Expanding the research horizons of the P-demotion domain:
the crosslinguistic variation, diversity, and boundaries

Katarzyna Janic, Krzysztof Stronski, Mohammad Tavakoli
Key words: voice, valency alternation, P-demotion, encoding properties

Crosslinguistic studies show that many languages have several valency and voice alternations that share
two defining characteristics: (i) they demote the P*-argument syntactically, (ii) but they do not affect
the verb argument structure: agent remains agent, patient remains patient. Consequently, the so-called
P-demotion constructions display a formal and semantic overlap and may include but are not limited to
antipassive, conative, noun incorporation, and A-labile/A-ambitransitive alternations. The fact that
there is a family of P-demotion constructions sharing important formal and semantic features mentioned
above has never been explicitly stated in the literature. Nevertheless, some recognize more or less the
scope of the P-demotion domain (ZUfiga & Kittila 2019; Janic & Witzlack-Makarevich 2021b). More
often than not P-demotion constructions are described as individual alternation types at the
crosslinguistic level. This contrasts with a mirror image of impersonal alternations that also demote the
core argument (A/S), yielding various types of impersonal clauses. Importantly, they have been
recognized as a grammatical domain (Creissels 2008; various contributions in Malchukov & Siewierska
2011). Even if there is an apparent parallel between the P-demotion and impersonal alternations, the
former has never been acknowledged as a grammatical domain in its own right. The workshop aims to
fill this gap. It seeks to describe the P-demotion domain, where P-demotion results in various valency
and alternation types that do not exist in neatly divided categories but gradually overlap crossing borders
and classifications, to shape the contours of this hitherto scarcely studied domain.

Syntactic studies define the concept of demotion differently. In the seminal research on voice structure
in Relational Grammar, demotion is defined as a theoretical primitive (Perlmutter 1980; Blake 1990).
Many linguists, however, follow the Givonian tradition and define demotion in terms of the hierarchy
of syntactic functions (e.g. Lehmann 2015: 1583). Regarding the syntactic P-demotion, it commonly
refers to the antipassive alternation, implying that P loses the core argument coding properties. While
some scholars view P-demotion as a gradient process, where P is suppressed or represented by an
expression lower on the grammatical hierarchy: subject>object>non-core argument>non-argument
(Polinsky 2017: 3), others consider P-demotion as coming in two guises, an oblique expression (1) or
P suppression (2) (Zufiga & Kittild 2019: 4; Mithun 2021: 46; Janic 2021: 279). However, more often
than not, comparative linguists limit the P-demotion mechanism to a change from core to an oblique
(Neess 2007: 141; Malchukov 2015: 98; Haspelmath 2022: 19; Vigus 2018: 345).

1. Diyari (Pama-Nyungan, Karnic; Austin 1981: 160)

a. Angathu nhanha wilha karlka-yi
1SG.ERG 3SGF.ACC woman-AcC  wait.for-PRS

b. nganhi karlka-tharri-yi nhangkangu wilha-nhi
1SG.NOM wait.for-ANTIP-PRS ~ 3SGF.LOC woman-LOC
(a-b) ‘I wait for the woman.’

2. Ainu (Isolate; Bugaeva & Kobayashi 2022: 529)

a. nea kamuy a-ri kor
that bear 4. A-skin  when
‘When I skinned that bear...’

b. i-ri-an wa or-o wa sini-an  na.
ANTIP-skin-4.S  and place-Poss and rest-4.S  SPF
‘T will skin and then have a rest.’

Hence, P-demotion is not seen as a unifying factor among antipassives in languages. However, what
these studies have in common is that they consider P-demotion alternations, exemplified by the

A and P are generalized roles, they refer to the core arguments coded like agents and patients of core transitive verbs
respectively, whilst S defines the core argument of intransitive constructions with coding properties corresponding to that of
the unique argument of major monovalent verbal predicates (Creissels 2016: 28).



antipassive (1-2), operational because in most cases they imply a directional process, where one
construction is basic and another is derived from it by a voice marker (e.g. like -tharri in 1 or i- in 2).

Even if it is commonly accepted that P-demotion is triggered by grammatical properties of a
construction such as voice marking, most of the time this mechanism is limited to antipassive
alternations alone. Consequently, other voice alternations meeting a definition of P-demotion are
excluded from consideration. For instance, it is crosslinguistically not uncommon that P-incorporation
that involves P-demotion is consistent with extra marking on the verb, like -i in (3). However, such
alternations are treated outside of the voice domain as a distinct language phenomenon.

3. Soninke (Mande; Creissels 2021a: 310)
a. Yaxaru-n da konpe-n  célla.
woman.PL-D CPL.TR room-D sweep
‘The women swept the room.’

b. Yaxari-n konpo-sélle. (sélle < célla + -i)
woman.pPL-D room-sweep.DETR
‘The women did room sweeping.’

On the other hand, if we limit P-demotion to the voice domain, various valency alternations like agent-
preserving flexivalency? alternations (4-5) will be excluded from the P-demotion domain, even if they
involve a P-demotion mechanism (cf. Haspelmath 2022: 16; Creissels 2023: 518). While in (4),
demotion involves a change of P from core to an oblique, in (5), it refers to P-omission with an
unspecified interpretation. Motivated by a discourse-pragmatic context, alternations like (4-5) are often
verb-specific or subject to particular grammatical conditions in a language.

4. English (Indo-European; Levin 1993: 154)

a. Alison poked the cloth.
b. Alison poked at the cloth.

5. Moloko (Afro-Asiatic; Friesen et al. 2017: 288, 282)

a. Mana a-sl-ay awak
Mana  3sG+PFv-slay-CL goat
‘Mana slaughtered a goat.’

b. Mana a-sl-ay
Mana  3sG+PFv-slay-CL
‘Mana slaughtered.’

The research questions include but are not limited to:

i.  To what extent P-demotion constructions are alike and differ in their form and function?

ii.  How to capture the formal and functional overlap of P-demotion alternation without losing
language-specific particularities and how to ensure their comparability?

iii.  What are crosslinguistic generalisations based on P-demotion domain?

iv.  Since P-demotion constructions result from the same P-demotion operation, we can speculate
that they are diachronically related. Similar to other detransitivized constructions, they may
develop from a regrammaticalization of some functionally related constructions, where the
functional extension is influenced by functional resemblance of the syntactic construction
(Givon 2001). Thus, what is the diachronic link between different functional varieties of P-
demotion constructions?

The workshop is addressed to comparative and language experts interested in valency and voice
alternations resulting from P-demotion whose research explores the boundaries and diversity of this
phenomenon. It also invites theoretically-oriented scholars with a focus on methodology on how to
compare P-demotion constructions and to catch their formal and functional overlap. Finally, it
welcomes diachronic linguists interested in the development of P-demotion constructions.

2 Valency alternations with no verb coding (Haspelmath 2022).
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