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Chapter 11
Syntactic ergativity

1.  Morphological ergativity
As we saw in the preceding chapter, the subject of a German clause normally takes nominative case.  This is true whether the clause is transitive, as in (1a), or intransitive, as in (1b).  Direct objects take a different case marker, namely the accusative (1c).

(1) a.
Der
Hund
hat
mich
gebissen.
the(masc.nom)
dog
has
me(acc)
bitten
‘The dog bit me.’


b.
Der
Hund
schläft.
the(masc.nom)
dog
sleeps
‘The dog is sleeping.’


c.
Ich
sah
den
Hund.
I(nom)
saw
the(masc.acc)
dog
‘I saw the dog.’

The case-marking pattern for masculine singular definite subject and object NPs in German is displayed in table (2).  We are primarily interested in the fact that intransitive subjects take the same marker (der) as transitive agents, while transitive patients take a distinct marker (den).  This kind of pattern is cross-linguistically the most common among case-marking languages.  It is referred to as a Nominative-Accusative (or sometimes just “accusative”) system, because these are the names which are normally used for the two cases involved.

(2)
intransitive
Subject: der



transitive
Agent: der
Patient: den

A different case-marking pattern, which is found in a smaller but still significant number of languages, is illustrated in the following data:

(3)  Walmatjari (Australia; adapted from J. Healey 1990; data from Hudson 1978)


a.
parri
pa
laparni.
boy
aux
run
‘The boy ran.’


b.
manga
pa
laparni.
girl
aux
run
‘The girl ran.’


c.
wirlka
pa
laparni.
lizard
aux
run
‘The lizard ran.’


d.
parri
pa
pinya
manga-ngu.
boy
aux
hit
girl
‘The girl hit the boy.’


e.
wirlka
pa
nyanya
parri-ngu.
lizard
aux
see
boy
‘The boy saw the lizard.’


f.
ngapa
pa
nyanya
manga-ngu.
water
aux
see
girl
‘The girl saw the water.’

These examples show that in Walmatjari, patients of transitive clauses get the same case marking as subjects of intransitive clauses, namely ‑Ø.  Agents of transitive clauses get a special case marker (‑ngu).  This pattern is displayed in (4).

(4)
intransitive

Subject: -Ø


transitive
Agent: -ngu
Patient: -Ø

This kind of case-marking pattern, in which transitive agents take a unique marker, is referred to as an ergative system.  The case marker used for transitive agents is called ergative case, while the case marker (often zero, as in Walmatjari) used for transitive patients and intransitive subjects is called absolutive case.  The ergative and accusative patterns are compared in the following diagram, using “S” for the subject of an intransitive clause, “A” for the agent of a transitive clause, and “P” for the patient of a transitive clause.

(5)

 EMBED Word.Picture.8  


2.  Ergativity and grammatical relations

In an ergative system like (4), the relationship between case marking and grammatical relations is not immediately obvious.  In an intransitive clause like (3a-c), the absolutive argument is clearly the subject.  But in a transitive clause like (3d-f), this same case is used for the patient, while the agent takes a different case marker (ergative).  This pattern raises an obvious question: which argument of the transitive clause is the grammatical subject, the ergative agent or the absolutive patient?  The answer is: it depends.  We cannot tell without more information about the syntactic behavior of each argument.

As we emphasized in the preceding chapter, grammatical relations like SUBJ and OBJ are syntactic concepts.  The subject of a sentence must be identified on the basis of its syntactic properties.
  Case marking, on the other hand, is a purely morphological device.  Case assignment may be determined on the basis of grammatical relations or semantic roles, or some combination of the two.  In addition, we have seen that case assignment can be determined by a special feature in the lexical entry of a particular verb or preposition.  Thus we cannot identify the grammatical relations of the arguments in a clause simply by looking at the case-marking patterns.

It turns out that ergative languages differ in their syntactic properties.  Warlpiri is another Australian language (related to Walmatjari) with an ergative case-marking pattern, as the following examples demonstrate:

(6)  Warlpiri (Simpson, 1991:155 ff)


a.
Ngaju-Ø
ka-rna
parnka-mi.
I-abs
pres-1sg.subj
run-nonpast
‘I am running.’


b.
Ngarrka-Ø
ka-Ø
parnka-mi.
man-abs
pres-3sg.subj
run-nonpast
‘A man is running.’


c.
Ngajulu-rlu
ka-rna-Ø
ngarrka-Ø
nya-nyi.
I-erg
pres-1sg.subj-3sg.obj
man-abs
see-nonpast
‘I see the man.’


d.
Ngarrka-ngku
ka-Ø-ju
ngaju-Ø
nya-nyi.

man-erg
pres-3sg.subj-1sg.obj
me-abs
see-nonpast
‘A/the man sees me.’

On the other hand, the pattern of verbal agreement follows a NOM-ACC pattern.  As the examples in (6) illustrate, the same subject-agreement clitics are used for both the absolutive argument of an intransitive clause and the ergative argument of a transitive clause, e.g. first person singular ‑rna in (6a) and (6c).  A distinct object-agreement clitic is used for the patient of a transitive clause, e.g. ‑ju in (6d).  Where more than one overt agreement clitic occurs, as in (7), the subject agreement marker normally comes first:

(7)  Warlpiri (Simpson, 1991:161)


a.
luwa-rnu-rna-ngku
shoot-past-1sg.subj-2sg.obj
‘I shot you.’


b.
luwa-rnu-npa-ju
shoot-past-2sg.subj-1sg.obj
‘You shot me.’

So the morphological evidence is mixed: case marking is ergative, while agreement is accusative.  We will need to appeal to syntactic evidence to determine which argument is the subject.

The clearest tests for grammatical subjecthood in Warlpiri involve the control relation (see Hale 1982, 1983; Bresnan and Simpson 1983).
  For example, in adverbial clauses formed with the complementizer =karra, both controller and controllee must be the grammatical subjects of their respective clauses.  As the examples in (8) illustrate, the controller may be either the absolutive argument of an intransitive clause (8a) or the ergative argument of a transitive clause (8b-c).  Similarly, the controllee may be either the absolutive argument of an intransitive clause (8b) or the ergative argument of a transitive clause (8a,c,d).  So this control pattern groups transitive agents with intransitive subjects.  In spite of the difference in case marking (absolutive vs. ergative), both types of arguments bear the same grammatical relation, namely subject.

(8)  Warlpiri (Hale, 1982; Simpson, 1991:310)


a.
Ngarrka
ka
wirnpirli-mi,
karli
jarnti-rninja=karra.
man(abs)
pres
whistle-nonpast
boomerang(abs)
trim-purp=comp
‘The man is whistling, while trimming the boomerang.’


b.
Wati-ngki
marlu
nya-ngu
jarnti-rninja=karra-rlu.

man-erg
kangaroo(abs)
see-past
run-purp=comp-erg
‘The man saw the kangaroo while he (the man) was running.’


c.
Ngarrka-ngku
ka
purlapa
yunpa-rni,
man-erg
pres
corroboree(abs)
sing-nonpast


karli
jarnti-rninja=karra-rlu.

boomerang
trim-purp=comp-erg
‘The man is singing a corroboree, while trimming the boomerang.’


d.
Napurrula
ka-ju
ngaju-ku
wangka-mi,
Napurrula(abs)
pres-1sg.obj
me-dat
speak-nonpast


ngurlu
kipi-rninja=karra.

seed
winnow-purp=comp
‘Napurrula is speaking to me, while winnowing seed.’

Example (8d) illustrates the fact that it is grammatical relations, and not case marking, which determines the control pattern in this construction.  The verb wangka ‘speak’ is one of a restricted class of verbs that takes a special, lexically determined case-marking pattern, in this instance an absolutive agent and a dative goal.  As (8d) shows, the absolutive agent of this verb can also function as the controller of the =karra clause, because it is the grammatical subject of its clause.

Hale (1982, 1983), Simpson (1991), Laughren (1989, 1992) and Levin (1983) discuss several other kinds of evidence which can be used to identify grammatical subjects in Warlpiri.  In each case, the evidence identifies the agent of a transitive clause as the subject, and not the patient.  In other words, the ergative case-marking pattern in Warlpiri is purely morphological.  The assignment of grammatical relations follows a nominative-accusative pattern: transitive agents (A) and intransitive absolutive arguments (S) are both realized as grammatical subjects; transitive patients (P) bear a distinct relation, namely object.

In some other languages, however, syntactic properties themselves follow an ergative pattern: subjecthood tests pick out the patient of a transitive verb and the single argument of an intransitive verb.  The best known example of this type is Dyirbal, another language of Australia.

3.  Subjecthood tests in Dyirbal

The term syntactic ergativity refers to a situation in which the syntactic system of a language, and in particular the properties which provide tests for subjecthood, follow an ergative pattern.  That is, in a syntactically ergative language like Dyirbal, the grammatical subject of a basic transitive clause like (9) is in fact the patient (‘the woman’).  This statement may seem hard to accept, because such a pattern is quite unfamiliar to speakers of most other languages.  Let us therefore examine some of the syntactic tests which support this claim.

(9)
balan dyugumbil
bagul yaagu
balga-n.
det-woman-abs
det-man-erg
hit-real

‘The man hit the woman.’  (Dixon 1972:130)
Morphologically, Dyirbal exhibits a “split-ergative” case marking system.  This term means that some NPs follow the ergative pattern, while others do not.  In Dyirbal, 1st and 2nd person pronouns follow the NOM-ACC pattern, while all other NPs follow the ergative pattern.  The basic distribution of case markers is summarized in (10); but note that these markers have a number of different allomorphs.

(10)  Dyirbal case markers (Dixon 1979:87)



1st & 2nd pers. pro.
3rd person pronouns
common nouns /
proper names

intransitive subjects
-Ø
-Ø
-Ø

transitive agents
-Ø
-gu
-gu

transitive patients
-nya
-Ø
-Ø

Dyirbal has four genders, or noun classes.  The gender of a common noun is reflected in the form of the determiner, which also indicates the case of the NP and the degree of proximity to the speaker (‘here’, ‘there but visible’, or ‘there and not visible’).  The various case and gender forms of the medial demonstrative, which signals ‘there but visible’, are listed in (11).  These are the determiners used in the examples below.

(11)  Dyirbal medial demonstratives (Dixon 1972:44-47, 306-311)



absolutive
erg/instr
dative
genitive

Class I
bayi
bagul
bagul
baul

Class II
balan
bagun
bagun
baun

Class III
balam
bagum
bagum
—

Class IV
bala
bagu
bagu
bau

However, the difference in case marking between 1st and 2nd person pronouns vs. all other NPs is irrelevant to the syntax.  In all of the constructions discussed below, subjects of intransitive verbs (S) and patients of transitive verbs (P) play a unique role, no matter whether they are morphologically marked for absolutive, nominative or accusative case.  In the discussion that follows, we will use the term absolutive argument to refer to the union of these two classes, S and P, regardless of case marking.

3.1  Relativization

In Dyirbal relative clauses, the modifying clause follows the head noun and is marked by adding the suffix ‑ to the verb.  Example (12b) shows a relative clause based on the simple intransitive clause in (12a).  The relativized function in (12b) corresponds to the intransitive subject, i.e., the absolutive argument of the basic clause.  Example (12c) shows a relative clause based on a simple transitive clause meaning ‘the woman saw the man’.  The relativized function in (12c) corresponds to the transitive patient, once again the absolutive argument of the basic clause.  As example (12d) demonstrates, the relativized verb agrees with the case marking of the head noun, which in this sentence is ergative.

The example in (12e) is ungrammatical.  In this case, the relativized argument is the ergative, i.e., the transitive agent, which is not allowed.  Relativization of instrumental, dative, or other oblique arguments is also ungrammatical.  So relativization in Dyirbal is constrained by the following generalization: the relativized function must correspond to the absolutive argument of the basic clause.

(12) a.  bayi yaa
bani-nyu.
man-abs
come.here-past
‘The man came here.’  (Dixon 1972:59)

b.
adya
bayi yaa
[ __
bani-u ]
bua-n.
1sg.nom
man-abs
 (abs)
come-rel
see-real
‘I saw the man who came.’  (Foley & Van Valin 1984:112)

c.
balan dyugumbil
[ adya
___
bua-u ]
nyina-nyu.
woman-abs
  1sg-nom
(abs)
see-rel
sit-real
‘The woman that I saw is sitting down.’  (Dixon 1972:100)

d.
bayi yaa
bagun dyugumbiu
[ ___
waynydyi-u-ru ]
bua-n.
man-abs
woman-erg
 (abs)
go.uphill-erg-rel
see-real
‘The woman who was going uphill saw a man.’  (Dixon 1972:101)

e.
*bayi yaa
[ ___
balan dyugumbil
bua-u ]
bani-nyu.
  man-abs
 (erg)
woman-abs
see-rel
come-real
(for: ‘The man who saw the woman came here.’)  (Foley & Van Valin 1984:112)
As we saw in chapter 7, Keenan and Comrie’s cross-linguistic study of relativization predicts that, if only a single class of arguments can be relativized in a particular language, that argument will be the grammatical subject.  Thus the fact that only the absolutive argument can be relativized in Dyirbal strongly suggests that it is the grammatical subject.

3.2  Coordination Reduction

When two clauses which contain coreferential arguments are conjoined, the common argument may be deleted in the second clause provided that it is the absolutive argument of both clauses.  This is illustrated in the following examples.

In (13a), the absolutive argument (i.e., the transitive patient) of the second clause is missing; it is interpreted as being coreferential with the absolutive argument of the first clause (‘man’).  In (13b) the omitted absolutive argument of the second clause can only be interpreted as being coreferential with the absolutive argument (i.e., the patient ‘woman’) of the first clause, and not with the ergative agent ‘man’.  But (13c) is ungrammatical, because the omitted argument in the second clause is the agent of a transitive verb, which is not the absolutive argument.

(13) a.  bayi yaa
bani-nyu,
bagun dyugumbiu
___
balga-n.
man-abs
come-real,
woman-erg
(abs)
hit-real
‘The man came and was hit by the woman.’  (Dixon 1972:130)

b.
balan dyugumbil
bagul yaagu
balga-n,
___
bani-nyu.
woman-abs
man-erg
hit-real
(abs)
come-real
‘The woman was hit by the man and came here.’
(*‘The man hit the woman and came here.’)  (adapted from Dixon 1972:131)

c.
*bayi yaa
bani-nyu,
balan dyugumbil
___
balga-n
  man-abs
come-real,
woman-abs
(erg)
hit-real
(for: ‘The man came and hit the woman.’)

So this construction too reveals a syntactic property which is uniquely shared by the intransitive subject (S) and transitive patient (P).

3.3  Non-finite purpose clauses

A non-finite verb form bearing the suffix –i ~ –gu is used in Dyirbal adverbial clauses which express purpose (Dixon 1972:146).  In this construction, the absolutive argument of the purpose clause must be omitted (understood), and must be controlled by the absolutive argument of the matrix verb.

In (14a), both controller and controllee are intransitive subjects (S).  In (14b), the controllee is an intransitive subject (S).  The only possible choice for controller is the matrix patient (P); the matrix agent cannot be interpreted as controller.  In (14c) and (14d), both controller and controllee are transitive patients (P).  But sentence (14e) is ungrammatical, because the controllee is a transitive agent (A).  These examples are especially significant, because there is a strong cross-linguistic tendency for controllees to be grammatical subjects.  This evidence provides strong support for the claim that the absolutive argument in Dyirbal is the grammatical subject.

(14) a. bayi yaa
walma-nyu
waynydyil-i
man-abs
get.up-real
go.downhill-purp
‘The man got up in order to go downhill.’  (Dixon 1972:68)

b.
balan dyugumbil
bagul yaagu
balga-n
badyi-gu.
woman-abs
man-erg
hit-real
fall-purp
‘The man hit the woman to make her/*himself fall.’  (Dixon 1972:68)

c.
balam mirany
bagul yaagu
dimba-nyu
inda
babil-i.
beans-abs
man-erg
carry-real
2sg.nom
peel-purp
‘The man brought beans so that you could scrape them.’  (Dixon 1972:68)

d.
bayi yaa
bagul gubi-gu
munda-n
bagun dyugumbiu
balgal-i.
man-abs
shaman-erg
lead-real
woman-erg
hit-purp
‘The shaman brought the man to be hit by the woman.’  (Dixon 1972:159)

e.
*balan dyugumbil
bagul yaagu
wawu-n
balan nayinba
walmbil-i.
  woman-abs
man-erg
fetch-real
girl-abs
awaken-purp
(for: ‘The man fetched the woman to wake up the girls.’)  (Foley & Van Valin 1984:112)
3.4  Equi constructions

Dixon (1979:128-9) describes a pattern found Dyirbal which he labels the “jussive” construction.  This construction involves Equi verbs such as giga-l ‘tell to do’.  Dixon shows that the controllee must be the absolutive argument of the complement clause.  (Notice that the verb of the complement clause bears the purposive suffix.)  Thus (15), where the controllee is an intransitive subject (S), and (16), where the controllee is a transitive patient (P), are both fine.  Example (17), however, is ungrammatical because the controllee is a transitive agent (A).  Once again, in light of the cross-linguistic tendency for controllees to be grammatical subjects, this evidence supports the claim that the absolutive argument in Dyirbal is the grammatical subject.

(15)
ana
yabu
giga-n
banagay-gu.
1pl.nom
mother-abs
tell-real
return-purp
‘We told mother to return.’  (Dixon 1979:129)
(16)
adya
bayi yaa
giga-n
gubi-gu
mawal-i
1sg.nom
man-abs
tell-real
shaman-erg
examine-purp
‘I told the man to be examined by the doctor.’  (Comrie 1981:112)
(17)
*ana
yabu
giga-n
uma
bual-i.
 we-nom
mother-abs
tell-real
father-abs
see-purp
(for: ‘We told mother to watch father.’)

3.5  Plural agreement

The suffix -dyay ‘many’ can be added to the verb to indicate that the absolutive argument is plural.  It cannot be used to indicate plurality of the transitive agent, as illustrated in (18).  Cross-linguistically, if the verb agrees with only one argument in a transitive clause, that argument is normally the subject.  So this evidence too is consistent with the hypothesis which we are considering.

(18) a.  bayi yaa
nyinan-dya-nyu.
man-abs
sit-plural-real
‘Many men are sitting down.’  (Dixon 1972:249)

b.
balam mirany
bagul yaagu
gundal-dya-nyu.
black.bean-abs
man-erg
put.in-plural-real
‘The man gathered many beans.’
(Not: *‘Many men gathered beans.’)  (Dixon 1972:249)
3.6  Scope of adverbial modifiers

The adverbial particle wara ‘wrongly, badly’ always modifies the absolutive argument of its clause.  The results of this constraint are clearly seen in sentence (20), where the particle cannot be interpreted as modifying either the transitive agent (‘man’) or the action itself (‘cut’), but only the patient (‘tree’).  So this particle creates another context in which S and P share a unique syntactic property which A lacks.

(19)
bayi yaa
wara
bani-nyu.
man-abs
wrongly
come-real
‘The wrong man came.’  (Mel’čuk 1979:42)
(20)
bala yugu
bagul yaagu
wara
nudi-n.
tree-abs
man-erg
wrongly
cut-real
‘The man cut the wrong tree.’ (Mel’čuk 1979:42; cf. Dixon 1972:118)
(Not: *‘The wrong man cut the tree’; *‘The man cut the tree in the wrong way.’)

To summarize the results of this section, we have examined a wide variety of syntactic constructions in which the absolutive argument plays a unique and pivotal role.  Some of the syntactic properties we have discussed are associated cross-linguistically with grammatical subjects, while others seem to be language-specific features.  But the special status of the absolutive argument in Dyirbal syntax seems best explained by assuming that Dyirbal is syntactically ergative, i.e., that the absolutive argument is the grammatical subject.

We should point out that the term “syntactic ergativity” is used by some linguists in a slightly different way.  Dyirbal syntax is striking in the uniformity of its orientation toward the patient, rather than the agent, in basic transitive clauses.  Some other languages seem to exhibit a “mixed” orientation: some syntactic properties follow the ergative pattern, grouping S and P, while others follow the nominative-accusative pattern, grouping S and A.  So some linguists apply the term “syntactic ergativity” to individual constructions, rather than to languages as a whole, identifying those syntactic properties which group S with P but exclude A as being syntactically ergative.

4.  Antipassive

4.1  Antipassive in Dyirbal

There is an interesting construction in Dyirbal, which is formed by adding the suffix ‑ay (~ ‑nay) to a transitive verb.  This construction is called the antipassive, for reasons to be discussed below.  The most obvious effect of adding this suffix is a change in the case marking pattern of the transitive clause: the agent of the antipassive takes absolutive case, rather than ergative, and the patient takes dative case, rather than absolutive.
  Notice the contrast between the basic transitive clause in (21a) and the corresponding antipassive in (21b).

(21) a. bayi bargan
bagul yaa-gu
dyurga-nyu.
wallaby-abs
man-erg
spear-real
‘The man is spearing a wallaby.’  (Dixon 1972:65)

b.
bayi yaa
bagul bargan-gu
dyurga-na-nyu.
man-abs
wallaby-dat
spear-antipass-real
‘The man is spearing a wallaby.’  (Dixon 1972:66)
Besides the difference in case marking, there is also a striking difference with regard to the subjecthood tests which we discussed in the previous section.  If (and only if) the verb carries the antipassive suffix, the agent can be relativized, deleted in coordinate clauses, or function as the controllee in purpose clauses and Equi constructions.

We saw in example (12) that the agent of a basic transitive clause cannot be relativized; that is why (22a) is ungrammatical.  But the example becomes completely grammatical when the antipassive suffix is added to the verb of the modifying clause, as in (22b).  This contrast suggests that, in addition to bearing absolutive case marking, the agent of the antipassive is functioning syntactically as the absolutive argument, i.e., the grammatical subject.

(22)  Relativization

a.
*bayi yaa
[ ___
bayi yui
bagal-u ]
banaga-nyu.
  man-abs
 (erg)
kangaroo-abs
spear-rel
return-real
(for: ‘The man who speared the kangaroo is returning.’)


b.
bayi yaa
[ bagal-a-u
___
bagul yui-gu ]
banaga-nyu.
man-abs
 spear-antipass-rel
(abs)
kangaroo-dat
return-real
‘The man who speared the kangaroo is returning.’  (Dixon 1972:101)
The examples in (13) illustrated the fact that, in a coordinate sentence, the absolutive argument of the second clause may be deleted if and only if it is coreferential with the absolutive argument of the first clause.  Sentence (13c), repeated below as (23a), is ungrammatical because the deleted NP is not the absolutive argument but the ergative agent of the second clause.  But the sentence becomes grammatical when the antipassive suffix is added to the verb of the second clause, as in (23b).  Again, this contrast suggests that the agent of the antipassive is functioning syntactically as the absolutive argument.

(23)  Coordination Reduction

a.
*bayi yaa
bani-nyu,
balan dyugumbil
___
balga-n
  man-abs
come-real,
woman-abs
(erg)
hit-real
(for: ‘The man came and hit the woman.’)


b.
bayi yaa
bani-nyu,
bagun dyugumbil-gu
___
balgal-a-nyu
man-abs
come-real,
woman-dat
(abs)
hit-antipass-real
‘The man came and hit the woman.’  (Dixon 1972:130)
In section 3.3 we saw that in a purpose clause, both controller and controllee must be the absolutive arguments of their respective clauses.  Sentence (14e), repeated below as (24a), is ungrammatical because the controllee is an ergative agent.  But when the antipassive suffix is added to the verb of the subordinate clause, as in (24b), the sentence becomes grammatical.  Sentence (25) provides a similar example, with the agent of the antipassive functioning as controllee.

(24)  Purpose clauses

a.
*balan dyugumbil
bagul yaa-gu
wawu-n
balan nayinba
walmbil-i.
  woman-abs
man-erg
fetch-real
girl-abs
awaken-purp
(for: ‘The man fetched the woman to wake up the girls.’)


b.
balan dyugumbil
bagul yaa-gu
wawu-n,
woman-abs
man-erg

fetch-real


bagun nayinba-gu
walmbil-ay-gu.

girl-dat

awaken-antipass-purp
‘The man fetched the woman to wake up the girls.’  (Dixon 1972:74)
(25)
uma
banaga-nyu
yabu-gu
bual-ay-gu.
father-abs
return-real
mother-dat
see-antipass-purp
‘Father returned to watch mother.’  (Dixon, 1979:128)
Similarly, only the absolutive argument of the complement clause can function as controllee of the Equi (or “jussive”) construction; this was illustrated in (15)-(17).  Example (26a), in which the controllee is an ergative agent, is ungrammatical; but the sentence becomes grammatical when the antipassive suffix is added to the complement verb (26b).  A second example of this pattern is seen in (27).  Thus the control facts in purpose clauses and Equi complements support the conclusion that the agent of the antipassive clause is functioning syntactically as the absolutive argument, i.e., the grammatical subject.

(26)  Equi (“jussive”) constructions

a.
*ana
yabu
giga-n
nguma
bual-i.
 we-nom
mother-abs
tell-real
father-abs
see-purp
(for: ‘We told mother to watch father.’)


b.
ana
yabu
giga-n
uma-gu
bual-ay-gu.
we-nom
mother-abs
tell-real
father-dat
see-antipass-purp
‘We told mother to watch father.’  (Dixon 1979:129)
(27)
balan dyugumbil
bagul yaa-gu
giga-n
bagun buni-gu
mabal-ay-gu.
woman-abs
man-erg
tell-real
fire-dat
light-antipass-purp
‘The man told the woman to light a fire.’  (Dixon 1972:76)
All of the evidence we have considered in this section indicates that the antipassive construction involves more than just a change in case marking.  The syntactic properties of both agent and patient are affected by this process, with the agent taking on the properties associated with absolutive arguments in basic clauses.  Thus the change in case marking seems to reflect a change in grammatical relations.  Since we have argued that the absolutive argument in Dyirbal is the grammatical subject of its clause, we must conclude that in the antipassive construction the agent replaces the patient as grammatical subject.  How exactly does this change take place?

Recall that we defined the “absolutive argument” as being the patient of a transitive clause or the single direct argument (i.e., term) of an intransitive clause.  Dative case in Dyirbal is normally used for oblique arguments, so the fact that the patient takes dative case in the antipassive construction suggests that it has been demoted to oblique status.  But if this is true, then the antipassive clause contains only one direct argument, namely the agent.  It is therefore syntactically intransitive; the agent is the sole direct argument, and therefore an absolutive according to our definition of the term.  The absolutive case marking on the agent follows the regular rules of morphological case assignment in the language; and as absolutive argument, the agent bears the grammatical subject relation in the antipassive clause.

So the crucial effect of the antipassive morpheme is to demote the patient from term (direct argument) to oblique, creating an intransitive clause.  Compare this process with passivization.  As we saw in chapter 3, passivization always involves the demotion of the agent to oblique (or adjunct) status.  Some languages allow impersonal passives, in which no argument is promoted to subject; but all passives involve the demotion of the agent.  Thus passive and antipassive are strongly parallel in their effects.  Both processes are referred to as detransitivizing operations, because both reduce the number of direct arguments in the clause: passive by demoting the agent, antipassive by demoting the patient.

4.2  Uses of the antipassive construction in other languages

In Dyirbal, as we have seen, the antipassive is obligatory whenever a transitive agent is relativized, deleted under identity in a coordinate clause, functions as a controllee, etc.  But in addition to these syntactically motivated uses, there may be semantic or pragmatic factors which cause speakers to choose the antipassive form in particular contexts.  Some of these uses are particularly common among languages that have an antipassive.

Because the antipassive always demotes the patient, it tends to be used when the patient is less prominent or salient than the agent.  For example, in many ergative languages the antipassive is preferred or even required when the patient is indefinite.  In the Eskimo example (28a), the verb appears in its basic transitive form, agreeing with both agent and patient.  The agent takes ergative case and the patient absolutive, as expected; and the patient, although expressed as a bare common noun, is interpreted as being definite.  Compare this pattern with the corresponding antipassive in (28b).  In this example, the patient takes instrumental case, suggesting that it has been demoted to oblique status; the verb agrees only with the agent; and the agent, as the only direct argument in its clause, takes absolutive case.  Once again the patient is expressed as a bare common noun, but in this construction it is interpreted as being indefinite.  The same contrast occurs in Chukchee, as exemplified in (29a-b).

(28)  Greenlandic Eskimo (Sadock, 1980)


a.
Angut-ip
arnaq
unatar-paa.
man-erg
woman(abs)
beat-3sgA/3sgP
‘The man beat the woman.’


b.
Angut
arna-mik
unata-a-voq.
man(abs)
woman-instr
beat-antipass-3sgS
‘The man beat a woman.’


c.
Angut
unata-a-voq.
man(abs)
beat-antipass-3sgS
‘The man beat someone.’

(29)  Chukchee (Siberia; Kozinsky, Nedjalkov & Polinskaja, 1978)


a.
aaček-a
kimit-n
ne-nletet-n.
youth-erg
load-abs
3plA-carry-3sgP
‘The young men carried away the load.’


b.
aaček-t
ine-nletet-ge-t
kimit-e.
youth-abs
antipass-carry-3plS
load-instr
‘The young men carried away a load.’

Another context where the antipassive is frequently preferred or required is when the patient is unspecified, i.e., omitted entirely.  This pattern was illustrated for Eskimo in (28c); a similar Chukchee example is seen in (30b).

(30)  Chukchee (Kozinsky, Nedjalkov & Polinskaja, 1978)


a.
tlg-e
qora-
qrir-nin.
father-erg
deer-abs
look.for-3sgA/3sgP
‘The father looked for the deer.’


b.
tlg-n
ena-rer-ge.
father-abs
antipass-look.for-3sgS
‘The father did some searching.’ (i.e., searched for something)

The antipassive may also be required when the patient is incorporated into the verb.  In (31a), the patient is expressed by an independent absolutive NP qaa-t ‘deer’.  In (31b), however, the patient is expressed by a noun stem which is morphologically affixed to the antipassive verb.

(31)  Chukchee (Kozinsky, Nedjalkov & Polinskaja, 1978)


a.
nan
qaa-t
qrir-nin-et.
he(erg)
deer-abs.pl
look.for-3sgA/3plP
‘He looked for the deer (pl.).’


b.
tlon
qaa-Ø-rer-ge.

he(abs)
deer-antipass-look.for-3sgS
‘He was looking for deer.’

The antipassive is frequently used to indicate that the patient is unaffected or only partially affected by the action.  In (32b), the antipassive is used to produce a partitive interpretation, meaning that only part of the meat was eaten, in contrast to the ergative (32a) which implies that all of the meat was eaten. In (33b), the antipassive is used to indicate that the action was directed toward the patient but did not necessarily affect the patient, in contrast to the ergative (33a).

(32) Eskimo (Woodbury, 1977; Foley & Van Valin, 1985)


a.
Arna-p
niqi
niri-vaa.
woman-erg
meat(abs)
eat-3sgA/3sgP
‘The woman ate the meat.’


b.
Arnaq
niqi-mik
niri-ig-puq.
woman(abs)
meat-instr
eat-antipass-3sgS
The woman ate some of the meat. 

(33)  Chukchee (Kozinsky, Nedjalkov & Polinskaja, 1978)


a.
tlg-e
key-n
penr-nen.
father-erg
bear-abs
attack-3sgA/3sgP
‘The father attacked the bear.’


b.
tlg-n
penr-tko-ge
kay-et.
father-abs
attack-antipass-3sgS
bear-dat
‘The father rushed at the bear.’

Hopper and Thompson (1980) point out that these kinds of semantic contrasts are correlated with transitivity in many languages.  The antipassive construction is a paradigm example of this correlation.  Syntactically, it creates an intransitive clause by demoting the patient.  Semantically, it often marks the patient as being indefinite, partially affected, etc.

5.  Syntactic ergativity in Western Austronesian

Several Western Austronesian languages have been described as syntactically ergative in the sense that the patient, rather than the agent, is the grammatical subject of a basic transitive clause.  What makes these Austronesian examples especially interesting is that they tend to exhibit non-demoting voice alternations.  This means that a typical transitive verb will appear in two different forms, one taking the patient as subject and the other taking the agent as subject; but both forms are syntactically transitive.  Both agent and patient are terms (non-oblique arguments) no matter which one is selected as subject.  In other words, the alternation in subject selection in these languages does not involve the demotion of a core argument, unlike the passive or antipassive constructions we have discussed thus far.

Rather than speaking of “agents” and “patients” in this section, I will (following Foley and Van Valin, 1984) use the more general terms Actor and Undergoer.  The Actor is, roughly speaking, the most agent-like semantic role in the clause, whether that is an experiencer, inanimate force, instrument, or even recipient (e.g. with get or receive).  The Undergoer is the argument which the speaker views as being most directly affected by the action, or toward which the action is directed.  I will refer to the construction in which the Actor is selected as grammatical subject as the Actor Voice (AV), and the construction in which the Undergoer is selected as grammatical subject as the Undergoer Voice (UV).

We have defined a syntactically ergative language as being one in which the patient, rather than the agent, is the grammatical subject of a basic transitive clause.  Thus if there are two different transitive clause types, we cannot evaluate the claim of syntactic ergativity until we know which one is more “basic”.  In the languages we will consider here there are several reasons to believe that the basic transitive clause is the UV form, in which the Undergoer is selected as grammatical subject.  One piece of evidence comes from morphological markedness: the UV form of the verb is generally unmarked (i.e., expressed as a bare stem), while the AV form of the verb bears an overt affix.  Another kind of evidence has to do with text frequency: the Undergoer Voice tends to be used more frequently in transitive clauses than the Actor Voice.  (This tendency stands in strong contrast to languages like English, in which active verbs far outnumber passive verbs in most contexts.)  Both of these facts support the claim that the UV form is more basic than the AV form.  We will discuss this issue in more detail, bringing in other kinds of evidence, in section 5.3.

It is certainly not the case that all Western Austronesian languages are syntactically ergative, but this pattern has been reported in a number of languages which are geographically widely scattered and genetically not closely related.  In this section we will examine some of the relevant data in two relatively well-documented cases: Balinese (spoken in south central Indonesia) based on the analysis and data of Arka (1998) and Wechsler & Arka (1998); and Pangutaran Sama (spoken in the southern Philippines) with data taken from Walton (1986).

5.1  Balinese

In Balinese, the UV form of a transitive verb is unmarked, as illustrated in (34a). The AV form is marked by an underspecified nasal prefix which merges with or assimilates to a following obstruent; this is illustrated in (34b), where N- + tumbas > numbas.  The AV prefix N- is realized as a velar nasal when the stem does not begin with an obstruent.  (Note: Balinese has two registers, or speech varieties.  Choice of register depends on the relative age, social status etc. of the speaker and hearer, and also the identity of the person or thing being talked about.  Unless otherwise marked, the following examples represent the low/common register.)

(34) Balinese (high register; Wechsler & Arka 1998:388)


a.
Bawi-ne
punika
Ø-tumbas
tiang.
pig-def
that
uv-buy
1sg
‘I bought the pig.’


b.
Tiang
numbas
bawi-ne
punika.
1sg
av.buy
pig-def
that
‘I bought the pig.’

As these examples illustrate, the Undergoer appears in pre-verbal position in UV clauses while the Actor appears in pre-verbal position in AV clauses.  Wechsler & Arka (1998) present several independent pieces of evidence to support their analysis of the pre-verbal NP as grammatical subject.

The first piece of evidence comes from relativization.  In Balinese, the only positions which can be relativized are subjects (using a gapping strategy) and possessors of subjects (using a resumptive pronoun strategy).
  Thus the Undergoer can be relativized only when the subordinate verb is marked for UV; note the contrast in (35a-b).  The Actor can be relativized only when the subordinate verb is marked for AV, as illustrated in (35c-d).

(35) Balinese relativization (Wechsler & Arka 1998:390)

a.
anak-e
cenik
[ane
Ø-gugut
cicing]
ento
person-def
small
 rel
uv-bite
dog
that
‘the child whom the dog bit’


b.
*anak-e
cenik
[ane
ngugut
cicing]
ento
 person-def
small
 rel
av.bite
dog
that
(for: ‘the child whom the dog bit’)


c.
cicing
[ane
ngugut
anak-e
cenik]
ento
dog
 rel
av.bite
person-def
small
that
‘the dog that bit the child’


d.
*cicing
[ane
anak-e
cenik
Ø-gugut]
ento
  dog
 rel
person-def
small
uv-bite
that
(for: ‘the dog that bit the child’)

Second, only grammatical subjects can undergo Raising.  Examples (36-37) illustrate this using the intransitive Raising predicate ngenah ‘seem’.  When this predicate appears with a full sentential complement, i.e., when no raising is involved, the complement verb may appear in either the UV (36a) or AV (37a) form.  When the complement verb takes UV marking, only the Undergoer can be raised (36b-c); and when the complement verb takes AV marking, only the Actor can be raised (37b-c).

(36) Balinese (Wechsler & Arka 1998:391)

a.
Ngenah
sajan
[kapelihan-ne
Ø-engkebang
ci]
seem
much
 mistake-3sg.poss
uv-hide
2sg
‘It is very apparent that you are hiding his/her wrongdoing.’


b.
Kapelihan-ne
ngenah
sajan
Ø-engkebang
ci
mistake-3sg.poss
seem
much
uv-hide
2sg
‘It is very apparent that you are hiding his/her wrongdoing.’


c.
*Ci
ngenah
sajan
kapelihan-ne
Ø-engkebang
  2sg
seem
much
mistake-3sg.poss
uv-hide

(37) Balinese (Wechsler & Arka 1998:392)

a.
Ngenah
sajan
[ci
ngengkebang
kapelihan-ne]
seem
much
 2sg
av.hide
mistake-3sg.poss
‘It is very apparent that you are hiding his/her wrongdoing.’


b.
Ci
ngenah
sajan
ngengkebang
kapelihan-ne
2sg
seem
much
av.hide
mistake-3sg.poss
‘It is very apparent that you are hiding his/her wrongdoing.’


c.
?*Kapelihan-ne
ngenah
sajan
ci
ngengkebang
   mistake-3sg.poss
seem
much
2sg
av.hide

The same restrictions apply in the case of “Subject to Object Raising”.  The examples in (38) involve the transitive Raising predicate tawang ‘know’.  When the complement verb is an UV form, only the Undergoer can be raised (38a-b); and when the complement verb takes AV marking, only the Actor can be raised (38c-d).  (For simplicity the UV form of the matrix verb is used in all of these examples, but the same pattern holds when the matrix verb is marked for AV.)

(38) Balinese (Wechsler & Arka 1998:397)

a.
Wayan
Ø-tawang-a
lakar
Ø-tangkep
polisi
Wayan
uv-know-3sg
fut
uv-arrest
police
‘He knew that the police would arrest Wayan.’


b.
*Polisi
Ø-tawang-a
Wayan
lakar
Ø-tangkep
  police
uv-know-3sg
Wayan
fut
uv-arrest


c.
Polisi
Ø-tawang-a
lakar
nangkep
Wayan
police
uv-know-3sg
fut
av.arrest
Wayan
‘He knew that the police would arrest Wayan.’


d.
*Wayan
Ø-tawang-a
polisi
lakar
nangkep
  Wayan
uv-know-3sg
police
fut
av.arrest

There is a very strong cross-linguistic tendency for Raising to target only subjects, so these facts provide strong support for the claim that AV verbs select the Actor as grammatical subject, while UV verbs select the Undergoer as grammatical subject.

Similarly, the controllee in Equi constructions and adverbial clauses must be the grammatical subject.  Thus in (39), when the complement verb appears in the UV form (39a), the controllee must be the Undergoer; and when the complement verb appears in the AV form (39b), the controllee must be the Actor.  The examples in (40) involve an adverbial purpose clause.  Once again, the controllee must be the Undergoer when the subordinate clause contains an UV verb (40a), but the controllee must be the Actor when the subordinate clause contains an AV verb (40b).

(39) Balinese (Artawa 1998:134)

a.
Tiang
edot
[ ___
Ø-tangkep
polisi ]
1sg
want

uv-arrest
police
‘I want the police to arrest me.’


b.
Tiang
edot
[ ___
nangkep
polisi ]
1sg
want

av.arrest
police
‘I want to arrest the police.’

(40) Balinese (adapted from Artawa 1998:91)

a.
Cai
teka
mai
[apang
___
bisa
Ø-tulung-in
cang]
2sg
come
here
 so.that

can
uv-help-appl
1sg
‘You came here so that I could help you.’


b.
Cai
teka
mai
[apang
___
bisa
nulung-in
cang]
2sg
come
here
 so.that

can
av.help-appl
1sg
‘You came here so that you could help me.’

The examples in (41) show that non-subjects cannot be controllees in an Equi construction.  (Notice that in these examples, apparently involving a father speaking to his child, the speaker uses the term ‘father’ in place of a first person pronoun.)  When the complement verb appears in the AV form, the controllee must be the Actor as in (41a); it cannot be the Undergoer (41c).  Similarly, when the complement verb appears in the UV form, the controllee must be the Undergoer (41b); it cannot be the Actor (41d).

(41) Balinese (Arka 1998, ch. 2; Artawa 1998:127?)

a.
Cai
edot
[ __
nyakitin
bapa]?
2
want

av.hurt
father
‘Do you want to hurt me (=Father)?’


b.
Cai
edot
[ __
sakitin 
bapa]?
2
want

uv.hurt
father
‘Do you want me (=Father) to hurt you?’


c.
*Bapa
sing
edot
[ cai
nyakitin
__ ].
 father
neg
want
  2
av.hurt
‘I (=Father) do not want you to hurt me.’


d.
*Bapa
sing
edot
[ cai
sakitin
__ ].
 father
neg
want
  2
uv.hurt
‘I (=Father) do not want to hurt you.’

All of this evidence confirms the fact that the alternation between AV and UV involves a change in the grammatical subject of the clause.  This in itself is not surprising, of course, since many languages have superficially similar voice systems.  What is surprising is our earlier claim that both AV and UV clauses are syntactically transitive, containing two direct (term) arguments; neither construction involves the demotion of a core argument.  We will now look at some of the evidence which supports this claim.

Wechsler & Arka (1998) state that terms in Balinese (as in English) are always NPs, while oblique arguments are always expressed as PPs.  Thus the fact that both Actor and Undergoer appear as bare NPs in AV and UV clauses suggests that they are both terms.  This conclusion is supported by the behavior of “floating quantifiers”.

Balinese has several quantifiers meaning ‘all’.  These quantifiers normally occur within the NP which they modify, but they may also appear in sentence-final position.  When this happens, the quantifier may be interpreted as modifying any NP argument of the sentence; but it cannot modify a PP argument, as illustrated in the following examples.  (All the arguments in these examples are pronouns, which take on a plural interpretation when modified by the quantifier.  The complex quantifier ajak makejang ‘all’ is used only for animate NPs.)

(42) Balinese (Wechsler & Arka 1998:404)

a.
Ia
matakon
[teken
tiang]
ibi
ajak.makejang.
3
ask
 to
1
yesterday
all
(i) ‘They all asked me yesterday.’
but not: (ii) ?*‘He asked us all yesterday.’


b.
Ia
natakon-in
tiang
ibi
ajak.makejang.
3
av.ask-appl
1
yesterday
all
(i) ‘They all asked me yesterday.’
or: (ii) ‘He asked us all yesterday.’


c.
Ia
dengok-in
tiang
ibi
ajak.makejang.
3
uv.visit-appl
1
yesterday
all
(i) ‘We all visited him yesterday.’
or: (ii) ‘I visited all of them yesterday.’

Sentence (42a) is an intransitive sentence containing a third person subject and a first person oblique argument.  The floated quantifier ‘all’ can only be interpreted as modifying the subject NP, and not the oblique PP.  But in (42b) the verb takes an applicative suffix which creates an AV transitive clause.  Both Actor and Undergoer appear as bare NPs, and both can be interpreted as being modified by the floated quantifier.  The same is true of the UV clause in (42c).

Wechsler & Arka (1998) state that floating quantifiers in Balinese may modify any term (direct argument) but no non-term.  Thus the examples in (42) provide evidence that both AV and UV clauses contain two direct arguments; both are syntactically transitive.

Further support for this claim comes from the contrast between the UV construction and the Balinese passive, which is illustrated in (43).  We are interested primarily in comparing the status of the Actor phrase within the two constructions.  Notice that the Actor of the passive is marked with a preposition antuk, whereas the UV Actor appears as a bare NP.  The Actor of the passive is optional, as indicated by the parentheses in (43a), but the Actor phrase is obligatory in the UV construction.

(43)  Balinese Passive (high register; Wechsler & Arka 1998:429; Wayan Arka, p.c.)

a.
Buku-ne
ka-ambil
(antuk
i
guru).
book-def
pass-take
 by
art
teacher
‘The book has been taken (by the teacher).’


b.
Buku-ne
ka-ambil
antuk
i
guru
sami(an).
book-def
pass-take
by
art
teacher
all
‘The books have all been taken by the teachers.’
(not: *‘The books have been taken by all the teachers.’)

In (43b) the floating quantifier sami(an) ‘all’ (high form) can only be interpreted as modifying the patient ‘books’, and not as modifying the passive Actor ‘teachers’.  This fact provides additional evidence for the claim that passive Actors, unlike UV Actors, are oblique arguments.

Possessor-topicalization provides another test for termhood.  As in Indonesian (see chapter 7), certain possessors in Balinese can be topicalized using a resumptive pronoun strategy.  Arka (1998) shows that this is possible only for possessors of term NPs, but not for possessors of obliques.  The construction is illustrated in (44b), where the topicalized NP corresponds to the possessor of the subject; and (45b), where the topicalized NP corresponds to the possessor of the direct object.  Note the use of the resumptive pronoun =ne.

(44) a.
Ibi
[panak
I Ketut=e]SUBJ
gugut
cicing.
yesterday
 child
I Ketut=def
uv.bite
dog
‘Yesterday a dog bit I Ketut’s child’


b.
I Ketut
ibi
panak=ne
gugut
cicing.
I Ketut
yesterday
child=3
uv.bite
dog
‘As for I Ketut, a dog bit his child yesterday.’

(45) a.
Dibi
tiang
nulungin
[pianak
I Ketut=e]OBJ .
(high reg.)
yesterday
1
av.help
 child
I Ketut =def
‘I helped I Ketut’s child yesterday.’


b.
I Ketut
dibi
tiang
nulungin
pianak=ne.
(high reg.)
I Ketut
yesterday
1
av.help
child=3
‘As for I Ketut, I helped his child yesterday’

The examples in (46) show that, in a ditransitive clause, the topicalized element may be the possessor of either the primary object (46a) or the secondary object (46b).

(46) a.
I Ketut,
ci
maang
adin=ne
jam.
I Ketut
2
av.give
sibling=3
watch
‘As for I Ketut, you gave his younger sibling a watch.’


b.
I Ketut,
ci
maang
cang
jam=ne.
I Ketut
2
av.give
1
watch=3sg
‘As for I Ketut, you gave me his watch’

The critical example is (47b), which shows that the possessor of an oblique argument cannot be topicalized.  In other words, this construction is a valid test for termhood.  Thus (45) and (46) provide clear evidence for the transitivity of the AV construction.

(47) a.
Ibi
cai
ngejang
nasi
[di
bodag
I Ketut=e]OBL
yesterday
2
av.put
rice
 in
basket
I Ketut=def
‘You put rice in I Ketut’s basket yesterday.’


b.
*I Ketut
ibi
cai
ngejang
nasi
di
bodag=ne.
 I Ketut
yesterday
2
av.put
rice
in
basket=3
(for: ‘As for I Ketut, you put rice in his basket yesterday.’)

Unfortunately this test cannot be applied to possessors of Actors in the UV construction, because UV Actors are normally indefinite while possessed NPs are normally definite.  However, additional evidence for the termhood of these arguments (and hence the transitivity of the UV clause) comes from reflexive binding.  The Actor of an UV clause can function as the antecedent of a reflexive pronoun within that clause, as in (48a).  (The Actor in this example is the clitic pronoun =a; the Undergoer awakne ‘himself’ is the grammatical subject, but occurs in final position in this sentence.)  But the passive Actor can not be the antecedent of a reflexive, as illustrated in (48b).
  Wechsler & Arka (1998) argue that this contrast is explained by the difference in syntactic status between UV Actors, which are terms, and passive Actors which are oblique arguments.

(48)  a.  UV form:
Bambang-e
ento
Ø-pulang-in=a
awakne.
hole-def
that
uv-drop-appl=3i
himselfi
‘Into the hole he dumped himself.’


b.  Passive form (high register):
?*Bambang-e
ento
ka-pulang-in
ragan idane
antuk
ida.
    hole-def
that
pass-drop-appl
himselfi
by
3i
(*‘Into the hole himself was dumped by him.’)

We conclude, then, that Balinese has two different transitive clause types.  We will refer to the UV construction as an ergative clause, because the Undergoer is the grammatical subject.  It contrasts with the AV construction, in which the Actor is the grammatical subject, which we will refer to as an active clause.  Let us now turn to another language which exhibits a very similar pattern.

5.2  Pangutaran Sama

The contrast between Actor Voice and Undergoer Voice in Pangutaran Sama is illustrated in examples (49) – (51). Walton (1986:2) states that the basic word order pattern in a transitive clause, regardless of voice marking, is Verb-Actor-Undergoer-other.  As these examples show, UV verbs are morphologically unmarked (i.e., expressed as a bare stem).  The AV form for most transitive verbs is marked by an underspecified nasal prefix, similar to the Balinese AV marker, as seen in (50b) and (51b).  A few verbs take a different prefix mag‑, as in (49b).

(49) a.  Ø-tigad
onde’
so.
uv-cut
child
snake
‘The child cut the snake.’


b.
mag-tigad
onde’
so.
av-cut
child
snake
‘The child cut a snake.’

(50) a.  Ø-
ku
taumpa’.
uv-buy
1sg.gen
shoe
‘I bought the shoes.’


b.
N-
aku
taumpa’.
av-buy
1sg.nom
shoe
‘I bought some shoes.’

(51) a.  Ø-’
nu
aku.
uv-fetch
2sg.gen
1sg.nom
‘You fetch me.’


b.
N-’
ka’u
ma=aku.
av-fetch
2sg.nom
dat=1sg
‘You fetch me.

(Walton 1986:107, 109)
As examples (50)-(51) illustrate, pronouns are inflected for case, with subjects taking nominative case and non-subject Actors taking genitive case.  Other NPs are unmarked for case.  As in Balinese, both Actor and Undergoer are generally expressed as bare NPs in both AV and UV clauses.  But if the Undergoer of an AV clause is definite and human (or personal), as in (51b), it is often marked with the prepositional clitic ma=.
  This marker has both dative and locative uses; I will gloss it as a dative case marker.

Notice that the Undergoer NP in (49) and (50) consists of a bare common noun.  In the UV sentences (49a) and (50a) the Undergoer is interpreted as being definite, while in the corresponding AV sentences (49b) and (50b) it is interpreted as being indefinite.  This is not accidental, but reflects an important constraint on the choice of voice marking.  Gault (1999:8-9) states that in Sama Bangingi’, a language very closely related to Pangutaran, grammatical subjects are nearly always definite; and if the Undergoer is definite, it will normally be chosen as grammatical subject, i.e., the verb will normally appear in the UV form.  This generalization holds true for Tagalog and a large number of other Philippine languages as well.

Like Balinese, Pangutaran Sama has an applicative suffix which can promote an oblique argument (e.g. benefactive) to Undergoer.  Verbs that carry this applicative suffix can appear in both voices, UV (52b) and AV (52c), like any other transitive stem.

(52) a.  Ø-
ku
taumpa’
ma
si
Andi.
uv-buy
1sg.gen
shoe
dat
pers
Andy
‘I bought the shoes for Andy.’


b.
Ø--an
ku
si
Andi
taumpa’.
uv-buy-appl
1sg.gen
pers
Andy
shoe
‘I bought Andy some shoes.’


c.
N--an
aku
si
Andi
taumpa’.
Av-buy-appl
1sg.nom
pers
Andy
shoe
‘I bought Andy some shoes.’

Let us now consider some of the evidence which shows that that the Actor is the grammatical subject of an AV clause, while the Undergoer is the grammatical subject of an UV clause.  As in Balinese, an important piece of evidence comes from relativization: only grammatical subjects can be relativized.  Thus when the Undergoer is relativized, the embedded clause must contain an UV verb (53a-b), but when the Actor is relativized the embedded clause must contain an AV verb (53c-d).

(53) a.  
na
tangan
ku
[bay
Ø-pppōk
mastal].
painful
now
hand
1sg.gen
 past
uv-strike
teacher
‘My hand which the teacher beat is painful.’
(Walton 1986:115)

b.
*
na
tangan
ku
[bay
N-ppōk
mastal].
  painful
now
hand
1sg.gen
 past
av-strike
teacher


c.

na
mastal
[bay
N-ppōk
tangan
ku].
laugh
now
teacher
 past
av-strike
hand
1sg.gen
‘the teacher who beat my hand is laughing.’


d.
*
na
mastal
[bay
Ø-ppōk
tangan
ku].
  laugh
now
teacher
 past
uv-strike
hand
1sg.gen
Walton (1986:123-128) shows that the same constraint applies to other “Filler-Gap” constructions, specifically Clefts, Wh- questions, and Topicalization.  In each case the “gap” must be the grammatical subject of its clause, i.e., the Actor in AV clauses and the Undergoer in UV clauses.

Another test for subjecthood in Sama involves a class of raising predicates meaning ‘easy’, ‘difficult’, ‘likely’, ‘almost’, etc.  Walton states that only the grammatical subject of the complement clause can be raised to preverbal position following these predicates.
  Thus only the Actor can be raised when the complement verb is marked for AV as in (54), and only the Undergoer can be raised when the complement verb is marked for UV as in (55a).  When the Undergoer is raised in this construction, it seems to be more common for the Actor to be supressed (i.e., omitted entirely) through the use of the passive (see below), as in (55b), or the abilitative/non-volitional form of the verb.

(54) a.  alōd
du
aku
N-apas
manuk.
difficult
indeed
1sg.nom
av-chase
chicken
‘It is difficult for me to chase chickens.’

(Walton 1986:129)

b.
luhay
aku
N-daog
atu
ku.
easily
1sg.nom
av-defeat
enemy
1sg.gen
‘I will easily defeat my opponent.’

(55) a.  alōd
du
so-sandu'
Ø-bono'
ku.
difficult
indeed
cobra
uv-kill
1sg.gen
‘It was difficult for me to kill the cobra.’


b.
alōd
du
so-sandu'
b-i-ono'.
difficult
indeed
cobra
pass-kill
‘It is difficult to kill a cobra.’

As in Balinese, there is a clear contrast in Sama between the UV construction and a true passive.  As illustrated in (56), the passive in Pangutaran Sama is marked by an infix -i- which immediately follows the first consonant of the stem.  In addition to this difference in verbal morphology, the passive Actor is marked by a preposition uk, while the UV Actor is (as we have seen) a bare NP.

(56) a.  Ø-blla
dnda
kiyakan
kami.
uv-cook
girl
food
1pl.gen
‘The girl cooked our food.’


b.
b-i-lla
uk
dnda
kiyakan
kami.
pass-cook
by
girl
food
1pl.gen
‘Our food was cooked by the girl.’

(Walton 1986:117)
Further differences between UV and passive Actors are illustrated in (57) and (58).  First, passive Actors are optional; they can be freely omitted, as in (57b).  UV Actors, in contrast, cannot be omitted except under coreference with a definite antecedent; this is shown in (57a).  Second, passive Actors may be displaced from their normal post-verbal position to appear at the end of the sentence, as in (58c); but this is not possible with UV Actors, as seen in (58b).

(57) a.  *Ø-
kiyakan
kami.
  uv-cook
food
1pl.gen
(for: ‘Someone cooked our food.’)
(Walton 1986:117)

b.
b-i-lla
na
kiyakan
kami.
pass-cook
now
food
1pl.gen
‘Our food is already cooked.’

(58) a.  Ø-kulamas
Putli’

na
maka
jaum.
uv-scratch
princess
husband
3sg.gen
with
needle
‘The princess scratched her husband with a needle.’


b.
*Ø-kulamas

na
maka
jaum
Putli’.
  uv-scratch
husband
3sg.gen
with
needle
princess
(for: ‘The princess scratched her husband with a needle.’)


c.
k-i-ulamas

na
maka
jaum
uk
Putli’.
pass-scratch
husband
3sg.gen
with
needle
by
princess
‘Her husband was scratched with a needle by the princess.’

Walton cites these differences as evidence that the passive Actor is an oblique argument, whereas the UV Actor is a term.  So the alternation between Actor Voice vs. Undergoer Voice in Pangutaran Sama, as in Balinese, does not involve the demotion of a core argument.

5.3  “Patient preference” and Markedness

Non-demoting voice systems are found in a number of other Western Austronesian languages as well.  Schachter (1984) presents a clear analysis of such a system in Toba Batak, spoken on the island of Sumatra in northwestern Indonesia.  Kroeger (1993) proposes a non-demoting analysis for the more complex voice system of Tagalog, and this analysis could be readily extended to many other languages of the central Philippines and north-eastern Borneo.

The existence of such systems was, until relatively recently, a controversial issue.  Most generative theories of syntax in the 1970s and 1980s predicted that voice alternations could only occur through the demotion of the underlying subject, normally the agent.

Another somewhat controversial feature of these languages is the ergative “slant” to the syntax, i.e., the apparent preference for selecting Undergoers rather than Actors as grammatical subjects.  Many theories predicted that the Actor must universally be selected as subject in the most basic transitive construction.  Languages like Dyirbal were thought to be excedingly rare, and were handled by some exceptional means.  But linguists are discovering that syntactic ergativity is more common than we once thought.

We suggested in the introduction to section 5 that the basic transitive construction in Sama and Balinese was the UV form.  What we mean by “basic” in this sense can be more precisely expressed in terms of markedness.

The concept of markedness expresses the tendency for one member of a set of opposing values to be “preferred” over the others.  In any paradigm or set of linguistic elements which may contrast with each other, the most basic or preferred element is called the unmarked member of the set.  Some of the criteria which can be used to identify this element include the following:

a.
morphological markedness:
the element which is morphologically simpler (e.g. bears fewer affixes) is likely to be the most basic (unmarked) alternative.  In particular, zero morphemes tend to be associated with the unmarked alternative.

b.
frequency:
the unmarked alternative tends to occur more frequently, e.g. in text counts, than its marked counterparts.

c.
distribution:
the unmarked alternative is generally less restricted in its distribution; it tends to occur in a broader range of environments than its marked counterparts.  In contexts where the opposition is neutralized, i.e., where only one of the competing forms may occur, the unmarked form is more likely to be chosen.

d.
acquisition:
children tend to acquire the unmarked form earler than its marked counterparts.

Let us try to use these criteria to evaluate the claim that Undergoer Voice is the unmarked voice category in the languages we have been discussing.  First, in terms of morphological markedness, we have already seen that the UV form in both Balinese and Sama bears a zero morpheme, in contrast to the nasal prefix which marks the corresponding AV form.

Second, with respect to text frequency, we have mentioned that UV tends to occur more frequently than AV.  Let us look at some of the numbers which support this claim:

Sama Bangingi’:
Gault (1999:61) did an analysis of voice selection in Sama Bangingi’ narratives.  She reports that, out of 246 transitive clauses in 7 texts, only 25% were AV forms, 75% UV (or other minor types).

Toba Batak:
Wouk (1984) carried out a study of Toba Batak texts.  Out of 312 transitive clauses in her sample, only 108 (roughly one-third) were active (AV) while 204 (roughly two-thirds) were non-active.

Tagalog:
Cooreman, Fox and Givón (1984) report on a similar study of Tagalog, based on a number of texts taken from Bloomfield’s corpus.  They report that 166 out of the 203 verb-initial (i.e., basic word order) transitive clauses in their sample were in non-active voice.  That is, the Actor was selected as subject in only 18.2% of the transitive clauses with basic word order.

These figures stand in sharp contrast to the pattern observed in languages like English.  In most English texts, the active voice is far more frequent than the passive.  Svartvik (1966) analyzed extracts from two Enlish novels and found that the passive voice was used in only 8% of the transitive clauses; 92% of the transitive clauses were active.  However, in a sample of scientific writing the ratio was nearly even: 51% active, 49% passive. 
  So the relative frequency is clearly influenced by factors like “register”, degree of formality etc.; but in most everyday contexts, English speakers use the active voice far more often than the passive.

The ratio of AV to UV in Balinese seems to fall somewhere between the figures for English and those for the other Austronesian languages mentioned above.  Wayan Pastika (1999) carried out a very detailed study on the voice category of transitive verbs in Balinese narrative discourse.  He found that in spoken narrative, the ratio of AV to UV in main clauses was 50-50, whereas in written narrative the ratio was around 70% AV to 30% UV.  AV was used more frequently in subordinate clauses in both genra, but the difference in frequency was more pronounced in written narrative.

A third kind of evidence that UV is more basic than AV relates to occurrence in particular environments.  As mentioned in the previous section, the rule of subject selection for Sama, Tagalog and other Philippine languages favors the UV form.  If there is only one definite argument in a clause, that argument will normally be selected as subject.  But if both the Actor and Undergoer are definite, the Undergoer will normally be selected as subject (i.e., the UV form will be used).
  Thus in environments where the Actor and Undergoer are equally “available” for subject selection, the Undergoer is strongly preferred.

Finally, the available evidence on child language acquisition leads to the same conclusion.  Studies on the acquisition of Tagalog verbs (Tucker, 1971; Segalowitz and Galang, 1978; Galang, 1982) indicate that Tagalog-speaking children learn UV forms earlier than the corresponding AV forms.  We would normally expect children to learn the most basic form first.  For example, in English (and most other languages for which data is available) children acquire the active voice before the passive.  So the developmental evidence cited above supports the claim that UV is more basic than AV, at least in Tagalog.

6.  Conclusion

The crucial difference between a syntactically ergative language like Dyirbal and a language of the more familiar (nominative-accusative) type (e.g. English) has to do with the alignment of semantic roles to grammatical relations.  A basic transitive clause in an accusative language has the agent as subject (59a), while a basic transitive clause in an ergative language has the patient as subject (59b).  We have argued that some languages, like Balinese and Sama, have transitive constructions of both types.  (We follow Wechsler & Arka (1998) here in identifying the agent of an ergative clause as a kind of semantically restricted object; cf. Marantz 1984.)

(59)
a.  cut   <
agent,
patient
>
Active

|
|

subj
obj

b.  cut   <
agent,
patient
>
Ergative

|
|

obj
subj
In chapter 3 we saw that the passive rule demotes the agent to oblique status, and typically promotes the patient to subject.  As we have seen in this chapter, the antipassive rule in ergative languages has the opposite effect, demoting the patient to the status of an oblique.  The alignments which these processes create are shown in (60).

(60)
a.  cut   <
agent,
patient
>
Passive

|
|

(obl)
subj

b.  cut   <
agent,
patient
>
Antipassive

|
|

subj
(obl)

One difficulty in recognizing syntactic ergativity is that certain properties which are often assumed to be tests for subjecthood may actually, at least in some languages, be determined on the basis of semantic roles.  Since the agent is not the same as the grammatical subject in the ergative construction, there is a potential for a “split” pattern in the syntax between agent properties and subject properties.  Reflexive binding and certain types of Equi construction are frequently associated with agents, while Raising and relativization are more likely to be restricted to grammatical subjects.  See Manning (1996) for a detailed discussion of these issues and a cross-linguistic survey of syntactic ergativity.

�There are often strong correlations of semantic role (agent or Actor) and pragmatic function (Topic) with the subject, but these factors themselves do not determine subjecthood.


�The use of the overt pronoun in this example produces an emphatic reading.


�Reflexive binding is another very helpful test, since the antecedent of a reflexive must always be the subject.  But since there is no passive alternation in Warlpiri, this test does not distinguish grammatical subjects from Actors.


�The adverbial clause in (8b-c) agrees in case marking with its controller.


� Most of the examples in this section were originally taken from Dixon (1972).  The Dyirbal data has been widely discussed by a number of authors, including Dixon (1979), Mel’čuk (1979), Foley and Van Valin (1984), Comrie (1981), and Levin (19983).


� Dixon (1972:55) states that two tenses are morphologically distinguished in Dyirbal: future vs. “unmarked” (i.e., non-future).  In the examples that follow the future tense is labeled irrealis, and the non-future tense is labeled realis.  The realis suffix has two allomorphs, -n and –nyu.


� Dixon (1972:249) identifies this suffix as an aspect marker; it can also be used to mark repeated actions.


� Dixon (1972:65) states that it is also possible for the demoted patient of the antipassive to take instrumental/ergative case marking.


� The antipassive morpheme in Chukchee appears in a number of different allomorphs; here it is marked by zero.


� This is quite similar to the situation in Malay/Indonesian, as discussed in chapter 7.


�The Actor can only be omitted from a UV clause under identity with some other NP in its immediate context, i.e., as an instance of zero anaphora with a definite antecedent.


�Balinese reflexives may take discourse antecedents, if the clause contains no term argument which is higher on the thematic hierarchy.  This can produce apparent binding by passive agents, as in W&A ex. (95).


� The use of dative case for definite animate direct objects is wide-spread in the Philippines.  These dative objects are clearly terms, rather than obliques, at least in Tagalog.  The use of ma to mark objects in Sama requires further study; it appears to be more restricted than the corresponding Tagalog pattern, and may even be lexically specified.


� I would like to thank Chuck Walton (p.c.) for providing examples (53a) and (54a).


� Walton, following the terminology of Foley and Van Valin (1984), uses the term “Pragmatic Pivot” instead of grammatical subject.


� The Actor cannot be suppressed when the complement verb is a normal UV form, as discussed immediately below.  The primary uses of the abilitative/non-volitional mood in Sama seem quite parallel to the use of the non-volitional mood in Tagalog and other Philippine languages, though the specific affix involved in the non-volitional UV form is not cognate.


� Walton (1983) identifies the AV form as an “antipassive”, partly on the basis of the dative marking on definite human objects.  But as Foley and Van Valin (1984:177) point out, there is no evidence that these objects have been demoted to oblique status; see footnote 10 above.


� Adapted from Greenberg, 1966; Croft, 1990.


� These figures are taken from Svartvik 1966:62, Table 4.13.


�Passives are excluded from these figures.  Passive forms accounted for 6.4% percent of all transitive clauses in spoken narrative, and for 9.8% percent in written narrative.  If passive and UV forms were counted together in opposition to the active (AV) form, non-active forms would account for a majority of main clauses in spoken narrative, but would still (almost certainly) represent a minority in written narrative, and in subordinate transitive clauses of both genra.


� Of course this rule can be overridden in sentences where some other argument is “extracted” (i.e., questioned, clefted, relativized etc.), since these operations apply only to subjects.


� I do not know of any similar studies in the other languages discussed here.
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