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The A/B Parameter:
A Typology of Unergatives, Passives and Antipassives®

Donna B. Gerdts
Simon Fraser University

— Ergativity

According to current typological and theoretical literature, the crucial test

for ergativity is that the object of a transitive clause—rather than the subject of a
B transitive clause-—--behaves like the subject of an intransitive clause in some
. respect (case, agreement, accessibility to relativization, etc.). Languages in which

subjects of transitives and intransitives behave alike to the exclusion of the object

2 are considered nominative/accusative. For example, we see that English is a
k. nominative/accusative language based on the pattem of pronominal case seen in
P (1-3).

f. (1) 1love him.
k. (2) He loves me.
. (3) 1 walk to work.

The same pronominal form (/ in {}) and (3)) is used for subjects regardless of
transitivity, and a different form (me in (2)) is used for objects. In contrast,
Tlokano (Gerdts 1987} is an ergative language. For example, the same pronominal
form, the absolutive ak, is used for first person singular subjects of intransitives
{6) and objects (5), while a different form, the genitive ko, is used for first
person singular subjects of transitives (4):

(4) T-in-ippog ko  dagiti botelya.
psi-knock.over lgen det botle
‘I knocked over the bottle.’

(5) Inwray n-ak ni  nanang.
pst-wait 3gen-labs det mother
*“Mother waited for me.’

(6) N-ag-taray ak.
pst-intr-run labs
‘T ran.’

*My research on Mapping Theory has been supported by a SSHRC grant. Thanks io
Charles Ulrich for editing.
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Previously, two approaches have been taken to ergativi i

: gativity. First, ergati
F:mmsmmm have _uoo__ n-mEﬁn._ 10 be syntactically different m.oaw Be
nominative/accusative ones in some crucial respect. For example, they could be

different at D-structure, as posited under a dee i i
. p ergative hypothesis (Dixo
Maraniz 1984). Or they could be different at S-structure due to .,.,o_..._..‘ﬁ rule ”nwwquw.

uﬂw&ﬁ (Manning 1995) or nested-path movement (Murasugi 1992). Second, the
“,.E. use structure could be exactly the same in ergative and nominative/accusative
Ewﬂ_mm.a. However, to accommodate rules that refer to ergativity, ergative and
M s 5_<o. are defined as secondary terms, as for example in Relational

(7)  Primitives: 1, 2, stratum
Hﬂnﬂb_”cw siratum: a siratum with botha ! and a 2.
Intransitive stratum: a stratum that is not transitive,
Ergative: the I in a transitive stratum
Absolutive: a 2, or the 1 in an intransitive stratum.

o In Gerdts (1993a), I propose a third viewpoint, iti
identical in =o:%=wz.<n\p8=£n<n and ergative %:ow:wm.ﬂ...aﬂ”“\ Mmﬂ:ﬂw&&u—.
languages are QE.EQ is 5 the structure of their intransitive clauses.! This claim
M&_Mﬁ. Bwao precise within Zwmimbm .;noQ.aoaa 1992, 1993b). Qnly the
netest of introductions to Mapping Theory is possible in this paper. Basicall
one only Eu&u to understand that there is a level of grammatical relations é
m.b:umvoun_bm 114] En concept of initial grammatical relations in Relational
Eﬁﬂ“ .._“m.”o u.ﬂnﬂwﬂ“&oﬂ Ma m“ H_HM”_ M». Emﬂso&ssnmn argument structure. This
voaﬂ.mou.,... (MAPs) labelled A, B, C, ﬂ.»%ﬂﬂﬂﬂ.ﬁﬂmﬂ%ﬁﬁ“ﬁ wretment
nominative/accusative and ergative languages are represented as follows:

{8) thematic relations: agent  theme
grammatical relations: 1 2
I |
MAPs: A B

Intransitive clavses differ, however. In nominati ccusati the

S ; s 2 tive/accusative Jangnages
z>1 - - . - . w w * mc—“
no:.omwo ”..M > since the subjects in the transitive and intransitive clauses

— 0 - . -
A similar point of view has been developed by Bobaljik (1993).

The -
MAPs o rﬁﬁmﬂ:ﬂ-ﬂ;ﬂusn—_w MAP languages (Gerdis 1992), therefore the € and D
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(9) Nominative/Accusative:
1
|
A

But in intransitives in ergative languages, the sole MAP is a B, since the subject
of an intransitive corresponds to the object in a transitive:

(10) Ergative:
1
1
B

The claim thar languages differ in their MAP specifications has rather
wide-ranging consequences for Mapping Theory. Not only do basic unergative
clauses differ in nominative/accusative versus ergative languages, but other
intransitive clauses differ as well. For example, passives and antipassives cannot
be given the same treatment in both types of languages. Thus, at first glance, the
above claim seems to hopelessly complicate the valence rules of the grammar.
However, | demonstrate that the differences between nominative/accusative and
ergative languages follows from a single parameter—the A/B Parameter. This
parameter stipulates that a sole MAP in a nominative/accusative language must be
an A MAP, while the sole MAP in an ergative language must be a B MAP. The
A/B Parameter allows for a universal characterization of passive and antipassive,
as section 2 demonstrates. In section 3, 1 turn to a discussion of the K’iche’
antipassive, which Davies and Sam-Colop (1990) claim gives evidence for a
three-level analysis of antipassive. 1 show, however, that the analysis of
antipassive derived from the A/B Parameter also accounts for the K’iche’ facts.

2. Passives and Antipassives

Above it has been posited that basic intransitive clauses differ due to the
A/B Parameter: the sole argument is an A in nominative/accusative languages and
a B in ergative languages.3 Other intransitive clauses, for example passives and
antipassives, will also differ in these two types of languages.

The Mapping Theory rule for passive is given in (11):

{11) Passive: do not link the first GR; cancel one or more MAPs.

Given that English is a nominative/accusative language, this rule for passive and
the A/B Parameter derives the analysis in (12b) for the English passive in (12a).

31 am only considering unergative clauses here. In Gerdis (1993a) I also discuss
unaccusative clauses and develop an analysis of Stative/Active languages.
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,SV nit-oxpornmaa  (ponckaomitaa-i).
1-buy[intrans]  horse-non=partic
‘I made a (horse-)purchase.”

(12) a. lam being helped by the girls.

b. 1 2
\
A B The Mapping Theory analysis for (17) is given in (18); the 2 is not linked, the B
One MAP : MAP (not the A MAP) is cancelled, and the 1 links 10 the A MAP.
is cancelled in the Ppassive, and it must necessar;
- A SSIVE, sarily be the B MAP gj 3
w”u“e.ﬁo_w “o“__..man in W nominative/accusative _mbwnmmo.wo_. the MEQ rn”_n.__ﬂ {18) 1 2
izerent form in an ergative language. For exampe, ’ 1
“Horn:o (Gerdts _em.c. Passive in (13), we see that the sole E.mEuﬂ:M “un”w_“u:—a A 8
ppears in the absolutive, the morphology associated with a B MAP.

(13) Na-tippog " .. . However, in the antipassive of an ergative language, the sole argument is assigned

pstéinactknock over labs L2l ubing). the B MAP. For example, in the llokano (Gerdis 1987) antipassive in (19), the

*I was knocked r obl-det woman agent of the antipassive determines absolutive agreement, i.e. the morphology

ocked over (by the woman). associated with a B MAP,
Therefore, the MAP ] : .
A MAP. 2ad e 3 Hsﬁ.hw sancelled in the passive of an ergative language s the (13) N-ag-tippog ak  ka-dagiti botelya.
) pst-intr-knock.over labs obl-det boule
(14) i 2 ‘I knocked over the bottles.’
! The antipassive in (19) is given the following representation; the 2 is not linked,
A B the A MAP {(not the B MAP) is cancelled, and the 1 links 1o the B MAP.

We see then that the universal characterizati 20 1 2
. A . cterization of passive is that i 20)
linked and a MAP is cancelled. Which MAP is cancelled follows from “W .ﬁ..__o. N

A B

vﬁ:.mﬁ. In _Sawsmﬁ\wooﬁuaﬁ languages, the A MAP is necessary, the B

The universal characterization of antipassive is that the 2 is not linked and a
MAP is cancelled. As with passive, the A/B parameter determines which MAP is
cancelled. In nominative/accusative languages, the A MAP is necessary, the B
MAP is cancelled, and a ventical linking results. In ergative languages, the B
MAP is necessary, the A MAP is cancelled, and a diagonal linking results.

By way of summary, I compare the Mapping Theory analyses given above
with their Relational Grammar counterparts:

(15) Antipassive: do not link the second GR: cancel a MAP

Mﬁnﬂ: ohw%”.w »“_w_%wwg?o in _M nominative/accusative language with the
: 1 example in (17); the sole argument in the antipassi
determines subject agreement, like the subject of a .-NEE_R (16): nipassive

(16) a.éxg..u-i om-a  ponokaomitaa-wa.
.H-Ew.n.an?mu ‘that-3s  horse-3g
I 'bought that horse.’
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(21) Relational Grammar Mapping Theory

Sinal I-Law The A/B Parameter:
final A: Nom/Ace languages
final B: Ergative languages
universal passive: non-linking of first GR
advancement final A languages cancel B MAP
final B languages cancel A MAP
universal antipassive: non-linking of second GR
reireat, readvancement final A lznguages cancel B MAP
final B languages cancel A MAP

In Relational Grammar all languages are subject to the Final-1 Law, passive is
universally claimed to involve advancement, and antipassive is universally
clzimed to involve retreat and subsequent advancement. In Mapping Theory, the
A/B Parameter allows two types of final clauses: those with a sole A and those
with a sole B. There are two types of passives and two types of antipassives, one
each for nominative/accusative and ergative languages. Since all else follows from
the A/B Parameter, this is really the only cost to the grammar. Relational
Grammar, however, complicates the grammar elsewhere. Ergativity still needs to
be defined (see (7)) and referred to. Therefore, the Mapping Theory grammar is
actually no more complicated than Relational Grammar with respect to this set of
phenomena.

Moreover, there is one way in which Relational Grammar is more
complicated than Mapping Theory. This is in the structure assigned to
antipassives. In RG, a three level structure is assigned, while a two-level structure
suffices in Mapping Theory. I turn my attention to this issue in the next section

3. The K’iche’ Antipassive

Antipassive in the Mayan language K 'iche’ has been given a Relational
Grammar treatrment in Sam-Colop (1988) and Davies and Sam-Colop (1990).
Their analysis presents a special challenge to Mapping Theory because they claim
that three levels of syntactic structure are needed to adequately account for
agreement facts in K'iche’. Mapping Theory is designed with only two syntactic
levels: a level of grammatical relations linked to a level of MAPs. Therefore,
analyses making reference to an ‘intermediate’ level of structure are not possible.
I show, however, that the analysis of antipassive given above plus the notion of
feature passing previously developed in Mapping Theory adequately account for
the K'iche’ data.

K’iche’ is a typical ergative language. As seen by observing the agreement
morphology in (22)(24), one form references the subject of an intransitive as
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well as the object of a transitive, and a separate form references the subject of a
transitive.

(22) X-at-r-il le achi.
ASP-2ABS-3ERG-see  theman
“The man saw you.'

(23) X-at-atin-ik.
ASP-2ABS-bathe-IN.SUF
“You took a bath.”

(24) X-@-aw-il le achi.
ASP-3JABS-2ERG-see  theman
“You saw the man.’

Examples of the antipassive in K'iche’ are given in (25)+28).4
(25) In x-in-il-o-w le achi.

I ASP-1ABS-see-THV-AP theman
‘'l saw the man.’

(26) Leachi x-in-il-o-w in.

theman ASP-1ABS-see-THV-AP me
‘The man saw me.’

27) Laat x-at-kuna-n le ajkun?
Q you ASP-2ABS-cure-AP the doctor
‘Was it you who cured the doctor?”

(28) Laare’ le ajkun  x-at-kuna-n-ik?
Q FOC thedoctor ASP-2ABS-cure-AP-IN.SUF
*Was it the doctor who cured you?'

Davies and Sam-Colop note several properties for such antipassives. m.:_m.. a
special morpheme -w/-n is suffixed 1o the verb. Second, :5 theme =.o?5w_ .
appears as an unmarked NP, that is, exactly like an object in a transitive. Third,
the verb agrees with only one NP. As they point out, however, sometimes .
agreement is determined by the agent nominal, as in (25) and (27), and sometimes
by the theme, as in (26) and (28). . . .
They account for the agreement facts with a three-level antipassive analysis
and feature passing. Recall that antipassive is given the following representation

#This is the focus antipassive. In the prosented version of this paper, 1 also discussed the
absoletive antipassive. 1 do not give this discussion here due 1o lack of space.
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in Relational Grammar: the initial 1 (the agent), retreats to 2 i initi

. y , placing the initial
(the theme), en chémage, and then, in order to satisfy the Final-1 Law, the agent
readvances to 1. s

(29) agent theme
1 2
2 cho
1 cho

Under this analysis, a special relation is set up between the agent and the theme.
d._n 2-arc headed by the agent has “overrun” the 2-arc headed by the theme.
Aissen (1987) has noted that in some languages, agreement features can be passed
.»..d:.. the overmun nominal onto the overruning nominal. For example, we see this
in the there construction in English:

(30) There seem to be three mermaids in the swimming pool.

The ability to determine verb agreement is a property of the final subject there,
but Eo agreement features are determined by the three mermaids, that is the
nominal overrun by the insentation of there.

) Uw,._mom and Sam-Colop apply this view of feature passing to the K'iche’
antipassive. The theme can pass its agreement features 1o the agent since the agent
_su. overrun the theme. This device zlone would imply that the verb in
antipassives would always agree with the theme, but this is not the case, as (26)
and (28) show. Davies and Sam-Colop propose the following hierarchy to
accommodate the variability in agreement:

3n /S.nm. the head of an agreement controller arc has both inherent and
acquired features, the highest-ranking set of features on the hierarchy
non-3rd > 3rd plural > 3rd singular is referenced on the verb,

In (25) and (27) the agent outranks the theme, and thus its features are referenced
on the verb. But in (26) and (28), the theme outranks the agent, so it is actually
the features of the overrun nominal that appear on the verb. Davies and Sam-
no_ov n..u:n_:an that the K’iche® antipassive provides evidence for a three-level
antipassive, like that posited in Relational Grammar, since the environment for
mnnE_d-vsnmEm would not pertain unless the agent had overrun the theme.
Tuming now to Mapping Theory, I present the K'iche" antipassive as
Won_oiu.ﬁm_aon K’iche’ is an ergative language and thus has a B setting on the A/B
arameter.

As discussed above, in an antipassive the 1 links to the B MAP. In previous work
g (Gerdis 1993c), 1 have shown that the notion of overrun can be easily captured

within Mapping Theory:

(33) Overrun: GRa overruns GRb if g links to the MAP that b would
otherwise have linked to.

- Furthermore, we see that overrun pertains in (32). The agent has overrun the

theme since the theme otherwise would have linked to the B MAP. Thus, the
insight of the Davies and Sam-Colop analysis—that the features of the overrun
nominal can appear on the verb—can be captured just as easily under the
Mapping Theory analysis. The two analyses thus are exactly alike in positing a
“retreat” phenomenon. Where they differ is that the RG account, since it must
conform 10 the Final-1 Law, posits an extra level of structure where the apent
readvances 1o 1, but this additional move is unnecessary in the Mapping Theory
account. We expect, since K’iche' is an ergative language, that the sole nominal
will link to a B MAP. Nothing further needs to be said.

5. Conclusion

This paper has developed the position that nominative/accusative languages
and ergative languages differ in one crucial respect: The A/B Parameter. In
nominative/accusative languages, the sole NP is assigned an A MAP, while in
ergative languages, the sole NP is assigned a B MAP. Transitive clauses are
identical in both types of languages, consisting of an A and a B MAP.

The A/B Parameter has important implications for valence rules such as
passive and antipassive. Linking in passives and antipassives is determined by the
A/B Parameter. The generalization concerning passive is that the agent (or more
precisely the GR) is not linked. In antipassive, the generalization is that the theme
(or more precisely the second GR) is not linked. These generalizations, together
with the A/B Parameter, yield two different linking rules for passives and
antipassives. 1 summarize the basic clause structures for nominative/accusative
languages in (34) and for ergative languages in (35).
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O Nomffcefnald Frantz, Donald G. (1979) Grammatical Relations in Universal Grammar. SIL

Work Papers 23, University of North Dakota.

ipassi fves i : Evi for an
| 2 : ! 2 L 2 erdis. Donna B. (1987) * Antipassives and nnEuE...nm in =ormbo. Evidence .
! : _ \ ! Ergative Analysis of Philippine Emmumom... in R. McGinn Aoa.v.. Studies
A B A A 8 A B in Austronesian Linguistics, Ohio University Press, Athens, Ohio,
transilive  intransitive passive antipassive 295-321, L Retatona Profls in

Gerdts, Donna B. (1992) ‘Morphologically-

BLS 18, 322-337. . .
Gerdts, Donna B. (1993a) "Mapping Ergativity: The A/B Parameter,” paper

presented at University of Victoria.

(35) Ergative: Final B

1 2 1 1 2 1 2 ¥ Gerdis, Donna B. (1993b) *Mapping Halkomelem Grammatical Relations.

_ : ! : ™~~~ 4 Linguistics 31, 591-622. . .

A B B A B A B E Gerdis, Donna B. (1993¢) *Mapping Korean Grammatical Relations.' in The
transitive  iniransitive  passive antipassive , Fifth (1993) Harvard Symposium on Korean Linguistics, 1993, 299-318.

i ristopher D. (1995) ‘Ergativity: Argument Structurc and
ZE::Mm_..Em__“_»:nM_ Relations,” paper presented at LSA, zncw Orleans.
Marantz, Alec. (1984) On the Nature of Grammatical Relations. MIT Press,
idge, Mass. .
ZE.mmMmmﬂ_ N_,_._Emwo. (1992) Crossing & Nested Paths: 2?39659& in
Accusative and Ergative g:wznm&..v?o. Thesis, Zd... ehe' MA
Sam-Colop, Luis Enrique (1988) * Antipassive and 2-3 retreat in K'iche',” M.A,
Thesis, University of lowa.

In Mapping Theory, all valence rules such as passive and antipassive must
be ‘bistratal’. Thus, the K'iche® antipassive, which Davies and Sam-Colop (1990)
claim must be given a three-level analysis, provides a special challenge to the
Mapping Theory view of antipassive. However, we find that the K’iche’ evidence
rests on the concept of ‘overrun’ which is easily translated into Mapping Theory
(Gerdis 1993c). Put another way, the K’iche” data provides evidence that the
agent has usurped the theme’s inflectional position. This is exacdy what the
Mapping Theory analysis of antipassive in an ergative language posits (see (35)).
Furthermore, since the agent should link to the final B in an antipassive in an
ergative language, and not the final 1 (as is claimed in Relational Grammar), no
readvancement of the agent is required. Thus, the Mapping Theory account of
antipassive in ergative languages is much less complicated that the Relational
Grammar analysis.

I conclude then that the A/B Parameter not only adequately accommodates
facts in simple transitives and intransitives, but also allows for a straightforward
account of passives and antipassives in the world’s languages.
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