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Category tracked (first major generalization)

•Jakobson’s (1957 Shifters...) system suggests a useful 
generalization:

•relative vs. absolute tense: EnEn vs. EnEs, person: PnPs

•so, PnPn would be “relative person”, i.e. switch reference

•Given this, reference tracking appears to be a special choice 
on a more general variable of Category Tracked: {Tense, 
Reference, Location, Status, ...}

•Confirmed by e.g.
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Category tracked (first major generalization)
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‣ Tracking devices are sometimes better analyzed as 
discourse markers rather than as dedicated reference 
trackers...



 

Switch

•{identity, difference}

•Identity trackers seem to be more common than difference 
trackers. Many languages have only identity and no 
difference trackers: part. coni., many South and Central 
Asian converbs etc.

•Possible motivation: identity trackers develop through 
codification of zero anaphora, which is extremely popular 
for economy reasons

(but we first need to establish whether identity trackers are 
indeed universally prefered!)
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Coding (second major generalization)

•{none, overt}

•‘none’: conjunction reduction; or coreference constraints on 
e.g. infinitives in control constructions when the same 
infinitives also occur outside such constructions
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Locus of Reference Tracker

•{on main, on dependent} clause

•always on dependent. I am not aware of a reference 
tracking system on the main clause (registering difference/
identity of reference in a dependent clause) — a universal?

•when trackers are on the dependent clause, we get the 
following universal correlation (hypothesis):

•prospective tracking with final main clauses (and OV)

•retrospective tracking with initial main clauses (OV or VO)
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 Givón 1990, Bickel 1991, Haspelmath 1995

Position of dependent and direction of tracking
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Locus of Marking of Reference Tracker (third major generaliz.)

•{on head, on dependent, none, ...}

•on head: ‘switch-reference’, ‘infinitive’, ‘purposive’, 
‘implicated clauses’ 

•on dependent: ‘long-distance reflexives’, ‘logophorics’, 
‘anaphoric pronouns’ etc.
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Selector Scope

•{all, controller only, none, split, ...}

•All: one selector type (e.g. {S, A, p-P} for all)

•Controller only: typical for reflexive pronouns and 
logophorics 

•None: some unselected coreference (attested only for dep-
marked trackers): “Relativischer Anschluss”?
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•Split: controller vs. controllee
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Selector

•{none, <some argument set> }

•‘none’ typically for logophoric/reflexive pronouns or the 
antecedent of part. coni., which can occur in any function 

•claims that ‘switch-reference’ is never ‘ergative’ are difficult 
to evaluate... If ‘switch-reference’ means ‘overt reference 
tracker’, what does occur is:

•{S,P,d-A}-{A} (Dyirbal -ŋura)

•{S,P,d-P}-{S,P,d-P} (Dyirbal -li)

•{P}-{S,A,d-P} (Yup’ik -ani etc.)

•{A}-{S,A,d-P} (Yup’ik -miniu etc.)
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Argument treatment

•{none, shared, gapped, deleted, required, ...}

•shared: can’t ever be overt (e.g. w/ infinitives)

•gapped: can’t be overt under coreference (e.g. control )

•deleted: can’t be covert under non-coreference (e.g. 
conjunction reduction)

•Typically, head-marked reference trackers don’t constrain 
argument treatment, but identity trackers tend to block 
agreement (but not always: Kobon, Maricopa)
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The beginnings of a survey
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Switch Marking of RT Selector Scope Selected Arg treatment

K "ate -râ etc.

K "ate -me etc.

Igbo è-

Greek part. coni.

Warlpiri -kara

Warlpiri -kura

Warlpiri -rlarni

Dyirbal -ŋura

Gokana -ee

Attic Greek sph-

Babungo Log

Yupik -ani etc.

Yupik -miniu etc.

Latin Rel. Anschl.

= H all {S,A} none

≠ H all {S,A} none

≠ H all {S,A} (?) none

= H split {S,A,p-P}-{X[αcase]} shared

= H split {S,A,p-P}-{S,A,p-P} shared

= H split {S,A,p-P}-{P} shared

= H split {S,A,p-P}-{G} shared

= H split {S,P,p-A}-{A} none

= H controller only {Ainfo,Pinfo} none

= D controller only {Sinfo, subj,Ainfo,subj} NA

= D controller only {Ainfo} NA

= H split {A}-{S,A} none

= H split {P}-{S,A} none

= D none NA NA

Some overtly coded reference trackers:



 

A couple of hypotheses on distributions across languages

The distribution of reference tracking looks like an excellent 
areal marker, but we have no good databases (yet):

•Reference (identity and difference) tracking w/ adjoining 
clauses but not subcategorized clauses: Inner New Guinea, 
South Asia

•Reference (identity) tracking w/ subcategorized but not 
adjoining clauses: Macro Sudan Belt (in Güldemann’s sense 
2008)
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And some observations about distributions within languages

•Reference trackers can be ‘isolated’, i.e. there is no ceteris 
paribus clause linkage construction:

•Swahili na ku- coreference tracker (“and INF”)

•Pali -tvā coreference tracker (“absolutive”)

•Yankunytjatjara -la different subject marker (Goddard 
1983:171, 1988:188f)

•But some are

- in equipollent opposition 

- in privative opposition

within a ceteris paribus clause linkage construction
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Privative systems and one historical origin of ‘switch reference’

Ceteris paribus, one marker tracks reference, the other is 
neutral, as in classical IE part. coni. vs. absolute constructions:
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A parallel in Australia
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 Bickel 1999; for a different but related theory, cf. Haiman 1983

A common pathway of development
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Absolute constructions > difference trackers (and thereby an 

equipollent system) through pragmatic competition with part. 

coni. constructions (identity trackers):

- Warlpiri dative 

- Yuman comitative (‘associative’) 

- Muskogean accusative

- Uto-Aztecan accusative (*-kV) (reconstructed as identical with 

the proto-DS marker by Jacobsen 1983...)
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Conclusions

•Diversity much larger than what terms like ‘switch-reference’ 
suggest

•Identity trackers seem to be extremely common worldwide, 

•but their specific characteristics and combinations with 
difference trackers look like interesting areal markers
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