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Abstract

Although the Algonquian literature generally does not view Algonquian languages as having an ergative-absolutive
agreement pattern, I show that Passamaquoddy’s agreement is the classical ergative pattern: third person sub-
jects of intransitive verbs agree like objects of transitive verbs. On the view that agreement is the flip side of
case, this has important consequences for Marantz’s (1991) generalization stating that ergative case never ap-
pears on derived subjects. Derived subjects, including non-thematic ones, may agree on the ergative pattern in
Passamaquoddy, showing that Marantz’s generalization is incorrect. Ergative case is entirely comparable to ac-
cusative case in nominative-accusative languages, and must be viewed as a structural case, not as a non-structural
case as many have suggested.

1 Passamaquoddy Agreement

In Passamaquoddy, as in many Algonquian languages, third persons agree with the verb on what is generally
considered an ergative pattern: subjects of intransitive verbs trigger the same agreement as objects of transitive
verbs, while subjects of transitive verbs trigger distinct agreement:1

(1) a. opuw-ok
sit-3P
“they sit”

b. k-tokom-a-wa-k
2-hit-2Subj/3Obj-PSubj-3PObj
‘you (plural) hit them’

c. ’-tokom-a-wa-l
3-hit-3Subj/ObvObj-PSubj-Obv

‘they (proximate) hit him/her (obviative)’

In (1a), the subject of an intransitive verb agrees in a final suffix, which is the same suffix that a transitive object
triggers in (1b) (the o, phonetically schwa, deletes after a vowel). In contrast, the third person subject of a transitive
verb agrees in a prefix (initial [h], written as an apostrophe because it only surfaces via its phonetic effect on a
following consonant) and in a non-final suffix, here -wa (which is the same suffix that appears in (1b), indexing the
subject).

While the Algonquian literature generally does not discuss this in terms of ergativity, the pattern is the classical
ergative one. Subjects of intransitives and objects of transitives trigger the same agreement (what could be called
absolutive agreement), while subjects of transitives trigger distinct agreement (ergative agreement). Moreover, as
in many languages, the ergative pattern is restricted to third person; first and second person subjects of intransitives
agree on a nominative-accusative basis:

1Algonquian languages distinguish one third person in a given domain (typically the clause) as proximate; all others must be obviative.
I indicate proximates as “3” and obviatives as “Obv.” “P” abbreviates plural (more accurately, nonsingular, since it also appears with duals,
as in (1a) and (2)). Letters have their usual values except that <o> is a schwa, <c> is an alveopalatal affricate, and the apostrophe is an initial
[h] (see text).
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(2) kt-opi-pa
2-sit-P

‘you (dual) sit’

A second-person subject of an intransitive verb triggers the same k- prefix as the subject of a transitive verb in (1b),
and an allomorph of the -wa suffix. (The prefixes are first, second, third person n-, k-, ’- before consonants, and nt-,
kt-, ’t- before vowels.)

In addition, as in many other languages, ergative agreement is limited to certain verbal paradigms; in Pas-
samaquoddy, ergative agreement is limited to certain modes of the Independent Order. Agreement switches to a
nominative-accusative pattern in the Subordinative Mode of the Independent Order:

(3) Subordinative

’t-opi-ni-ya
3-sit-Sub-3P

‘they sit’

In this paradigm, a third person subject of an intransitive verb triggers the same ’(t)- prefix as the subject of a
transitive verb. It also triggers the same suffix, with -wa changing to -ya following the vowel -i. (For more
on the morphophonology of Passamaquoddy, see LeSourd 1993. The Subordinative is used for the second of
two conjoined clauses; for clauses beginning with certain particles, like on, ‘then’; for certain kinds of adjunct
questions; and in some other contexts.)

The agreement pattern also switches to a nominative-accusative pattern in all modes of the Conjunct Order:

(4) Conjunct (here Unchanged Conjunct)

a. opi-htit
sit-3P
‘if they sit’

b. tokom-uk
hit-1Subj/3Obj

‘if I hit him/her/them’

c. tokom-a-htit
hit-3Subj/ObvObj-3P
‘if they (proximate) hit him/her/them (obviative)’

The Conjunct Order is exclusively suffixal. The suffix that a third person subject of an intransitive verb triggers
in (4a) is the same as that triggered by the subject of a transitive verb in (4c), -htit in these examples. The object
of a transitive verb is generally not marked in the Conjunct Order (except for person). (The Unchanged Conjunct
is used for ‘if’ clauses; the Changed Conjunct, which is the Unchanged Conjunct plus Initial Change, an ablaut
process that affects the first vowel of the verb stem, is used in various subordinate clauses, argument wh-questions,
relative clauses, and some other contexts.)

I submit that the Passamaquoddy agreement pattern is very naturally viewed as an ergative one. Third person
subjects of intransitive verbs agree like objects of transitive verbs. Moreover, as in many ergative languages (see,
e.g., Silverstein 1976), there is a person split (first and second person subjects agree on a nominative-accusative
basis) and a verbal split (certain forms of the verb agree on the ergative-absolutive pattern, while others agree on
the nominative-accusative pattern). I see no reason to think that the pattern is not an ergative-absolutive one.

2 Ergative Case and Marantz’s Ergative Case Generalization

Viewing the Passamaquoddy agreement pattern as an ergative one is of interest because it bears on a debate in
the literature on the nature of ergative case; namely, the question of whether ergative case is a structural one, or
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a non-structural one (“lexical,” “inherent,” or “quirky”). Among those arguing that ergative case is structural are
Bejar and Massam 1999; Bittner 1994; Bittner and Hale 1996a, 1996b; Bobaljik 1992, 1993; Davison 1999, 2004;
Laka 1993; Marantz 1991; Phillips 1993, 1995. The contrasting view, that ergative case is non-structural, has
been argued for by Anand and Nevins 2006; Butt 1995; Legate 2006, to appear; Mahajan 1990; Massam 2002;
Mohanan 1994; Woolford 1997, 2006; among others. One of the key points in the debate is the apparent distinction
between accusative case and ergative case in how well they correlate with particular thematic roles. Accusative
case generally appears on internal arguments of verbs, which typically bear some sort of patient or theme role, but
it can also appear on non-thematic objects, such as NPs raised to object (or “exceptionally case-marked” NPs):

(5) a. I believe him to have defeated the trolls.

b. I believe there to have been a riot.

The role of the accusative-marked pronoun in (5a) is agent (of the embedded verb), not patient; and the expletive
in (5b), which we can assume to have accusative case although we cannot see it, presumably has no thematic role
at all.

In contrast, it has been claimed that ergative case never appears on non-thematic subjects, making ergative case,
but not accusative, related to a particular thematic role.2 This has been codified as Marantz’s (1991) Ergative Case
Generalization:

(6) Ergative case generalization: Even when ergative case may go on the subject of an intransitive clause,
ergative case will not appear on a derived subject. (Marantz 1991, (6))

If Marantz’s generalization is correct, it has been claimed (e.g., Legate to appear), ergative case is crucially different
from accusative case; it is closely related to particular thematic roles, and therefore is a non-structural case, not a
structural case.

However, Marantz himself points out that the relevant phenomena that would prove or falsify this generalization
do not exist. Ergative case is generally limited to transitive clauses. Most verbs with derived subjects are formally
intransitive, such as passives, and so the derived subject will not be assigned ergative. Nevertheless, there should
be some cases where a derived subject could be assigned ergative case, but apparently none have been found.3

This is where viewing Passamaquoddy agreement as an ergative pattern becomes relevant. Algonquian lan-
guages like Passamaquoddy have a syntactic process that is useful for testing Marantz’s ergative case generaliza-
tion. This is what is referred to as an inverse, a construction that reverses the prominence of the subject and the
object. Now the logical object agrees on the ergative pattern:

(7) ’-tokom-oku-wa-l
3-hit-ObvSubj/3Obj-3P-Obv

‘he/she (obviative) hit them (proximate)’

If structural case and structural agreement are simply two sides of the same coin, as many argue (and as is explicitly
theorized to be the case in recent work by Chomsky—Chomsky 2000, Chomsky 2001), here is an instance of a
non-thematic subject receiving ergative case, as indicated by it agreeing as an ergative. If we look at the agreement
patterns in non-inverse clauses in (1), we see that the prefix ’- and the suffix -wa are reserved for subjects of
transitives. A logical object may trigger this agreement in the derived inverse construction, indicating that, in fact,
ergative case/agreement may index a derived subject.4 I submit that it is quite natural to think of the Algonquian

2This role is not agent, because ergative case can also appear on instruments, causers of psychological states, and experiencers in some
languages. The role is generally thought to be some sort of more vague “external argument” role. See, for instance, Woolford 2006. For
extensive arguments that ergative case is not related to thematic role, see Comrie 1978.

3Phillips (1995) presents a possible case, that of Yimas (Papuan). In this language, subjects of intransitives, even non-agentive ones
(like the subject of the verb meaning ‘die’), can trigger ergative agreement under certain conditions. If the subjects of some nonagentive
intransitive verbs are derived, as in the Unaccusative Hypothesis (Perlmutter 1978), Yimas is also a counterexample to Marantz’s ergative
case generalization.

4See Bruening (2001, to appear) for arguments that the inverse involves a step of syntactic movement, of the object over the subject.
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agreement pattern as an ergative system, and that the example of the inverse proves that Marantz’s ergative case
generalization is a spurious one (as Marantz’s own theory predicted it to be).

In fact, in a raising to object construction combined with the inverse, the nominal that triggers the ergative
agreement may not even be a semantic argument of the verb at all, exactly as in the accusative case examples in (5)
above. In the following example, ‘five children’ is semantically an argument of the verb ‘be sick’ in the embedded
clause. The verb ‘know’ takes two arguments, the knower (‘their mother’) and a declarative clause. Nevertheless,
the NP ‘five children’ agrees with the verb ‘know’ on the ergative pattern, being indexed by the ’- prefix and the
-wa suffix:

(8) Nanuw-ok
five-3P

wasis-ok
child-3P

’-kosiciy-uku-wa-l
3-know-ObvSubj/3Obj-3P-Obv

w-ikuwoss-uwa-l
3Poss-mother-3PPoss-Obv

[eli
[Comp

ksinuk-hoti-htit].
be.sick-PluralSubj-3P]

‘Their mother knows that five children are sick.’

There are good arguments that the raised NP in this construction is not really an argument of the verb ‘know’ at all;
see Frantz 1978, 1980; Bruening 2001; Branigan and MacKenzie 2002. This example shows quite clearly, then,
that derived subjects, even non-thematic ones, can trigger ergative agreement, and therefore receive ergative case.

If all of this is correct, Passamaquoddy shows that Marantz’s ergative case generalization is not correct, and
ergative case and accusative case are entirely parallel. The following section continues this line of thinking to argue
that ergative case really must be viewed as a structural case, given the definition of structural case, and is entirely
comparable to accusative case.

3 Ergative Case is Structural

Almost everyone agrees on the basic distinction between structural case and non-structural case. Structural case
does not depend on the particular thematic role assigned to the nominal or the particular lexical item that selects it
(typically a verb). So, the case that such a nominal receives might change when thematic roles and lexical items
are held constant, but the structure of the clause containing those lexical items changes. The canonical instance of
this case change occurs in the passive, illustrated below:

(9) a. She criticized me.

b. I was criticized (by her).

In this pair of sentences, the first-person singular pronoun bears the same thematic relation to the same verb,
criticize (it is the criticizee). In the first sentence, however (the active), it receives accusative case; in the other (the
passive), it receives nominative case. Accusative and nominative are therefore held to be structural cases.

Non-structural case, in contrast, does not depend on the structure of the clause, and instead depends either on
the particular selecting lexical item (typically a verb) or the particular thematic role the nominal bears. So, for
instance, dative case in Icelandic, which is regularly assigned to nominals bearing the thematic role of goal, does
not change in the passive:

(10) Icelandic

a. Þeir
they-Nom

gáfu
gave

konunginum
king-the-Dat

ambáttina.
slave-girl-the-Acc

‘They gave the king the slave-girl.’ (Maling 2002, (44a), cited in Woolford 2006, (3))

b. Konunginum
king-the-Dat

voru
were

gefnar
given

ambáttir.
slave-girl-the-Nom

‘The king was given female slaves.’ (Zaenen, Maling, and Thráinsson 1985, (44a))
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This type of case has been referred to as “lexical” case, “inherent” case, or “quirky” case; to avoid the question of
whether there are different varieties, I will simply refer to “non-structural case.”

If this is the distinction—case not depending on the particular lexical items involved or the particular thematic
role assigned, but rather the structure of the clause—then ergative case really has to be viewed as a structural case.
There is a prime example in ergative languages of selecting lexical items (verbs) and thematic roles being held
constant, but the structure changing just like it does in the passive. This is the antipassive. In the antipassive, the
object is removed or demoted to an oblique. In every ergative language, the subject’s case changes, from ergative
to absolutive or nominative:5

(11) Yidiny (Dixon 1979, (26–27))

a. wagudya- � gu
man-Erg

dyugi
tree.Abs

gunda-l
cut-Pres

(galba:n-da)
(axe-Inst)

‘The man is cutting a tree (with an axe).’

b. wagudya
man.Abs

gunda-:dy i- �
cut-AntiPass-Pres

dyugi-:l
tree-Loc

(galba:n-da)
(axe-Inst)

‘The man is cutting a tree (with an axe).’

(12) Inuit (Bittner and Hale 1996b, (57))

a. Juuna-p
Juuna-Erg

Anna
Anna.Nom

kunip-p-a-a.
kiss-Ind-[+tr]-3S/3S

‘Juuna kissed Anna.’

b. Juuna
Juuna.Nom

(Anna-mik)
(Anna-Inst)

kunis-si-v-u-q.
kiss-AntiPass-[–tr]-3Sg

‘Juuna kisses/is kissing (Anna).’

In both pairs of examples, the thematic role of the subject does not change from the active to the antipassive (it is the
cutter in Yidiny and the kisser in Inuit), nor does the verb involved (‘cut’ and ‘kiss’, respectively). If the definition
of structural case is accepted to be as it was described above, namely case changing when the structure changes but
thematic roles and lexical items are held constant, ergative is structural. (The same facts hold in languages that have
ergative-absolutive verbal agreement rather than case assignment to nominals; in the antipassive, the subject agrees
as an absolutive, not as an ergative. For some examples from Mayan languages, see Larsen and Norman 1979.)

This conclusion aligns perfectly with the conclusion arrived at above, that Marantz’s ergative case generaliza-
tion is incorrect. Ergative case is exactly like accusative case in being assigned structurally and not thematically.
Derived subjects may bear ergative case, just like derived objects may bear accusative case; and, by the very defi-
nition of structural case, ergative case must be structural, just like accusative case.

References

Anand, Pranav, and Andrew Nevins (2006), “The Locus of Ergative Case Assignment: Evidence from Scope.” In Alana
Johns, Diane Massam, and Juvenal Ndayiragije, eds., Ergativity: Emerging Issues, Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 3–25.

Bejar, Susana, and Diane Massam (1999), “Multiple Case Checking.” Syntax 2: 65–79.

Bittner, Maria (1994), Case, Scope, and Binding. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

Bittner, Maria, and Ken Hale (1996a), “Ergativity: Toward a Theory of a Heterogeneous Class.” Linguistic Inquiry 27:
531–604.

Bittner, Maria, and Ken Hale (1996b), “The Structural Determination of Case and Agreement.” Linguistic Inquiry 27:
1–68.

Bobaljik, Jonathan David (1992), “Nominally Absolutive is Not Absolutely Nominative.” In Erin Duncan, Donka Farkas,
and Philip Spaelti, eds., Proceedings of WCCFL 12, Stanford: CSLI, pp. 44–60.

5For the purposes of this paper, I will follow numerous authors in considering nominative and absolutive to be the same case, the
unmarked one. For contrary views, see Legate (2006) and Massam (2006).

5



Bobaljik, Jonathan David (1993), “On Ergativity and Ergative Unergatives.” In Colin Phillips, ed., Papers on Case and
Agreement II, Cambridge, MA: MITWPL, vol. 19 of MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, pp. 45–88.

Branigan, Phil, and Marguerite MacKenzie (2002), “Altruism, A-bar Movement and Object Agreement in Innu-aimûn.”
Linguistic Inquiry 33: 385–407.

Bruening, Benjamin (2001), Syntax at the Edge: Cross-Clausal Phenomena and The Syntax of Passamaquoddy. Ph.D.
thesis, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Distributed by MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, Cambridge, Mass.

Bruening, Benjamin (to appear), “Quantification in Passamaquoddy.” In Lisa Matthewson, ed., Cross-Linguistic Per-
spectives on the Semantics of Quantification, Amsterdam: Elsevier, p. to appear.

Butt, Miriam (1995), The Structure of Complex Predicates in Urdu. Stanford: CSLI.

Chomsky, Noam (2000), “Minimalist Inquiries: The Framework.” In Roger Martin, David Michaels, and Juan
Uriagereka, eds., Step by Step: Essays on Minimalist Syntax in Honor of Howard Lasnik, Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, pp. 89–155.

Chomsky, Noam (2001), “Derivation by Phase.” In Michael Kenstowicz, ed., Ken Hale: A Life in Language, Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, pp. 1–52.

Comrie, Bernard (1978), “Ergativity.” In Winfred P. Lehmann, ed., Syntactic Typology: Studies in the Phenomenology
of Language, Austin and London: University of Texas Press, pp. 329–394.

Davison, Alice (1999), “Ergativity: Functional and Formal Issues.” In Michael Darnell, Edith Moravcsik, Frederick
Newmeyer, Michael Noonan, and Kathleen Wheatley, eds., Functionalism and Formalism in Linguistics, Volume I:
General Papers, Amsterdam: John Benjamins, pp. 177–208.

Davison, Alice (2004), “Structural Case, Lexical Case and the Verbal Projection.” In Veneeta Dayal and Anoop Mahajan,
eds., Clause Structure in South Asian Languages, Dordrecht: Kluwer, pp. 199–225.

Dixon, R. M. W. (1979), “Ergativity.” Language 55: 59–138.

Frantz, Donald G. (1978), “Copying from Complements in Blackfoot.” In Eung-Do Cook and Jonathan Kaye, eds.,
Linguistic Studies of Native Canada, Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, pp. 89–109.

Frantz, Donald G. (1980), “Ascensions to Subject in Blackfoot.” In Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Meeting of the
Berkeley Linguistics Society, pp. 293–299.

Laka, Itziar (1993), “Unergatives that Assign Ergative, Unaccusatives that Assign Accusative.” In Jonathan David
Bobaljik and Colin Phillips, eds., Papers on Case and Agreement I, Cambridge, MA: MITWPL, vol. 18 of MIT
Working Papers in Linguistics, pp. 149–172.

Larsen, T. W., and W. M. Norman (1979), “Correlates of Ergativity in Mayan Grammar.” In Frans Plank, ed., Ergativity:
Toward a Theory of Grammatical Relations, London/New York: Academic Press, pp. 347–370.

Legate, Julie Anne (2006), “Split Absolutive.” In Alana Johns, Diane Massam, and Juvenal Ndayiragije, eds., Ergativity:
Emerging Issues, Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 143–171.

Legate, Julie Anne (to appear), “Morphological and Abstract Case.” Linguistic Inquiry to appear.

LeSourd, Philip S. (1993), Accent and Syllable Structure in Passamaquoddy. New York: Garland.

Mahajan, Anoop Kumar (1990), The A/A-Bar Distinction and Movement Theory. Ph.D. thesis, Massachusetts Institute
of Technology. Distributed by MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, Cambridge, Mass.

Maling, Joan (2002), “Verbs with Dative Objects in Icelandic.” Íslenskt mál 24: 31–105.

Marantz, Alec (1991), “Case and Licensing.” In Germán F. Westphal, Benjamin Ao, and Hee-Rahk Chae, eds., Proceed-
ings of the Eighth Eastern States Conference on Linguistics, pp. 234–253.

Massam, Diane (2002), “Fully internal Cases: Surface Ergativity can be Profound.” In Andrea Rackowski and Norvin
Richards, eds., Proceedings of AFLA VIII: The Eighth Meeting of the Austronesian Formal Linguistics Association,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, vol. 44 of MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, pp. 185–196.

Massam, Diane (2006), “Neither Absolutive nor Ergative is Nominative or Accusative: Arguments from Niuean.” In
Alana Johns, Diane Massam, and Juvenal Ndayiragije, eds., Ergativity: Emerging Issues, Dordrecht: Springer, pp.
27–46.

Mohanan, Tara (1994), Argument Structure in Hindi. Stanford: CSLI.

Perlmutter, David M. (1978), “Impersonal Passives and the Unaccusative Hypothesis.” In Proceedings of the Fourth
Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, pp. 157–189.

Phillips, Colin (1993), “Conditions on Agreement in Yimas.” In Jonathan David Bobaljik and Colin Phillips, eds., Papers
on Case and Agreement I, Cambridge, MA: MITWPL, vol. 18 of MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, pp. 173–213.

6



Phillips, Colin (1995), “Ergative Subjects.” In Clifford Burgess, Katarzyna Dziwirek, and Donna Gerdts, eds., Gram-
matical Relations: Theoretical Approaches to Empirical Issues, Stanford: CSLI, pp. 341–357.

Silverstein, Michael (1976), “Hierarchy of Features and Ergativity.” In R. M. W. Dixon, ed., Grammatical Categories in
Australian Languages, Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, pp. 112–171.

Woolford, Ellen (1997), “Four-Way Case Systems: Ergative, Nominative, Objective and Accusative.” Natural Language
and Linguistic Theory 15: 181–227.

Woolford, Ellen (2006), “Lexical Case, Inherent Case, and Argument Structure.” Linguistic Inquiry 37: 111–130.

Zaenen, A., J. Maling, and H. Thráinsson (1985), “Case and Grammatical Functions: The Icelandic Passive.” Natural
Language and Linguistic Theory 3: 441–483.

Department of Linguistics
University of Delaware
Newark, DE 19716
(302) 831-4096
bruening@udel.edu

7


	Passamaquoddy Agreement
	Ergative Case and Marantz's Ergative Case Generalization
	Ergative Case is Structural

