
Head-marking and dependent-marking strategies of encoding unaccusativity: 
A contrastive and diachronic study of Picard and Georgian split intransitivity systems 

 

The topic of split intransitivity represents a field of study of great complexity. 
This paper focuses on a contrastive analysis of the Split intransitivity in Picard and Georgian, with 
particular attention to diachrony. Split intransitivity is encoded on the head of the verbal phrase in 
(Old) Picard, i.e. in the auxiliary selection, while on the dependence of the verbal phrase in (Old) 
Georgian, i.e. in the morphological encoding of the subject (Nichols 1986). 
We analyze the Split intransitivity adopting Sorace’s (2000) Split Intransitivity Hierarchy (SIH), a 
model based on sematic-syntactic interface, revolving around the two key factors of telicity and 
agentivity.  
In Romance varieties regardless of the theoretical perspective adopted (semantic or syntactic), many 
studies have shown how the auxiliary ‘to have’ has progressively spread at the expense of ‘to be’ 
(Aranovich 2007; Cennamo 2001, 2002, 2008; Ledgeway 2003a, 2009a; Legendre & Sorace 2003; 
Mithun 1991; Sorace 2000, 2011). Several works have focused on Split intransitivity in the earliest 
phase of the Langue d’Oïl in general (Buridant 2000; 2019; Dufresne & Dupuis 2010; Cassarà & 
Stein 2023). However, no specific work has been dedicated to Old Picard in particular. Modern Picard 
rather has lost Split intransitivity generalizing the auxiliary ‘to have’. 
A lively debate on Georgian Split intransitivity has been going on for years (Hewitt 1987, Harris 
1982, Lazard 1995, Van Valin 1990). However, SIH model has never been tested on MG, nor OG 
split intransitivity system has ever drawn much attention. 
Georgian verbal system is organized in three so called ‘series’, each one characterized by tempo-
aspectual and morphosyntactic peculiarities (Aronson 1982, Hewitt 1995, Makharoblidze 2012, 
Tomelleri & Topadze 2015). Verbal forms of the II series (comprising Aorist, Optative and Imperative 
in MG and Aorist, Subjunctive II, Iterative II and Imperative II for OG) follow an ergative pattern in 
the argument marking and an accusative pattern in the verbal indexation of arguments. However, 
among intransitive verbs, some take their subject in the absolutive case (traditionally called 
‘nominative’) while others take their subject in the ergative case.  
For Old Picard we collect 300 verbal forms from Aliscans (Tome 1) and Conquête de Constantinople. 
For Georgian we collect 300 II series verbal forms from the Otkhtavi for OG and from Data Tutaškhia 
for MG, recording the morphological encoding of the subject. We then analyze the data through SIH 
considering both types and tokens (Levshina 2021). 
This work describes for the first time in detail Split intransitivity in two neglected varieties: Old 
Picard and Old Georgian. An innovative aspect of this work is the corpus based contrastive analysis 
of a head-marking and a dependent-marking strategy of encoding Split intransitivity throughout 
diachrony. 
Preliminary results show that: 1) Georgian is extremely conservative throughout diachrony in the 
encoding of Split intransitivity; conversely, Picard is extremely innovative fully generalizing the 
unaccusative pattern in the contemporary variety; 2) in both varieties the Split intransitivity is 
sensitive to semantic factors; however, the cut-off point between unaccusative and unergative verbs 
is different; 3) contrary to what is observed in the Romance domain, Georgian shows that Split 
intransitivity can be stable through several centuries: this may be related to the strategy of encoding. 
 
References: 
 
Aranovich, R. (2007), ‘Split auxiliary selection from a cross-linguistic perspective’. In Aranovich, 

R.(ed.), Split auxiliary systems, Amsterdam: Benjamins.  

Aronson, H. I. (1982), Georgian: a reading grammar. Bloomington: Slavica Publishers. 



Buridant, C. (2019), Grammaire du français médiéval. Strasbourg: Éditions de linguistique et de 
philologie (Bibliothèque de Linguistique Romane, 16). 

Cassarà, A. & Stein, A., (2023), ‘Variation des diagnostics inaccusatifs dans l’histoire du français’. 
In SIDF (Colloque de la Société Internationale de Diachronie du Français), LMU Munich, 
Germany, March 22-24, 2023. 

Caudal, P., Burnett, H. & Troberg, M. (2017), ‘Les facteurs de choix de l’auxiliaire en ancien 
francais: étude quantitative’. In Prevost, S. & Fagard, B. (eds.), Le français en diachronie. 
Dépendances syntaxiques, Morphosyntaxe verbale, Grammaticalisation, Berna: Peter Lang, 
237-265.  

Cennamo, M., (2001), ‘L’inaccusatività in alcune varietà campane: teorie e dati a confronto’. In A. 
Leoni, F., Krosbakken, E.S., Sornicola, R. & Stromboli, C. (eds.), Dati empirici e teorie 
linguistiche. Atti del XXXIII Congresso Internazionale delle Società di Linguistica Italiana 
(Napoli, 28-30 ottobre 1999), Roma: Bulzoni, pp.427-452.  

------- (2002), ‘La selezione degli ausiliari perfettivi in napoletano antico: fenomeno sintattico o 
sintattico-semantico? In Archivio glottologico italiano,87, 2, pp.175-222. 

------- (2008), ‘The rise and development of analytic perfects in Italo-Romance’. In T. Eythórsson 
(ed.), Grammatical Change and Linguistic Theory: The Rosendal Papers (Linguistik 
Aktuell/Linguistics Today 113), Amsterdam: Benjamins, pp.115-142. 

Dufresne, M. & Dupuis, F. (2010), ‘Les structures inaccusatives en français médiéval’. In Neveu, F. 
& others (eds.), Congrès Mondial de Linguistique Française - CMLF 2010. Paris: Institut de 
Linguistique Française. 

Hewitt, B. G. (1987), ‘Georgian: ergative or active?’. In Lingua 71: 319-340. 

------ (1995), Georgian: a Structural Reference Grammar. Amsterdam / Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins Publishing 

Harris, A. C. (1982), ‘Georgian and the Unaccusative Hypotesis’. In Language 58(2): 290-306. 

Lazard, G. (1995), ‘Le géorgien: actance duale («active») ou ergative? Typologie des verbes anti-
impersonnels’. In STUF 48(3): 275-293. 

Ledgeway, A. (2003a), ‘L’estensione dell’ausiliare perfettivo «avere» nell’antico napoletano: 
Intransitività scissa condizionata da fattori modali’. In Archivio glottologico italiano 88, 
pp.27-71.  

------ (2009a), La grammatica diacronica del napoletano, Tubingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 591-
623. 

Legendre, G., & Sorace, A., (2003), ‘Auxiliaires et intransitivite’ en francais et dans les 
languesromanes’. In Godard, D. (Ed.), Les Langues Romanes: Problemes de la Phrase 
Simple. Paris: CNRS editions.  

Levshina, N. (2021), ‘Corpus-based typology: applications, challenges and some solutions’. In 

Linguistic Typology 51: 611-643. 

Makharoblidze, T. (2012), The Georgian Verb. Munich: LINCOM Studies in Caucasian Linguistics. 

Marchello-Nizia, C., Combettes, B., Prevost S. & Scheer T. (2020), Grande grammaire historique 
du français, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 

Mithun, M. (1991), ‘Active/Agentive Case Marking and Its Motivation’. In Language 67(3), 
pp.510-546. 



Nichols, J. (1986), ‘Head-marking and Dependent-marking Grammar’. In Language 62(1): 56-119. 

Perlmutter, D. (1978). ‘Impersonal Passives and the Unaccusative Hypothesis’. In Proceedings of 
the 4th Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistic Society, pp.157-189. 

Sorace, A. (2000), Gradients in auxiliary selection with intransitive verbs. In Language 76(4), 
pp.859-890. 

Smith, J. C. (2016), ‘French and northern Gallo-Romance’. In Ledgeway, A. & Maiden, M. (eds.). 
In The Oxford guide to the Romance languages, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 292-318.  

Tomelleri, V. S. & Topadze Gäumann, M. (2015), ‘Aspectual pairs in Georgian: some questions’. In 
STUF 68(1): 49-85. 

van Valin, R. Jr. (1990), ‘Semantic Parameters of Split Intransitivity’. In Language 66(2): 221-260. 

 


