of objects are still post-verbal, most Subjects are already pre-
verbal (only 26 % post-verbal), including the majority of unidentifiable ones. This
suggests that even in an incipient shift to OV, the (immediately) pre-verbal position
has already lost its exclusive topical association, since it now allows many non-
topical subjects. This seems to suggest that a change in frequency in Neo-Aramaic is
accompanied by a change in the information structure underlying syntax, which
highlights the significance of both information-structural and statistical approaches
to word order. These findings should be further explored in the future and compared
with the situation in other languages, and indeed with historical varieties of
Aramaic. Finally, the cross-dialectal Neo-Aramaic data also compare the pre- and
post-verbal rates for possessees in predicative possession, and for existees. These
arguments seem to ‘hold on’ to the post-predicate slot especially ‘strongly’, in com-
parison to Subjects and Objects. Each clause must thus also be considered a system in
its own right.

Special symbols and abbreviations

| intonation boundary

: Nucleus stress (main/major stress within an intonation unit)
C. Christian (doculect)

J. Jewish (doculect)
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