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Austronesian Voice System & symmetricality: an overview
Languages with a robust AV-UV alternation 

Voice symmetricality & transitivity in 
Austronesian (AN) (Foley 1998/2008, Arka 
2003, Himmelmann 2005, Riesberg 2014, 
among others):

� SUBJ/PIVOT selection with no demotion of 
A/P in the AV/UV alternation: 

� AV and UV are typically equally 
morphologically marked

Totoli  (Kroeger & Riesberg 2024:798)

.KROEGER & RIESBERG 

and UV are fully transitive comes from the fact that UV ac-
tors and AV undergoers share certain properties, listed in 
(4), which distinguish adjuncts and oblique arguments from 
core arguments. 

Subject properties in Balinese: 
(3) a. Only subjects can precede the verb in canonical, 

pragmatically unmarked word-order; all other 
arguments follow the verb. 

b. Only subjects can be relativized using the gap 
strategy (although possessors of subjects can also 
be relativized using a resumptive pronoun strategy). 

c. Only subjects can be raised in either the Raising to 
Subject or Raising to Object constructions. 

d. Only subjects can be 'controllees', i.e., targets of 
'Equi-NP deletion'. 

e. Among the core (NP) arguments, only subjects can 
be extraposed to sentence-final position. 

f. Only subjects can occur in the initial focus position 
marked with anak. 

g. Wh-fronting applies only to question words that are 
subjects; non-subject question words remain in situ. 

Core-argument properties in Balinese: 
(4) a. Core arguments are expressed as NPs, while oblique 

arguments are expressed as PPs. 
b. 'Floating quantifiers' can only be launched by core 

arguments. 

c. Core arguments and possessors of core arguments 
can be topicalized, but obliques and possessors 
of obliques cannot. (The resumptive pronoun is 
obligatory when possessors are topicalized.) 

d. Core arguments (but not oblique arguments) can 
be modified by certain predicative adjuncts, often 
referred to as 'depictive secondary predicates'. 5 

e. The addressee/agent of an imperative clause must 
be a core argument. A passive verb may not func-
tion as an imperative, unlike Malay /Indonesian 
where the passive is often used in polite or softened 
imperatives. 

Recent work on Malay/Indonesian syntax (Guilfoyle, Hung, 
and Travis 1992; Arka and Manning 2008; Musgrave 2001; 
Arka 2003a, 2009b; Cole, Hermon, and Yanti 2008) has argued 

5 Depictives, like resultatives, are secondary predicates. They differ from 
resultatives, In that they denote a state of affairs that holds at the same time 
as the event denoted by the main predicate. Resultatives, on the other hand, 
denote a consequence or a result of the event denoted by the main predicate. 
See (14) for an example of a depletive secondary predicate in Tagalog. 

for the same three voice categories as Balinese: a symmet-
rical alternation between AV and UV, plus a true passive. 
Similar analyses have been proposed for Acehnese (Legate 
2012, 2014) and various Sama-Bajaw languages (Miller 2007; 
James 2017). Examples from West Coast Bajau are presented 
in (5): 

West Coast Bajau 
(5) a. iyang=ku masang suu? e 

mother=lSG.GEN Av:turn.on light DEM 
'my mother turned on the light' 

kaang 
later 

[AV] 
b. sapi e pan sembali emma?=ni no 

cow DEM TOP uv:slaughter father=3SG.GEN Foe 
'his father slaughtered the cow' [ uv] 

c. belunang e pan b<in>uka no 
door DEM TOP <PASS>open FOC 
ole'l anak=ni sioko 
PREP child=3SG.GEN oldest 
'the door was opened by the oldest child' [PASSIVE] 
(Miller 2007: 154, 158, 168) 

In Totoli (Central Sulawesi) we find another example of 
symmetrical alternation between actor voice and undergoer 
voice, but the system is different from Balinese, Indone-
sian, and West Coast Bajau in two significant ways. First, 
Totoli has no passive. Second, the voice system is not only 
syntactically symmetrical (valence-preserving), but also mor-
phologically symmetrical, since the verb in both construc-
tions carries overt voice marking. The subjecthood of the 
argument in preverbal position 6 is confirmed by a number 
of syntactic properties similar to those listed in (3). The 
core argument status of AV undergoer and UV actor are 
demonstrated by the lack of any preposition or special case 
marking; their fixed, post-verbal position; and their ability 
to launch floating quantifiers. 

Totoli 
(6) a. I Budi nanako? 

Budi noN-tako7 
buki? 
buki? 

ana.7 

ana 
HON Budi AV.REAL-climb mountain MED 
'Budi climbed that mountain.' 

b. Buki? ana nitako? Budi. 
buki? ana ni-tako7 Budi 
mountain MED UV.REAL-climb HON Budi 
'Budi climbed that mountain.' (Leto et al. 2005-2010) 

6 As in many other Austronesian languages, the position of the subject ar-
gument is somewhat flexible. It can either occur in sentence initial position, 
as in (6), or follow the verb-non-subject complex. 

7 The base form for 'climb' and 'mountain' is takol and bukil, but word-
final laterals after vowels are regularly replaced by vowel lengthening in 
Totoli (I.e. takol is [tako:]). Elided laterals are indicated by an apostrophe 
<'> in the practical orthography used here. See Himmelmann (1991a) and 
Bracks (2020) for more on Totoli phonology. 

• Voice symmetricality is of typological and theoretical interest.
• Its instability, attrition and ultimate demise in the Austronesian (AN) 

languages of Indonesia's peripheral regions are not well understood.
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When an argument is inde!nite or generic, the word order is !xed:

(6) a. Api panes.
   !re hot
   b. *Panes api
   hot !re

‘Fire is hot’.
(7) a. Sampi ngamah padang

   cow av.eat grass
   b. *Ngamah padang sampi
   av.eat grass cow

‘A cow eats grass’.

3.2 Voice marking

Voice marking on the verb encodes which type of core argument is selected as Pivot 
in a given clause. Given the transitive verb adep ‘sell’ with A and P arguments, for 
instance, the Actor Voice (av) selects A as Pivot whereas the Undergoer Voice (uv) 
selects P. Consider the alternation in examples (8). In the av structure (8a), the verb 
marked by the homorganic nasal pre!x selects A (tiang ‘I’) as Pivot. In (8b), the uv 
verb marked by Ø- selects P as Pivot.

(8) a. Tiang ng-adep siap-e
   1 av-sell chicken-def
     Piv:A   P

‘I sold the chicken.’
   b. Siap-e Ø-adep tiang
   chicken-def uv-sell 1
     Piv:P   A

‘I sold the chicken.’

*ere are two important points to be noted from (8). Firstly, the av-uv alternation 
shows a clear case of two Pivot selectors in Balinese at work: A and P swap positions 
(word order) and assume di+erent verbal pre!xes.

Secondly, the alternation in (8) serves as evidence that the Balinese voice system 
is distinct from familiar Indo-European languages like English, in that it allows a 
‘symmetrical’ alternation. *at is, av-uv alternation does not demote A or P in 
the alternation to oblique. Sentence (8b) is syntactically not a passive because A 
remains a core argument. *e two sentences have the same logical meaning, trans-
lated as an active sentence in English. As pointed out by Pastika (1999), A in uv 
sentences is highly topical, di+erent from the agent of a passive structure.

Balinese (Arka 2019:261)
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indicated (especially in earlier work) by the use of the term 
'focus' rather than voice (see §47.3.1 below). There is gen-
eral agreement that such voice systems are found not only 
in the Philippines but also in certain languages of northeast-
ern Borneo and northern Sulawesi, as well as some Formosan 
languages. 

It is much harder to define an Indonesian-type voice sys-
tem, for the same reasons that it is difficult to define an 
Indonesian-type language. As Himmelmann (2005a) points 
out, the presence of applicative suffixes is widely assumed 
as a defining feature of this class. A number of authors 
(e.g. Wolff 1996) have observed that Indonesian-type ap-
plicative suffixes provide information similar to that pro-
vided by Philippine-type voice affixes. This observation has 
led some authors (e.g. Pawley and Reid 1979; and Starosta, 
Pawley, and Reid 1982), to refer to the Indonesian-type sys-
tem as "object-focus", and to the Philippine-type system as 
"subject-focus". 

Another common assumption has been that Indonesian-
type voice systems involve just two distinctive voice cate-
gories, in contrast to the richer Philippine-type inventories. 
However, it appears that languages with a two-way voice 
contrast plus applicative suffixes are not as common in west-
ern Austronesian as is often assumed. Toba Batak (Schachter 
1984), Madurese (Davies 2010), and Sundanese (Kurniawan 
2013) seem to be well documented examples, but a number 
of other western Indonesian languages actually have three 
distinct voices, as discussed in the following section. Many 
languages of central Borneo have a two-way voice contrast 
but no applicatives. Many eastern Indonesian languages do 
not have any voice morphology (Arka and Wouk 2014); some 
of these have a passive construction marked by word order 
alone, while others have no voice alternations at all. 

While these labels are useful for certain purposes, the sim-
ple two-way classification oflanguages as either Philippine-
type or Indonesian-type ignores the striking degree of di-
versity which is found among western Austronesian voice 
systems. As we show in the rest of this chapter, the range 
of voice patterns attested within this single language family 
is unusually rich and varied. Additional variations will un-
doubtedly be discovered as more research is devoted to thus 
far undocumented languages of the region. 

47.2.2 Symmetrical voice 

As stated above, symmetrical voice alternations involve al-
ternations in the choice of grammatical subject without 
demoting either the actor or the undergoer to oblique sta-
tus, producing an opposition between two (or more) transi-
tive clause types. One of the clearest and best-documented 
examples of symmetrical voice comes from Balinese, as de-
scribed by Wechsler and Arka (1998) andArka (2003a). These 

VOICE AND TRANSITIVITY 

authors demonstrate that Balinese distinguishes three voice 
categories: undergoer voice (UV), marked by 0- (see discus-
sion immediately below); actor voice (AV) marked by N-; and 
a true passive construction. 

Balinese (high register) 
(1) a. Bawi-ne punika 0-tumbas tiang. 

pig-DEF that uv-buy lSG 
'I bought the pig: 

b. Tiang numbas bawi-ne • punika. 
lSG Av:buy pig-DEF that 
'I bought the pig: 

c. Buku-ne ka-ambil (antuk i guru). 
book-DEF PASS-take by ART teacher 
'The book has been taken (by the teacher).' 
(Wechsler and Arka 1998: 388,429) 

A number of authors (e.g. Foley 1998; Himmelmann 2005a; 
Riesberg 2014) have adopted the position that in a symmet-
rical voice system, the verb is morphologically marked in 
all voices (i.e. that there is no unmarked voice category). 
Under this view, it is not clear that Balinese should be con-
sidered a symmetrical voice language, since UV seems to be 
unmarked. However, Arka (2003a, 2009b) argues that the UV 
form is zero-marked, and not just a bare stem: 

A zero prefix has no phonological material but is considered 
present on the basis of functional and paradigmatic oppo-
sition in a particular grammatical system ... The bare form 
palu [(2)b] is used to express the undergoer voice (UV) in Ba-
linese. It can be analysed as having a zero prefix, represented 
by 0-, on the basis of systematic formal opposition with the 
other forms in [(z)]. 

Balinese 
(2) a. m-(p)alu ( <N-palu) 

b. 0-palu 
c. ka-palu 
d. ma-palu 

'Av-collide' 
'uv-collide' 
'PASS-collide' 
'Mm-collide' (Arka 2009b: 247) 

The distinction between unmarked vs. zero-marked forms 
is controversial but not crucial to the central concerns of 
this chapter. For current purposes, to distinguish symmet-
rical vs. asymmetrical voice alternations, we will depend 
primarily on the syntactic properties of the arguments in 
the different voice constructions. An alternation will be con-
sidered to be symmetrical if the relevant voice categories are 
all syntactically transitive, but select different arguments as 
grammatical subject. 

In Balinese, the agent is the subject of an AV clause, while 
the patient is the subject in UV and passive clauses. Ev-
idence for this identification is based on the subjecthood 
properties listed in (3). Evidence for the claim that both AV 
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Voice symmetricality & transitivity in 
Austronesian (AN) (Foley 1998/2008, Arka 
2003, Himmelmann 2005, Riesberg 2014, 
among others):

� SUBJ/PIVOT selection with no demotion of 
A/P in the AV/UV alternation: 

� AV and UV are typically equally 
morphologically marked • The presence/absence of voice symmetricality =

The presence/absence of UV 
• It is presence is a matter of gradience in both 

forms and functions



Attrition of voice symmetricality 
The typology of the AN languages of Indonesia with no 
or restricted UV alternation

• Type 1, Barrier Islands: e.g. Enggano and Mentawai:
o Multiple ‘active’ voice constructions
o No SUBJ-only constraint
o Pron indexing & possibly with a ‘passive-like’ construction

• Type 2, western Flores;  e.g. Manggarai and Rongga:
• Active voice without AV morphology
• Still showing SUBJ-only constraint
• No pron indexing but with a clear  analytical active-

passive alternation
o No SUBJ-only constraint, but still show an active-passive alternation

• Type 3, Sumba Island; e.g. Kodhi and Kamberra: 
• No syntactic SUBJ 
• Pron indexing, non-alternating, no passive constr. 

Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

� Relevant properties in the attrition of UV/voice 
symmetricality: 

� (i)   Attrition/loss of AV morphological marking 
� (ii)  Emergence of  systematic pronominal

       indexing affixes/clitics
� (iii) Clausal word order: V-initial à V-medial  
� (iv) PIVOT: attrition of the SUBJ-only Constraint

� Questions: 
� How are properties in (i)-(iv) interrelated? 
� Which one is the main trigger or the most contributing 

variable?

Basemah

Barrier Islands

Nias



Types of Attrition of 
Austronesian Voice  Symmetricality 

The collapse of the AV-UV distinction in Type 1 
languages:

� Multiple Active Voice Constructions, e.g., as seen 
in Enggano and Mentawai

b. The BU- Verb Construction: SET 1 Pronominal Prefix, typically REALIS, PERF
Ka e’anaha ka-bu-kEi=xa honã=nĩã e’ana.
then 3- BU-catch=EMPH wife=3SG.POSS DEM

‘Then he grabbed his wife.’ (Kähler 1957, 9.4)

a. The Transitive  BARE Verb Construction: SET2 Pronominal Prefix, typically IRREALIS
Ke’ i-no yu̇’̃ k-abuḣ.

3-eat food KI-cooked
‘It doesn't eat cooked food.’ (Burung Hantu, 99)

c. The ki- Construction: No Pron Prefix, SVO, general/default, IMPERF, Relative Clause
U ki-no arkih.
1SG KI-eat rice
‘I eat rice.’ (Basic Structures, 544)

Type 1: Enggano (Hemmings, to appear)

d. kir- passive with agent
Engga ki-r-kakarai (o kak mėk).
Engga KI-PASS-chase OBL person many
‘Engga was chased (by the crowd).’ (Relative Clauses & Similatives, 140)

Enggano

The AV Const. with pronominal indexing prefixThe AV Const. with pronominal indexing prefix

Barrier Islands

Mentawai
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The AV Const. with pronominal indexing prefixThe AV Const. with pronominal indexing prefix

Barrier Islands

Mentawai

 
 Free  

pronoun 
SET 1  
(with bu- verbs) 

SET 2  
(with bare verbs) 

1SG u u- u- 
2SG ė’ ė- u- 
3SG ki ka- i-/y- 
1DU.INCL ik ka- ka-  
1PL.EXCL a u- a u- a 
2PL ari ė- a u- a 
3PL ki da-/na- da-/na- 

 
 



Type 1: Mentawai (my fieldwork data)

Enggano

Mentawai

1 a.  Ekeu  nu-saki  sokkit 
   2SG 2SG-buy  pants 
    ‘You (will) buy pants.’ 

b. Aku saki  sokat  niate  leppei,  tak  tutu 
1SG buy yesterday COP shirt NEG hat 
‘The thing I bought yesterday is a shirt, not a hat.’ 

c.  Sokat  a-masi-saki  leppei  niate  aku 
yesterday PST-AV-buy shirt COP 1SG 
‘Yesterday the person who bought the/a shirt was me.’ 

d.  Kasei  a-i-kukru  [jojok  nera]_i?   
who PST-3_i-chase dog that 
i) ‘Who was chased by the dog?/Who did the dog chase?’ 
ii) ?* ‘Who chased the dog.’ 

 

Barrier Islands

The collapse of the AV-UV distinction in Type 1 
languages:

� Multiple Active Voice Constructions, e.g., as seen 
in Enggano and Mentawai

The AV Const. with pronominal indexing prefix

Types of Attrition of 
Austronesian Voice  Symmetricality 

Nominative person prefixes that combine with bu-/mu- 

 Enggano  
 

Mentawai Nias (typically 
IRR, embedded) 

1s u- ku- gu- 
2s ė- nu- gö- 
3s ka- i- ya- 
1pe u- -a ku- -kai ga- 
1pi ka- ta- da- 
2p ė- -a nu- -kam gi- 
3p da/na- ra- ndra- 

 
 



The collapse of the AV-UV distinction in Type 2 
languages:

� Single AV Construction without verbal voice 
morphology as in Manggarai and Rongga (Type 2). 

� Types 1 & 2 languages are still classifiable as having 
alternating systems.

Type 2: Manggarai & Rongga (Arka & Wouk 2014:317)

Enggano

Mentawai

Manggarai Rongga

Voice-related constructions in the Austronesian languages of Flores 317 

 
b.  *Ata       molah [se aku ita  __ ] ghitu   rebao  ngo gi 
 person   girl REL 1s see  that   just.now go already 

‘The girl [that I saw] has just gone’ 
 
c. Ata      molah [se __     ita l=aku ] ghitu    rebao  ngo gi 
 person  girl           REL       see by=1s that    just.now go already 

‘The girl [that I saw or that was seen by me] has just gone’ 

4.1 Passive Voice with prepositional obliques 
An active-passive opposition with a change in structural coding, as shown in (9), is 

observed in Manggarai and Rongga. This change of structural coding, particularly the 
demotion of the Agent to Oblique, is typical for passivisation.  However, the verb in these 
languages is not morphologically marked.  As seen in these examples, the same verb 
forms, pongga (10) and cero in (11), are used in both active and passive sentences. 

 
(9)   a.  NPA  V NPU  (active) 

 
b. NPU  V (PPA)  (passive) 
 

(10)   a. Ardi  pongga  ana   ndau   (Rongga) 
  A  hit   child  that  
  ‘Ardi hit the child’ 
b.  Ana  ndau         pongga  ne  Ardi  
  child that         hit  by  A  
  ‘The child was hit by Ardi’ 
 

(11)   a.  Aku cero latung=k   (Manggarai) 
  1s fry corn=1s 
  ‘I fry/am frying corn’ 
b.  Latung hitu cero  l=aku=i 

corn  that fry  by=1s=3s 
‘The corn is (being) fried by me’ 

 
As seen from example (11), in addition to agent demotion, the voice change in 

Manggarai is also encoded by a change in subject co-referential cliticisation, =k vs. =i. In 
the active construction (11a), the agent ‘1s’ is subject and the clitic =k co-indexes the free 
NP aku.  In the passive counterpart (11b), the patient latung ‘corn’ is subject, and the agent 
aku ‘1s’ is an oblique, appearing with a prepositional clitic l=.  Crucially, the co-indexing 
clitic is =i, in agreement with the NP latung.   

  When both the clitic and its free co-indexed NP are present, they are both associated 
with subject, but structurally the enclitic appears to be in grammatical subject position, and 
the free NP in the Topic position (see Arka and Kosmas 2005).  That this co-indexed 
argument is subject is shown by the fact that it is the sole argument of the intransitive 
clause as exemplified in (12) below.  Furthermore, the clitic itself can appear as the subject 
without a cross-referenced NP in intransitive and transitive clauses. 
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Barrier Islands
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Austronesian Voice  Symmetricality 



The complete demise of AN voice system in Type 3 
languages:

� The emergence of fully systematic indexing 
bound pronouns (e.g., the NOM and DAT 
pronouns), as in Kodhi and Kambera (Type 3). 

� Type 3 languages show  no voice alternations:
they are non-alternating 

Type 3: Kambera & Kodhi

Enggano

Mentawai

Manggarai Rongga

(1)  Kambera (Klamer 1996:13)

(2)  Kodhi (Ghanggo Ate & Arka 2024)

* 8BZBO "SLB � -J�$IFO :FI

PG UIF WFSCBM ७९ढ़॥ NBSLFS
ृू BOE JU DBO CF BOBMZTFE JO -'( JO UIF TBNF XBZ BT
PVUMJOFE JO #SFTOBO � .DIPNCP 	ूख़ैक़
� UIF CPVOE QSPOPNJOBM JOEFYFT BSF UIF
BDUVBM TZOUBDUJD BSHVNFOUT XIFSFBT UIF GSFF /1T CFBS य़ॡT BOE BSF QSBHNBUJDBMMZ
MJOLFE UP UIF BSHVNFOUT XIJDI HJWFT SJTF UP TPNF LJOE PG BOBQIPSJD BHSFFNFOU�

	ृू
 ,BNCFSB 	$&.1 *OEPOFTJB
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B� ,B
फ़२॥
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ड़६८
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The complete demise of AN voice system in Type 3 
languages:

� The emergence of fully systematic indexing 
bound pronouns (e.g., the NOM and DAT 
pronouns), as in Kodhi and Kambera (Type 3). 

� Type 3 languages show  no voice alternations:
they are non-alternating 

Type 3: Kambera & Kodhi

Enggano

Mentawai

Manggarai Rongga

(1)  Kambera (Klamer 1996:13)

(2)  Kodhi (Ghanggo Ate & Arka 2024)
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Barrier Islands
Bound PronominalFree

Pronoun GENDATACCNOM

=nggu=ngga=ghaku=yayo1SG

=mu=nggu=ghu∅=yoyyo2SG

=na=ni=yana=dhiyo3SG

=nda=nda=ghiccata=yicca1PL.INCL

=ma=nggama=ghamama=yamma1PL.EXCL

=mi=nggumi=ghumimi=yemmi2PL

=dha=ndi=hia=dhiyo3PL

Types of Attrition of 
Austronesian Voice  Symmetricality 



• Type 1: 
Enggano, Mentawai, …
No SUBJ-only constraint

Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

Rela%vizing on A 

Tapi	 [mė’	 ki-p-a’a’	 e-ya-k]	 ẽ’,	 ẽ'	 da	 arim	 ah.	
but	 REL	 KI-CAUS-show	 DIR-exist-1PL.INCL.POSS	 DEM	 DEM	 PRED	 five	 PT	
‘But	the	ones	that	reflect	our	daily	life	are	only	five.’	(Mahkota	Adat,	29-30)	

Rela%vizing on P 

Anah	 [mė’	 u	 ki-’iu]	 ẽ’.	 	 	 	 	
thus	 REL	 1SG	 KI-say	 DEM	 	 	 	 	
‘That’s	what	I’m	saying.’	(Cerita	Enggano,	140)	

 

Unlike Indonesian-type languages such as Balinese, which 
exhibit the SUBJ-only constraint in relativization, OBJ can 
be relativized in Enggano, Mentawai, and Nias.

� Enggano (Hemmings & Dalrymple, to appear):

Barrier Islands

Less alternating or non-alternating: 
no SUBJ-only constraint



Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

OBJ can also be relativized in Nias. The relativiser si= is 
the cognate of the Enggano ki-. 

� The following shows G is relativised in Nias (Brown 
2001:417).

Barrier Islands

Less alternating or non-alternating, 
no SUBJ-only constraint

Nias

• Type 1: 
Enggano, Mentawai, Nias
No SUBJ-only constraint

Niha  si=ma=u-βaβalö   kefe  || sibaya-gu
person REL=PERF=1sRLS-borrow money uncle-1s.POSS
‘The person I borrow money from is my uncle.”



Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

� Type 1: Coindexing and backgrounding of A in Mentawai: 
passive-like

� Type 3: A similar strategy is observed in non-alternating 
languages like Kambera (Klamer 1996):

 

1 [toga  nera]  [a-i-sot  nia  jojo’]  
child  DEM.DIST PERF-3.TR.FOC-bite  3SG  dog 
TOP_j   3.A_i pro_j NP_i 
Lit. "The child, s/he was bit by the dog". 
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Barrier Islands

Less alternating or non-alternating, 
co-indexing system

Nias

• Types 1 & 3: 
• coindexed & backgrounded 

arguments: passive-like



Type 1: Basemah 

• Coindexing/backgrounding of A: 
Ambiguity between UV & PASS

• (But this is also seen Balinese, a 
language with robust UV/voice 
symmetricality.)

Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

1 Basemah (McDonnell and Truong 2024):  
ambiguity of (di-)tetak-i as UV/PASS verb 
 a. Puntung  la=udim  (di-)tetak-i=(ny)e    (li/nga Rafles).  
    firewood PFV=finish  UV-chop-LOC.APPL=3  by/with Rafles 
    ‘He/(Rafles) already chopped the firewood.’ 

 b. Puntung  la=udim   (di-)tetak-i    (li/nga Rafles). 
    firewood PFV=finish  PASS-chop-LOC.APPL  by/with Rafles 
    ‘The firewood was already chopped (by Rafles).’ 
 

 

Basemah

Barrier Islands

Less alternating or non-alternating, 
co-indexing system

Nias



Attrition of AN UV/voice symmetricality 
Interim Summary & Questions

• Type 1, Barrier Islands; e.g. Enggano and 
Mentawai

• Type 2, western Flores;  e.g. Manggarai 
and Rongga
o No SUBJ-only constraint, but still show an active-passive alternation

• Type 3, Sumba Island; e.g. Kodhi and 
Kamberra 

Enggano

Mentawai

Kodhi

Manggarai Rongga

Kambera

� Relevant properties in the gradual demise of 
UV/voice symmetricality: 

� (i)   Attrition/loss of AV morphological marking 
� (ii)  Emergence of  systematic pronominal

       indexing affixes/clitics
� (iii) Clausal word order: V-initial à V-medial  
� (iv) PIVOT: attrition of the SUBJ-only Constraint

� Questions: 
� How are properties in (i)-(iv) interrelated? 
� Which one is the main trigger or the most contributing 

variable?

� Examine more AN languages of Indonesia and test 
the correlation of the properties (i)-(iv).

Basemah

Barrier Islands

Nias



Investigating properties responsible for the attrition of the 
voice alternation/symmetricality

Developing a simple database:

• Currently, it consists of 31 AN languages of 
Indonesia showing relevant voice-related 
properties, scaled with different values 
(indicated by their presence, absence or degrees 
of richness). 

• Reflecting different AN types (e.g., Philippine 
type, Indonesian Type, etc.) 
• Tagalog is included to represent the Philippine-

type, and more AN languages to be added for 
future studies.



Investigating properties responsible for the attrition of the 
voice alternation/symmetricality

Overall Gradience of  Voice Alternations:

• 4: Maximally alternating, involving more than 4
     voice types: AV, PT, GV, ... (the Philippine-type
      lgs; e.g. Tagalog)

• 3:  Alternating, typically 4 voice types: AV, UV (>1),
      PASS, APPL (transitional-type, Sulawesi
      languages)

• 2:  Alternating, 3 voice types: AV, (single) UV, PASS
      APPL, (Indo-type lgs)

• 1:  Alternating, 2 voice types: AV, PASS; no UV (in
       the matrix clause).

• 0: Non-alternating: no voice alternation,
      no UV and no PASS (in the matrix clause). 

Developing a simple database:

• Currently, it consists of 31 AN languages of 
Indonesia showing relevant voice-related 
properties, scaled with different values 
(indicated by their presence, absence or 
degrees of richness). 

• Reflecting different AN types (e.g., Philippine 
type, Indonesian Type, etc.) 
• Tagalog is included to represent the Philippine-

type, and more AN languages to be added for 
future studies.



Investigating properties responsible for the attrition of the 
voice alternation/symmetricality

Overall Gradience of Functionality of AV Morphology: 
Is the AN morphological AV  marking (i.e., the reflex of 
the homorganic nasal substitution PMP * maN-) present 
and functional (for voice-related SUBJ selection)? 

� 3: Yes, highly  functional

� 2: Yes, (semi-)functional, but not the only marker to
     express 'active' voice; its presence may
     express MOOD) 

� 1  Yes, but remnants (i.e., not functional)

� 0: No

Developing a simple database:

• Currently, it consists of 31 AN languages of 
Indonesia showing relevant voice-related 
properties, scaled with different values 
(indicated by their presence, absence or 
degrees of richness). 

• Reflecting different AN types (e.g., Philippine 
type, Indonesian Type, etc.) 
• Tagalog is included to represent the Philippine-

type, and more AN languages to be added for 
future studies.



Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of overall voice alternation and functionality of AV/UV marking

Overall Gradience of  Voice Alternations:

• 4: Maximally alternating, involving more than 4
     voice types: AV, PT, GV, ... (the Philippine-type
      lgs; e.g. Tagalog)

• 3:  Alternating, typically 4 voice types: AV, UV (>1),
      PASS, APPL (transitional-type, Sulawesi
      languages)

• 2:  Alternating, 3 voice types: AV, (single) UV, PASS
      APPL, (Indo-type lgs)

• 1:  Alternating, 2 voice types: AV, PASS; no UV (in
       the matrix clause).

• 0: Non-alternating: no voice alternation,
      no UV and no PASS (in the matrix clause). 

Overall Gradience of Functionality of AV Morphology: 
Is the AN morphological AV  marking (i.e., the reflex of 
the homorganic nasal substitution PMP * (ma)N-) present 
and functional (for voice-related SUBJ selection)? 

� 3: Yes, highly  functional

� 2: Yes, (semi-)functional, but not the only marker to
     express 'active' voice; its presence may
     express MOOD) 

� 1  Yes, but remnants (i.e., not functional)

� 0: No



Overall Gradience of  Voice Alternations:

• 5: Maximally alternating, involving more than 4
     voice types: AV, PT, GV, ... (the Philippine-type
      lgs; e.g. Tagalog)

• 4:  Alternating, typically 4 voice types: AV, UV (>1),
      PASS, APPL (transitional-type, Sulawesi
      lgs)

• 3:  Alternating, 3 voice types: AV, (single) UV, PASS
      APPL, (Indo-type lgs)

• 2:  Alternating, 2 voice types: AV, PASS; no UV (in
       the matrix clause).

• 1: Non-alternating: no voice alternation,
      no UV and no PASS (in the matrix clause). 

FINDING 1: 

� This is a strong positive correlation between 
the scale of AV morphology and the scale of 
the alternating system

� Analysis: The presence of functional AV 
morphology as an argument selector 
marking is critical for a vibrant AN voice 
alternation system.
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Correlation of Scales of AV Morphology and Voice Alternations 

AV morphology Alternating Scale

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of overall voice alternation and functionality of AV marking

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value=0.8079, 
significant at p < .01

AN lgs of eastern 
Indonesia



Gradience of UV (Undergoer Voice) or voice symmetricality: 

4:   Multiple (three or more ) UV Constructions with distinct 
morphology (e.g., as in Tagalog PV, LV, ...);

3:   Two UV Constrs with distinct morphology (as in Kelabit: PV, LV, 
etc.); 

2:  Single (robust) UV Constr across all PERS (as in Indonesian & 
Balinese); 

1:  Remnant of UV (e.g., ni-/i- only in embedded structure possibly 
with GEN NOM as in Nias, or prefixed active bare-Verb 
constructions possibly with co-indexation and backgrounding with 
PP/NP as in Sumbawa and Selayarese); 

0: No UV (i.e., possibly multiple active types as in Enggano, single AV 
as in Manggarai, or no AV-nonAV opposition as in Keo)
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Correlation of Scales of AV morphology and Scales of UV or non-AV alternation

AV morphology UV scale

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV alternation (i.e. voice symmetricality) and AV marking

Correlation Coefficient (R) value =0.8252, 
significant at p < .01)FINDING 2: 

� There is also a strong positive correlation 
between the scale of AV morphology and the 
scale of the UV or Voice symmetricality.

� Analysis: the paradigmatic contrast of AV/UV 
marking distinct argument selector of A/P as 
SUBJ is critical

AN lgs of eastern 
Indonesia



Gradience of UV (Undergoer Voice) or voice symmetricality: 

4:   Multiple (three or more ) UV Constructions with distinct 
morphology (e.g., as in Tagalog PV, LV, ...);

3:   Two UV Constrs with distinct morphology (as in Kelabit: PV, LV, 
etc.); 

2:  Single (robust) UV Constr across all PERS (as in Indonesian & 
Balinese); 

1:  Remnant of UV (e.g., ni-/i- only in embedded structure possibly 
with GEN NOM as in Nias, or prefixed active bare-Verb 
constructions possibly with co-indexation and backgrounding with 
PP/NP as in Sumbawa and Selayarese); 

0: No UV (i.e., possibly multiple active types as in Enggano, single AV 
as in Manggarai, or no AV-nonAV opposition as in Keo)
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Correlation of Scales of AV morphology and Scales of UV or non-AV alternation

AV morphology UV scale

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV alternation (i.e. voice symmetricality) and AV marking

Correlation Coefficient (R) value =0.8252, 
significant at p < .01)

AN lgs of eastern 
Indonesia



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or symmetricality) and verbal pronominal affix/clitic

Gradience of Richness of  Suffix/Enclitic  

• 4: Very Rich, distinct multiway markings for
     P/S/G/T/A like Kodhi and Sumba languages;

• 3: NOM or ABS across all PERS for S/(A)/P; 

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3 ; P/Sp, as in Achenese); 

• 1: only P or A (i.e. accusative- or ergative-like);

• 0: Absence of any verbal pronominal
     enclitic/suffix



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S
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• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3 ; P/Sp, as in Achenese); 

• 1: only P or A (i.e. accusative- or ergative-like);

• 0: Absence of any verbal pronominal
     enclitic/suffix

Gradience of Richness of  Both Pronominal Prefix/proclitic and Suffix/Enclitic  

• 7 (i.e. max of 3+4): 
    Rich NOM (S/A)+ Rich Post verbal S/A/G/T/A

• 5: Relatively rich  preverbal NOM (S/A) NOM +
     Relatively rich postverbal ABS across all PERS
     for S/(A)/P; 

• 3: Not so rich, showing Split

• 0: Absence of any verbal pronominal
     clitic/affix



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S
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UV scale Scale of both Pron Pref &Suff

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = -0.1643, 
Not significant at p < .05)
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Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or symmetricality) and verbal pronominal affix/clitic

Gradience of Richness of  Both Pronominal 
Prefix/proclitic and Suffix/Enclitic  
• 7 (i.e. max of 3+4): 

    Rich NOM (S/A)+ Rich Post verbal S/A/G/T/A
     

• 5: Relatively rich  preverbal NOM (S/A) NOM +
     Relatively rich postverbal ABS across all PERS
     for S/(A)/P; 

• 3: Not so rich, showing Split

• 0: Absence of any verbal pronominal
     clitic/affix 0
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Gradience of Pronominal Suff/enclitic and UV

UV scale Scale of both Pron Pref &Suff

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = -0.1643, 
Not significant at p < .05)

FINDING 3: 

� While there is a negative correlation between the 
presence of pronominal affixes/clitic and voice 
symmetricality, and
 the correlation is not significant

AN lgs of eastern 
Indonesia



Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or symmetricality) and clausal word order
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Scale of UV and word order types

3:V{S,O}, 2:SVO; 1:{S,O}V UV scale

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = 0.4337, 
Not significant at p < .01.
Significant at p < .05Clausal Word Order

• 3: V{S,O}, 

• 2: SVO; 

• 1: {S,O}V
     



Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or symmetricality) and clausal word order
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Scale of UV and word order types

3:V{S,O}, 2:SVO; 1:{S,O}V UV scale

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = 0.4337, 
Not significant at p < .01.
Significant at p < .05Clausal Word Order

• 3: V{S,O}, 

• 2: SVO; 

• 1: {S,O}V
     

FINDING 4: 

� There is a moderate positive correlation 
between clausal word order and 
Undergoer Voice (or voice 
symmetricality): 

� significant at the 5% level of confidence 
(p < .05) 

� Intriguing: the more SVO (or A-V-P), 
the less UV/less symmetrical

� Ultimately non.symmetrical 
  [pron.A-VERB-pron.P]



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or voice symmetricality) and SUBJ-only Constraint

Is there syntactic PIVOT, and does it show a SUBJ-
only constraint?

• 2: YES: strong evidence for PIVOT and 
     SUBJ-only constraint (as seen in Balinese)

• 1: YES: there is (some) evidence for PIVOT, but 
     it is not restricted to SUBJ 
     (e.g. OBJ can be relativised)

• 0: No PIVOT and NO SUBJ-only constraint
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Correlation between UV and SUBJ-only Constraint

UV scale SUBJ-Only?

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = 0.5285, 
The P-Value is .002241. The result is significant at p < .01



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of UV (or voice symmetricality) and SUBJ-only Constraint

Is there syntactic PIVOT, and does it show a SUBJ-
only constraint?

• 2: YES: strong evidence for PIVOT and 
     SUBJ-only constraint (as seen in Balinese)

• 1: YES: there is (some) evidence for PIVOT, but 
     it is not restricted to SUBJ 
     (e.g. OBJ can be relativised)
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Correlation between UV and SUBJ-only Constraint

UV scale SUBJ-Only?

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value = 0.5285, 
The P-Value is .002241. The result is significant at p < .01

FINDING 5: 

� There is a strong positive correlation between 
UV/voice symmetricality and SUBJ-only constraint



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of AV and  SUBJ-only Constraint

Is there syntactic PIVOT, and does it show a SUBJ-
only constraint?

• 2: YES: strong evidence for PIVOT and 
     SUBJ-only constraint (as seen in Balinese)

• 1: YES: there is (some) evidence for PIVOT, but 
     it is not restricted to SUBJ 
     (e.g. OBJ can be relativised)

• 0: No PIVOT and NO SUBJ-only constraint
0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

Ta
ga

lo
g

Kel
abi

t

Bal
in

ese

Bas
em

ah

H
al

oba
n

Ja
va

ne
se

Kar
o B

at
ak

M
ad

ur
es

e

M
or

i A
ta

s

Pen
dau

St
an

dar
d In

done
sia

n

Am
pena

n 
Sas

ak

Ace
hnes

e

M
ak

as
sa

re
se

Se
la

ya
re

se

M
en

ta
w

ai
N

ia
s

Su
m

baw
a

En
gg

an
o

Bim
a

Kam
ber

a
Keo

Kod
hi

La
m

aho
lo

t

M
an

gg
ara

i

Pal
u'e

Pap
ua

n 
M

ala
y

Rong
ga

Si
kk

a
Ta

ba

W
ooi

Correlation between AV and SUBJ-ony Constraint

AV morphology SUBJ-Only?

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value =  0.6117 
The P-Value is .000256. The result is significant at p < .01



Gradience of  Richness of Prefix/Proclitic  

• 3: NOM (S/A) pronominal prefixes 
    across all PERS

• 2: Split (e.g. 1 or 2 vs. 3; active A/Sa, 
     as in Achenese)

• 1: Only A prefix (i.e. ergative-like)

• 0: Absence of A/ S

Gradience of richness of AN voice system:
Degrees of AV and  SUBJ-only Constraint

Is there syntactic PIVOT, and does it show a SUBJ-
only constraint?

• 2: YES: strong evidence for PIVOT and 
     SUBJ-only constraint (as seen in Balinese)

• 1: YES: there is (some) evidence for PIVOT, but 
     it is not restricted to SUBJ 
     (e.g. OBJ can be relativised)

• 0: No PIVOT and NO SUBJ-only constraint
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Correlation between AV and SUBJ-ony Constraint

AV morphology SUBJ-Only?

Pearson Correlation Coefficient (R) value =  0.6117 
The P-Value is .000256. The result is significant at p < .01

FINDING 6: 

� There is a strong positive correlation between AV 
and SUBJ-only constraint



The findings highlight two distinct AV/UV functions:

A.  AV/UV markers are primarily semantic role selectors for 
syntactic SUBJ/PIVOT: 

q  AV selects the most A-like as SUBJ/PIV vs. 
q  UV selects most P-like as SUBJ/PIV
q  SUBJ/PIV is a grammatically privileged function in the 

formation of certain structures in the grammar, e.g. being 
gapped and bearing contrastive FOCUS/TOPIC in relative 
clauses.

B.  They also have TAM functions broadly:
q AV: durative/imperfective, REALIS
q UV: perfective, or IRR

What do we learn? 

The attrition of AV/UV/voice symmetricality can occur at either of the following levels:
• FORMAL LEVEL: morphological forms; e.g., aH- and bu~/mu- in Enggano & 

Mentawai
• FUNCTIONAL LEVEL: The loss of one or all of the following functions:

(a) as an argument-role SUBJ/PIV selector  (i.e. semantic-syntactic function)
(b) as a prominence marker      (i.e. discourse-pragmatic i-str function)
(c) as a TAM encoder (i.e. semantic function)

Voice Symmetricality Variables Pearson R 
value

Confidence 
level Result

AV and UV (Voice Symmetricality) 0.8252 p < .01 significant
AV and Overall Voice Alternations 0.8079 p < .01 significant
AV annd SUBJ-only constraint 0.6117 p < .01 significant
UV and SUBJ-only constraint 0.5285 p < .01 significant
UV and Clausal Word Order 0.4337 p < .05 significant
UV and Pronominal Affixes -0.1643 p < .05 not significant
1. AV retention/attrition

2. SUBJ-only retention/attrition

3. UV retention/attrition

4. Clausal word order to SVO

5. Pronominal coindexing 

The most critical/significant 
property for a vibrant AN voice 

alternation/symmetricality

Not a significant trigger for the 
attrition/demise of voice symmetricality

Not a morphological resource for voice 
alternation



Conclusion & Final Remarks  

� Austronesian languages in the Barrier Islands and other peripheral regions of 
Indonesia exhibit varying lower degrees of voice alternation and voice 
symmetricality.

� The present study identifies the formal-functional contrast of Actor Voice (AV) 
as a semantic role selector (marking A as SUBJ/PIV) as the most critical 
variable influencing the retention, attrition, or loss of AN voice symmetry. 

� A partial/complete loss of AV morphological material has a consequential impact on 
the distinction of AV/UV; hence partial/full loss of AN voice symmetricality.



Conclusion & Final Remarks  

� While the indexing pronominal system shows a negative correlation with the 
attrition or loss of the symmetrical voice system, this correlation is not 
statistically significant. (Future research:  add more languages to the database 
to  verify this.)

� From a historical perspective, the extensive development of pronominal indexing 
systems likely occurred after the total loss of AV-related morphological material, 
as observed in Sumba languages such as Kodhi and Kambera.



Conclusion & Final Remarks  

� In the highly isolating Flores languages (Manggarai and Rongga), the SUBJ-only 
constraint is retained despite the total loss of AV morphological material.

� This seems to be linked to a shift to strict SVO word order with the possible post-
verbal backgrounding or downgrading of A to Oblique. This shift results in a 
nominative (NOM) pattern: [S/A - V - P/Obl], permitting a passive



Conclusion & Final Remarks  

� The findings in the present study are in line with Ge & Comrie’s (2022) regarding alignment 
between valency (or voice) alternation strategies and the morphological typology (and 
therefore typological constraint) of a language: 

� a universal/strong tendency to shift rightward on the following scale, indicating less bound morphology: 
Fusional → Agglutinative → Isolating. 

Ø Isolating languages rarely use agglutinative or fusional techniques.
ØAgglutinative languages use both agglutinative and isolating techniques, with minimal fusional use.
ØFusional languages utilize all three techniques, though isolating techniques dominate.

� The present study of the AN voice attrition shows there is a correlation between the richness of AV/UV-related 
morphological resources and the diversity or richness of AV/UV alternations (i.e. voice symmetricality) it can 
exhibit.

  



Further Research 

� Adding more AN languages to the database to be representative of the many faces of the AN voice 
(sub)systems)

� The V-final AN languages  are not yet represented in the database
� No Formosan AN languages are so far included in the current database
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