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CIRCUM-BALTIC OBJECT MARKING
AGAINST A BROADER AREAL PERSPECTIVE

The problem of cross-linguistic comparison of argument coding
has been attracting the attention of linguists at least since the seminal
work by [Jakobson 1936]. Today, there are plenty of studies dedicated
to it as well as such indispensable typological tools as ValPal [Hart-
mann et al. (eds.) 2013], BivalTyp [Say (ed.) 2020], the Slavic flag-
ging database [Serzant et al. 2021]. The current study deals with the
clustering of argument coding patterns in the Eurasian macroarea with
a focus on the languages of the Circum-Baltic (CB) area. The study
aims to find out whether the languages within the CB area have more
coding patterns in common compared to the languages that are gene-
alogically or areally related to them but do not belong to the area. In
terms of the number of examined languages, my approach to coding
patterns is broader than the one presented by Koptjevskaja-Tamm and
Wilchli [Koptjevskaja-Tamm, Wélchli 2001] but less comprehensive
than in recent works by Say [2014, 2018].

Method. My data is subsampled from the overall sample published
in BivalTyp (accessed on July 14, 2021). I consider 105 predicates in
31 languages of Eurasia with > 500000 speakers according to Eth-
nologue. Only 2% of the patterns missing in the overall sample are
filled by me (considering all available sources including consultations
with native speakers). To make coding patterns comparable, I suggest
abstract concepts for the second arguments (P-arguments) of all predi-
cates in the subsample, following the main ideas from [Levinson,
Meira 2003; Haspelmath 2010]. For example, the Russian pattern
iz/s + genitive and German aus + dative are getting labeled as FROM
since in both languages these patterns are mostly used with motion
verbs and denote the starting point of movement. The total amount of
obtained labels for P-arguments is 21; the first arguments of the predi-
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Figure 1. Cluster dendrogram for all languages of the subsample
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Circum-Baltic object marking against a broader areal perspective

cates are not taken into account. The hierarchical clustering analysis is
applied to the data drawing on the /Aclust function [R Core Team
2020]. The result is plotted in Figure 1 using the factoextra package
[Kassambara, Mundt 2020].

Results and discussion. As Figure 1 shows, there is no solid oppo-
sition of CB languages vs. non-CB languages. Four clusters can be
distinguished: 1) Northern-European Cluster (uniting Finnish and Es-
tonian); 2) Insular Cluster (Irish only); 3) Central / Eastern-European
Cluster (Balto-Slavic languages and some of the indigenous languages
of Russia as well as Kalderash Romani; 15 in total); 4) Southern /
Western-European Cluster (13 in total). This split has to be explained
from both genealogical and areal perspectives. Genealogical clusters
are clearly visible: Slavic and Germanic subclusters are essential parts
of two separate larger clusters. It is noteworthy that the obtained dis-
tribution of Slavic languages corresponds to one from [Serzant et al.
(to appear)]. Areal explanations apply to the node connecting the
Balto-Slavic and two Turkic (Bashkir, Chuvash) languages, the Ger-
man-Hungarian subcluster, and the “Balkanoic” subcluster consisting
of Romance languages, Modern Greek and Albanian. As expected,
this clustering partially overlaps with the result published by S. Say
[Say 2018], cf. Figure 2 and Figure 1. In further research, more predi-
cates should be examined (preferably with cross-linguistically diverse
P-arguments coding).
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