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THE ERGATIVE SUBJECT

PAOLA BENEDINI

Why the ergative subject is easily identifiable? The aim of this article is to demonstrate that also in
ergative languages it is possible to identify that particular NP, which is the agent and, probably, in-
deed very often, the topic of high transitive clause. This NP is clearly signalled by the ergative case-
marking and corresponds to the traditional nominative agent-subject regarding its semantic fun-
ction. This hypothesis is possible only if you consider Dixon’s definition of syntactic ergativity not
satisfactory for some aspects.

A satisfactory definition of the term subject is undoubtedly problematic. Since a pre-
dicate has ‘per definitionem’ at least one argument this can be considered its subject, but
only in a formal sense. So the relationship subject-predicate has to be considered only a
logical, not a grammatical one and probably any other use of the term is misleading in
some sense. My aim in this article is clearly restricted. I will try to define only a particular
kind of subject (the term is here used tentatively only to refer to the logical argument of
predication) which seems to be ‘easily identifiable’ not only in morphological ergative lan-
guages but in every language whenever it uses a highly transitive construction i.e. an erga-
tive one. For this hypothesis, some preliminary suppositions are necessary:

a) Dixon’s definition of syntactic ergativity is not satisfactory for some aspects
b) a prototypical ergative construction may be analyzed as being a highly transitive one
¢’ the agent of an ergative clause has to be more topical than its patient.

1. The definition of syntactic ergativity

Dixon’s definition of syntactit ergativity is neither functional nor satisfactory for at
least two reasons. There is not a real typological opposition between the ergative and the
nominative syntax; and in Dyirbal language there dre grammatical counterexamples that
consider the ergative NP relevant for syntactic transformations. After Dixon’s description
of Dyirbal the interest in ergativity shifted from its earlier purely morphological focus to-
wards a more comprehensive syntactic view. Thus Anderson divided all ergative langua-
ges in two types: ‘surface ergative languages’ where ergativity is purely morphological but
syntactic rules continue to abide by the nominative notion of subject, and ‘deep ergative
languages’ where the syntactic behaviour of the language is also governed by the categor-
ies of ergative or absolutive. (For example Dixon identifies the absolutive NP in Dyirbal
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as the ‘topic’). But it is important to underline that the nature of morphological ergativity
is not as trivial as Anderson seems to affirm. It may be that some languages clearly
cannot be characterized at the syntactic level in terms of ergative accusative continuum.
It is difficult to be sure on this point: although many languages have been adequately
dealt with at the level of morphology few have been properly described at the syntactic
level. So the traditional opposition between ergative type languages and nominative/ac-
cusative type languages, based on syntax, is problematic and not exhaustive.

A language is said to show ergative characteristics if intransitive subjects (S) are
treated in the same manner as transitive objects (O) and differently from transitive
subjects (A). A typical example of an ergative case-system is Dyirbal (Dixon 1972); here
A is marked by ergative case inflection as opposed to S and O which are marked by
absolutive case. According to Dixon, language can also be said to have ‘ergative syntax’:
some rules of coordination and subordination will treat O and S in the same way and A
differently. So, some Dyirbal’s transformations are designed to produce absolutive chains
i.e. strings of clauses with coreferential surface absolutive NP. It seems that Dyirbal’s
speakers employ a syntactic mechanism, notably the 75 ay rule, to create just such absol-
utive chains, when the underlying forms of the clauses do not have a shared absolutive
NP. For example two clauses can be coordinated if they involve a common NP which is
in surface S or O function in each clause. The occurence of the common NP in the second
clause is usually deleted and the whole biclausal construction can involve one intonation
group. But,if the syntactic condition about coordination is not met an antipassive trans-
formation must be applied deriving a construction in which an underlying A NP is in de-
rived S function to satisfy the coreferentiality condition on coordination. An antipassive
transformation derives an intransitive sentence from an underlying transitive constr-
uction; the original A NP becomes S, the intransitive subject, the original O NP now ta-
kes dative case and the verb is marked by the antipassive derivational affix 7 ay. Mo-
reover, Dixon’s thesis affirms that Dyirbal is particular in that all major transformations
(relativization as well as complementation) treat S and O as if they were a syntactic unit.
He also states that Dyirbal is undoubtedly more ergative at the syntactic level than at the
morphological one. The absolutive NP has to be included in each sentence, but an erga-
tive NP may be deleted. So in Dixon’s terms, the ergative case is always marked in an
absolutive system: likewise absolutive has a syntactic-like status which is very similar to
the one nominative has in Latin: i.e. the case which includes S function is more often the
unmarked term in the system and has zero realization.

I find this kind of definition at least incomplete and probably inaccurate.The marked
/unmarked parameter for case identification is not functional enough in understanding the
ergative clause construction. Probably it would be better to consider the fact that there
are a number of ergative languages in which subjects that are also true agents receive a
special marker as opposed to subjects that are not true agents i.e. intransitive subjects.
This seems to be the other side of the aspect of Dixon’s definition of ergativity. So it is cer-
tainly important that S and O are morphologically identified, but it is much more relevant
and to be underlined that the true A is signalled by a different case marking, that is the er-
gative one. Probably the ergative subject may be conridered as a marked construction,
but this does not mean that the particular NP here involved is not a subject. Perhaps this
is the only kind of subject easily identifiable. However it is important to keep in mind that
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the notion of true agent can be defined only in the context of a transitive clause not simply
by referring to a single participant.

" Moreover, analyzing Dixon’s grammar of Dyirbal, Heath 1979 tries to show that in
formal terms there is not substantial evidence for either ergative or accusative syntax
being present. So in formulating the structural description and the structural change for
each rule in Dyirbal syntax it seems that transitive objects and intransitive subjects do not
constitute a unit in opposition to transitive subjects A; but on the other hand, there is little
evidence that IS and A (the traditional subject) form a syntactic unit in the presence of
transformations. In contrast to Dixon’s claim that IS and P cannot be deleted in isolated
sentence while A can, Heath affirms that there surely must be one overt nuclear NP in
each simple clause: either agent or intransitive subject or patient.

Another crucial point concerns Dixon’s hypothesis that the fundamental unit of
discourse is the absolutive chain (topic chain), meaning a string of consecutive clauses
sharing a common absolutive NP. According to Heath, to take this as the basic discourse
unit is arbitrary. For example it is not always true that EQUI NP deletion applies only in
absolutive chains: moreover some of the crucial transformations do not alter underlying
case categories as neither do all the configurations which should have been converted into
absolutive chains. So it seems more profitable to speak of coreference chains approxima-
tely as sequences of clauses lacking internal boundaries so that each pair of adjacent
clauses has a shared NP in any nuclear case (IS, P, A)'.

1. There is no overt coordinating particle in Dyirbal, such as the English and. Thus if we wish to

conjoin 1 and 2 we find that the syntactic condition on coordination is not met:

1. numa banaga + ny u ‘Father returned’

2. yabu numa + ngu bura + n ‘Father saw mother’
The antipassive version of 2 is:

3. numa bural + na + nyuyabu + gu°‘Father saw mother’
Now 1 and 3 can be coordinated in either order (Dixon 1972).
According to Heath (1979) we need other rules to understand Dyirbal syntax: False Reflexive
Rule: delete underlying P and consequently reshape the rest of the clause; the verb is intransi-
vized by adding -Refl, while A becomes surface IS. Now this rule can be combined with Indefini-
te NP Deletion so that in a simple sentence A or P are deletable and IS is never so.

4. bayi jan gay-mari-fiu bagum +wujungu
he- IS  eat-Refl-Pres the fruit-Dat

P is a ‘demoted’ NP and takes dative case, it can be deleted if indefinite or unimportant:

5. bayi ja 7 gay-mari-fiu
he-IS  eat-Refl-Pres

Heath’s definition of 77 gy rule:

Let Sm be an underlying transitive clause preceded by a clause S m-1 in the same coreference
chain. If Am (i.e. the A np of S m) is coreferential to any nuclear NP in Sm-1, then Sm
undergoes ) ay antipassive. So in 6 the rule does not apply:
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In short, Heath’s hypothesis criticizes the typological classification of Dyirbal as an
ergative language since it is impossible to find a single inequivocal example where a trans-
formational process treats IS and P as a unit and excludes A. Moreover Dixon’s claim
that Dyirbal syntax can be understood in the light of the coreferential absolutive targets
provides no insight into such important rules as EQUI and Indefinite NP deletion and so
on. On the other hand, Heath does not think that Dyirbal may be syntactically accusa-
tive. His approach to grammar consists in considering grammatical systems as fun-
ctionally integrated mechanisms adapted to achieve certain goals i.e. to maintain referen-
tial clarity. So the tendency of languages with ergative morphology to develop antipas-
sives and use them for various purposes seems to be due to the fact that antipassive pre-
sents the sharpest formal contrast with unaltered transitive sentences. An antipassive rule
would be more strongly marked than a passive one and its function would be clause-
internal permitting the omission of an underlying P which is not needed. The point is that
the development and functional extension of an antipassive rule need not be construed as
an analogical pattern modelled on a morphological arrangement. So it seems that the de-
finition of syntactic ergativity is more naturally and immediately linked to the parameters
of transitivity and agentivity than to those of antipassive transformation and absolitive
chains.

2. Transitivity and Ergativity

Let us suppose we redefine the ergative case-marking in functional terms; in this lan-
guage type the morphology is certainly sensitive to the transitivity of the clause. Transi-
tivity is really a fundamental parameter in grammar.

In every language the opposition transitive/intransitive is the one taken for granted

6. gayabayi +yara balgan < walmbin
I-A the man-P  hit-Past lift-Past
‘I hit the man and (I) lifted him up’
Although the A of the second clause is coreferential to the A of the first clause, the P NP are
also coreferential and so the rule is blocked.
A coreferential surface A NP in adjoining clauses in a coreferential chain regularly undergoes
EQUI NP deletion:
7. paya bala + yugu yuba-n 3 balan + yugumbil iilwa-n
I-A the stick P put down the woman P kick Past
‘I put down the stick and (I) kicked the woman’

8. bala +yugu bangul + yarapgy nudi-n bayi fialgga bunju-n
the stick P the man A cut Past the child P spank Past

‘The man cut the tree and (the man) spanked the child’
Because a P NP occurs in the second clause in each case, the deleted NP must be the A of the se-
cond clause. To recover the referential network we must decide whether the A or P of the first
clause is the coreferential NP. Since the nay rule has not been applied in these examples, the
only other possibility is that A, = A,.
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in defininig ergativity itself: the division between transitive clause which has a patient-like
direct object and displays ergative morphology and intransitive clause which has no such
object and do not display ergative morphology. So the core of the semantic phenomenon
of transitivity may be summarized by three major properties of the clause, pertaining se-
parately to the agent, patient and verb:

Agent: a prototypical transitive clause has a visible, salient, intentional and control-
ling agent-cause

Patient: a prototypical transitive clause has a visible, salient, non-intentional, non-
controlling patient result

Verb: a prototypical transitive clause has a compact, perfective, realis verb.
What one finds in split ergative languages is that the ergative morphology is sensitive, at
some point, to the degree or strength of each one of these semantic properties of the
clause.

A very similar approach to the definition of transitivity is due to Hopper and Thom-
pson (1980). They try to define in universal terms the intuitive understanding of the notion
of transitivity i.e. a global property of an entire clause, so that an activity is transferred
from an agent to a patient. They identify the following parameters of transitivity each of
which suggests a scale according to which clauses can be ranked:

1. Participants: no transfer at all can take place unless at least two participants are
involved.
2. Kinesis: actions can be transferred from one participant to another; states cannot.

3. Aspect: an action seen from its endpoint, i.e. telic action, is more effectively tran-
sferred to a patient than one which is atelic. The activity has to be totally completed.

4. Punctuality: actions carried out with no obvious transitional phase between incep-
tion and completion have a more marked effect on their patients than actions that are
inherently continuous.

5. Volitionality: the effect on the patient is typically more apparent when the agent is
presented as acting purposefully.

6. Affirmation: this is the affirmative/negative parameter.

7. Mode: this refers to the distinction between realis and irrealis encoding of events.
An action that directly corresponds to a real event is more effective than one that does
not. ,

8. Agency: it is obvious that participants that are high in agency can perform a trans-
fer of an action in a way that ones low in agency cannot.
Referring to objects: A

9. Affectedness of O: the degree to which an action is transferred to a patient is a

function of how completely the patient is affected.

10. Individuation of O: refers to the distinctness of the patient from the agent and
from its own background.
An action can be more effectively transferred to a patient which is more individuated than
to one which is less s0; thus a definite O is oftcn viewed as being more completely affected
than an indefinite O.

Now the presence in a clause of all these parameters constitutes the highest possible

degree of transitivity, so we can define every sentence in every language as more or less
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transitive using these properties. This is a particular view of transitivity; it is a relationship
which involves the whole clause and is not restricted to one constituent or pair of consti-
tuents. Consequently the presence of an overt O is only one feature of a transitive clause;
it coexists with other defining properties such as agency, kinesis, volitionality etc. and
just as a clause may have an overt second participant and still be aligned with the intransi-
tive clause so it may also lack a second participant and yet have transitivity features. For
(this is very interesting in Hopper and Thompson’s hypothesis) transitivity is not dichoto-
mous, but it is a continuum; so it then follows that clauses lacking an overt O must be set-
tled somewhere on this continuum, but it does not necessarily follow that such a clause is
situated at the extreme intransitive end.

A rather typical situation in ergative languages is that the canonical ergative clause
signals several or all the high transitive features, while the antipassive clause signals one
or more of the low transitivity features. Characteristically, Hopper and Thompson find
these contrasts between ERGATIVE and ANTIPASSIVE :

verb codes two participants verb codes only one participant
perfective aspect imperfective aspect

total involvement of O partitive O

definite O indefinite O

kinetic/volition verb stative/involuntary verb

active participation of A passive participation of A

Moreover according to Anderson 1976 in some ergative languages there are numerous
pairs of ergative/antipassive and they differ systematically in the following way: the anti-
passive form in each case indicates that the action is carried out less completely, less suc-
cessfully, less conclusively etc., and that the object is less completely, less directly, less
permanently etc. affected by the action.

So the global impression is that the ergative construction has the ‘hall marks’ of high
transitivity, the antipassive those of low transitivity. In the ergative type the action is more
intense, the involvement of the A is more deliberate; the O is specified and more complete-
ly affected. Another important parameter is the aspect that is systematically correlated
with the degree of transitivity of the verb: if the aspect is perfective the interpretation -
other things being equal - has properties allowing the clause to be classified as more tran-
sitive. In a considerable number of languages an ergative construction is limited to perfec-
tive or praeterit environments, while a non ergative type is used in imperfective environ-
ments (for example in Hindi and Georgian).

The transitivity of the clause is reduced when there is an anomalous A-O relation-
ship: when the O is higher than A in animacy hierarchy. This claim is not a contradiction
of the other claim that a clause is more highly transitive if its A is more highly agentive or
its O more highly individuated. These statements are in fact mutually supporting since it is
the reduction of the agency of the A which accounts for the anomaly in the A-O relation-
ship, not the fact that the O is high in hierarchy. It is interesting to note that the proposals
of Comrie and of Hopper and Thompson one make opposite predictions with respect to
the marking of ‘subject’ and yet empirical facts exist to support both positions. Comrie’s
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claim implies that some languages will mark subject NPs just when they are inanimate/in-
definite since this is the atypical situation for subjects: for example a number of Austra-
lian languages have a special marker for subjects low in animacy. On the contrary, Hop-
per and Thompson’s hypothesis maintains that some languages will mark subjects NP
only when they are true A, in a way parallel to how O NP are marked just when they are
true O.

So there are a number of languages of ergative type in which subjects which are also
A receive a special marker as opposed to subjects which are not true A. So the ergative
case permits the recovery of semantic-syntactic function of that particular NP and also
automatically predicts some other grammatical properties of that clause according to
transitivity features. The notion of true agent i.e. the ergative subject can be defined only
in the context of a transitive clause and not in referring simply to a single participant. Pro-
bably the ‘ergative subject’ can be considered as a prototypical multifactorial notion not
only in ergative languages, but indeed in every language where a clause presents this kind
of transitivity properties.

To sum up, it seems better to define syntactic ergativity as a high transitive con-
struction with a particular kind of subject which is not only a clear volitional agent, but it
has many other properties strictly linked to the degree of transitivity of its clause.

3. The agent-topic of an ergative clause

An interesting problem is represented by a group of languages that seem to consider
the patient more topical in discourse than the agent. Probably this kind of affirmation is a
consequence of Dixon’s idea of ergative syntax. After Schachter’s analysis of Tagalog it
has been observed that in Tagalog goal-topic construction, the goal-patient retains several
properties usually reserved for traditional subject in other languages. This same sort of
observation has been made with regard to patients in transitive clauses of ergative langua-
ges and moreover this have been compared to passive constructions in clearly non erga-
tive languages because of the subject-like properties which the patient seems to display.
This is disturbing for the identification of the ‘ergative subject’ which naturally would
have to be the agent and probably, indeed very often, the topic. But, according to Coore-
man, Fox and Givon’s hypothesis two kinds of text-based measurements have proved
useful in evaluating the degree of topicality (of topic importance) of particular NP in
discourse:
1. Referential Distance: here one measures the gap in a number of clauses between the
present occurrence 4nd the last preceeding occurrence of the topic. More continuous, im-
portant or topical participants will exhibit on the average smaller referential distance
values (highest topic—continuity value = 1). This is a measure of anaphoric continuity-
/predictability of the topic. ’
2. Topic Persistence: here one measures the number of contiguous subsequent clauses in
which the participant NP remains a semantic argument, following the present occurence.
More continuous, important, topical participant will exhibit on the average larger topic
persistence value with the lowest topic continuity value, being zero by definition.

So, on this basis, Cooreman et al. intend to demonstrate that many discourse based
measurements support the conclusion that Tagalog is substantially an ergative language
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and they also show that (if topicality is a discourse -based notion) Tagalog is a surface er-
gative language with the agent of the ergative clause clearly more topical than its patient.
Futhermore, they intend to evaluate the degree to which Tagalog may still be considered
‘syntactically’ ergative in spite of the ergative agent NP. The text-count results are that
nearly 60% of transitive events are coded in discourse by the ergative construction, with
the rest spread amongst the other constructions. Moreover the agent in the ergative is co-
ded 75% by ¢ anaphora or pronouns while the patient is on average coded only 33% by
@ anaphora or pronouns. The Tagalog passive displays a dramatic shift in these frequen-
cies, to 55% for agents and 54% for patients. By this rough measure of the topicality of
NP the ergative construction in Tagalog clearly identifies itself as one where the agent is
much higher in topicality than the patient, while in the passive construction the topicality
of the arguments is roughly equal.The construction tentatively labeled passive thus dis-
plays one of the more conspicuous and universal properties of passive, namely a low re-
ferentiality of the agent and a high ration of agent deletion, while only 15% of the agents
in the ergative construction are deleted, a full 53% of the agents in the passive are deleted.
These results are corroborated by those of the referential distance and topical persistence
parameters.

In the ergative construction the agent persists with more than twice the frequency
than the patient and is thus once again shown to be much more topical than the patient.
So, according to this definition of ergativity, in contrast to that of Dixon’s, Tagalog is an
ergative language and indeed the ergative clause type is the most common one used in co-
ding semantically transitive events in discourse. If the topicality status of the NP ar-
guments in the various clause type is defined in a discourse based manner, then Tagalog is
a surface ‘morphological’ ergative language. The problem lies in Dixon’s definition of er-
gativity which considers the patient absolutive as topic and as more relevant in syntactic
operations: that is, for example, coreférential absolutive chains. Cooreman et al. interpret
the relatively few instances where the coreference in the second clause pertains to the pa-
tient NP of the first clause, as a topic switch, while they see the overwhelming majority of
cases (75%) as representing instances where the agent persists as the clausal topic.

This solution is reached irrispective of the typological nature of Tagalog which is
probably an active-type language. But, this hypothesis represents a very alternative ap-
proach to the problem of defining ergativity, considering transitivity as strictly linked to it
from a pragmatic point of view.

4. Conclusions

Considering ergative languages from a point of view other than Dixon’s definition, it
seems clear that the ergative case-marking may have an important function in signalling
one particular subject. So the morphologically ‘ergative’ or ‘nominative’ subject has to be
the agent and this agent has to be more topical than its patient in the transitive con-
struction of every type of language. The problem is rather about the ‘absolutive’ subject,
which is lower than ergative in agency and is not identified clearly by its case-marking.

So, if we assume that ergativity is strictly linked to the transitivity features (if transi-
tivity is a continuum) we can imagine a prototypical clause structure, probably an univer-
sal one,where the first argument is the intentional controlling agent causer, the verb is
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highly transitive, perfective,realis and punctual, and the second argument is an individuat-
ed, distinct, completely affected, non intentional patient result. So, if these conditions are
met (considering the ergative morphology only as a clearer signal of the NP semantic pro-
perties), the prototypical clause may be universally defined as highly transitive i.e. erga-
tive and its first argument as the ergative subject.
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