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The well  known problem of subjecthood in Phili ppine-type
Western Austronesian languages is the source of Schachter's
proposal to factor the traditional grammatical function subject
into two more basic grammatical functions. This paper is an
attempt to implement Schachter's proposal within the framework
of LFG. It is shown that this results in an explanatory account
of the subject properties of the two constituents. Furthermore,
the LFG analysis proposed is superior to related structurall y
based ideas.

Western Austronesian “Phili ppine-type” languages have long been known to pose a
problem for the notion of subjecthood. Schachter (1976) argues that the familiar
notion of subject is an amalgam of two distinct functions. A similar suggestion has
been made on the basis of ergative languages (e.g. Dixon 1979; 1994). One function,
which Schachter call s topic and Dixon call s pivot, is (roughly) a discourse function.
The other, which Schachter call s actor and Dixon subject, is linked to semantics and
argument structure. In nominative-accusative languages, the same nominal has both
functions.

The usual response by theoreticians working in relational frameworks has been
to reject the Schachter/Dixon claim in favor of a multi stratal concept of subjecthood.
For example, Bell (1983), working in Relational Grammar, treats the actor as
“ initial 1”  and the topic/pivot as “ final 1” , and Manning (1996), working in Lexical-
Functional Grammar, analyzes the actor as a(rgument)-structure SUBJ and the topic/
pivot as f(unctional)-structure SUBJ. (Another approach, taken by Kroeger 1993, is to
identify the topic/pivot with the subject function and to deny the subjecthood of the
actor.)

This paper is an exploration of the alternative: the hypothesis that researchers
li ke Schachter and Dixon are essentiall y correct.1 The theoretical framework assumed
is Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG), a monostratal theory in which grammatical
functions are represented directly instead of through constituent structure.

1.0 The proposal

In this section, we define the two grammatical functions into which Schachter and



Dixon propose to factor the subject. We then examine what predictions we make for
several constructions in which subjecthood is implicated.

1.1  Most prominent argument GF

The first function we will  deal with is the one that Schachter call s actor and Dixon
subject. Schachter identifies this function as having role-related properties. Dixon
states that it is based on semantics, and is “ that NP whose referent could be the
‘agent’ that initiates and controls the activity” (Dixon 1979: 101).

Looking more closely, it is clear that what Dixon means by semantics is lexical
semantics; particularly argument-structure semantics. This is in line with Schachter's
characterization, interpreting “ role” in the familiar sense of 

�
 role. This function

represents the argument of the verb that is agent-li ke in some sense, extended to
include the sole argument of intransiti ve verbs even when they are not agentive.

From the perspective of the LFG theory of grammatical functions, the function
in question is what Bresnan (ms) characterizes as an a(rgument)-function. As is clear
from work on the relational hierarchy, this function is the most prominent a-function.

The LFG notation for thematicall y most prominent argument is � � , so we will  refer to
the most prominent argument function as �F. This is our equivalent of Schachter's
actor.

1.2  PIV

The other “subject”  function, which, following Dixon, we will  call  PIV(OT), is harder
to pin down. Schachter associates it with “ reference-related properties,” such as
definiteness, relativizabilit y, and the abilit y to float quantifiers. Following traditional
Phili ppinist usage, he call s it the topic, but makes it clear that this is a different use
of the term from the usual discourse notion. Cooreman, Fox & Givón (1988) show
that the PIV in Tagalog does not have the discourse-continuity properties (measured
in terms of referential distance and topical persistence) that a discourse topic would
exhibit.

More useful is Dixon's (1979: 101) characterization of PIV as “ the pivot for
operations of coördination and subordination.”  The PIV is involved primaril y in
subordination and coordination contexts, and relates more specificall y to
coreferentialit y of arguments in different clauses. That is to say, it provides continuity
between different clauses within the same sentence. In the words of Foley & Van
Valin (1984: 128–9), “ [the] most notable function [of pivots] is in cross-clausal
syntax, where they are important as the controllers and targets of NP elli psis.”  In this
respect, it is similar to the discourse topic, which provides continuity between
sentences in the discourse.

Unlike �F, PIV is not an a-function, and thus is not part of the a-structure of the
predicate. It formally has the status of a d(iscourse)-function, and by LFG's Extended



Coherence Condition (Bresnan ms) it must be defined as identical to some a-function.
In some languages (those often called syntacticall y nominative-accusative) PIV is
identified with �F, while in others (syntacticall y ergative) it is identified with OBJ (in
a transiti ve clause). In Phili ppine-type languages, a third approach is in evidence. The
identity of the pivot is not inherently determined by the syntax of the language;
instead, it is determined by the morphological shape of the verb; specificall y, by the
so-called “voice” aff ixes. Within a constraint-based lexicali st framework li ke LFG,
these aff ixes would be associated with the appropriate specifications for unification
of the features of the PIV function with some a-function. In the LFG formalism, this
is achieved very naturall y through functional equations:2

1. “Active voice”: ( �  PIV) = ( �  �F)
“Direct object voice”: ( �  PIV) = ( �  OBJ)
“ Indirect object/locative voice”: ( �  PIV) = ( �  OBJ� )
“ Instrumental voice”: ( 	  PIV) = ( 	  OBL Instr)
etc.

Note the following examples (Kroeger 1993 (3.13)) and their f-structures.3

2. a. B-um- ili ang lalake ng isda sa tindahan.
PERF.ACT- buy NOM man ACC fish DAT store
‘The man bought fish at the store.’

b.

3. a. B-in- ili - 
0 ng lalake ang isda sa tindahan.
PERF- buy- DO ERG man NOM fish DAT store
‘The man bought the fish at the store.’

b.

 4. a. B-in- ilh- an ng lalake ng isda ang tindahan.
PERF- buy- IO ERG man ACC fish NOM store
‘The man bought fish at the store.’



b.

2.0 Predictions

Our descriptions of the grammatical functions �F and PIV provide a basis for us to
predict which subject function will be implicated in various constructions.

2.1  Anaphora

One construction that is sensiti ve to subjecthood is anaphoric binding. According to
Jackendoff (1990, 1992), anaphoric binding is the syntactic expression of argument
binding in Lexical Conceptual Structures. If  Jackendoff  is right, we would expect that
binding in the syntax would be expressed in terms of syntactic concepts related to
Conceptual Structure: a-functions, specificall y �F.

That binding is sensitive to a-functions is a well -establi shed fact. In many
languages, reflexives must be bound by “subjects.” In Phili ppine-type languages, as
noted by Schachter and others, it is the “actor” (i.e. �F) that antecedes reflexives.

5. �  �  � � �  (Schachter 1976 (21–23))
a. Sinakt- an ng babae ang kaniyang sarili .

hurt(PERF)- IO ERG woman NOM her self
‘A/The woman hurt herself.’

b. Inii sip nila ang kanilang sarili .
think:about(IMPERF.DO) they(ERG) NOM their self
‘They think about themselves.’

c. Nag- ii sip sila sa kanilang sarili .
IMPERF.ACT- think:about they(NOM) DAT their self
‘They think about themselves.’

2.2  Imperative addressee

Another subject property that has been frequently cited as a property of what we are
calli ng �F is the property of being the addressee of an imperative (Dixon 1979,
Schachter 1976, Manning 1996).



8. � � � � � � �  (Schachter 1987: 946)
a. Mag- ali s ka ng bigas sa sako.

ACT.INF- take:out you(NOM) ACC rice OBL sack
‘Take some rice out of the/a sack.’

b. Basah- in mo nga ang libro =ng ito.
read- DO.INF you(ERG) please NOM book =LNK this
‘Please read this book.’

The syntactic side of imperatives is the lexical assignment by the imperative
verb of addressee features (such as second person) to one of its arguments. This is
done through a-functions, and in particular the a-function generall y assigned to
Agents.

9. ( �  �F PERS) = 2

This also fall s out naturall y under the present theory. (There is also clearly semantic
motivation for Agents to be imperative addressees.)

2.3  Chaining

In coordinate structures in many languages, one constituent can be shared among all
the conjuncts. This shared constituent can be called the chained constituent, and
(following Dixon 1979) the construction can be called Chaining, or Topic Chaining.

From the perspective of the present theory, Chaining involves continuity
between clauses; it is not clause-internal or a-structure related. Therefore, if it is GF-
based, it should be sensiti ve to PIVhood, not �Fhood. This seems to be correct, based
on the few languages for which there is evidence. The best known case is the ergative
language Dyirbal. Kroeger (1993) shows that the same pattern holds in Tagalog.

10. (Kroeger (2.30))
a. [Pumunta sa tindahan] at [bumili ang kapatid ko

go(PERF.ACT) DAT store and buy(PERF.ACT) NOM sibling my
ng bigas].
ACC rice
‘My brother went to the store and bought some rice.’

b. [Tinukso ng mga kaibigan] at [kinagalitan si Juan
tease(PERF.DO) ERG PL friend and anger(PERF.IO) NOM Juan
ng kaniya =ng guro].
ERG 3SG.DAT LNK teacher
‘Juan was teased by his friends and scolded by his teacher.’



2.4  Long distance dependencies

As first observed by Keenan & Comrie (1977), relativization and other long distance
dependency (wh movement) constructions are often li mited to subjects. The
framework developed here, combined with the LFG formalization of wh movement
constructions in terms of functional uncertainty, predicts that in a language with such
a restriction the relevant notion of subject is PIV. Since PIV is the function of
interclausal continuity, dependencies that can extend over several clauses should
involve PIV. If , as is plausible, a-functions can only be referenced in the lexical entries
of the heads of which they are arguments, a functional uncertainty equation of the
form (11a) would be allowed but one of the form (11b) would be disallowed.

11. a. ( �  DF) = ( �  GF*  PIV)
b. ( �  DF) = ( �  GF*  �F)

The evidence from languages in which PIV and �F do not coincide is that this
prediction is correct. In Phili ppine languages, only PIV can be extracted.

12. � � � � � � �  ! " # $ % � & #  (Guil foyle, Hung & Travis 1992 (10,13,15))
a. Sino ang bumili ng damit para sa bata'?

who COMP bought(ACT) ACC dress for DAT child
b. *Sino ang binili para sa bata' ang damit?

who COMP bought(DO) for DAT child NOM dress
c. *Sino ang ibinili ng damit ang bata'?

who COMP bought(BEN) ACC dress NOM child
‘Who bought the dress for the child?’
d. *Ano ang bumili para sa bata' ang tao?

what COMP bought(ACT) for DAT child NOM man
e. Ano ang binili ng tao para sa bata'?

what COMP bought(DO) ERG man for DAT child
f. *Ano ang ibinili ng tao ang bata'?

what COMP bought(BEN) ERG man NOM child
‘What was bought for the child by the man?’
g. *Sino ang bumili ng damit ang tao?

who COMP bought(ACT) ACC dress NOM man
h. *Sino ang binili ng tao ang damit?

who COMP bought(DO) ERG man NOM dress
i. Sino ang ibinili ng tao ng damit?

who COMP bought(BEN) ERG man ACC dress
‘Who was bought the dress (for) by the man?’



2.5  Control constructions

We turn now to a more diff icult family of constructions: those involving control.
Control, in its broadest sense, refers to constructions in which an element (usually the
subject) of a (usually nonfinite) subordinate clause is unexpressed, and is interpreted
either as being identical to an element of the main clause or as arbitrary (generic). The
main clause element can be called the controller and the unexpressed position in the
lower clause the controllee.

The two major kinds of control constructions in LFG are functional control and
anaphoric control (Bresnan 1982), formally very different constructions. In functional
control, the controller and controllee have the same value. This kind of control is a
lexical property of the governing verb, which has the following equation in its lexical
entry (with some core function specified for GF).

13. ( '  GF) = ( '  XCOMP SUBJ)

In anaphoric control, on the other hand, the controllee is an unexpressed pronoun and
the control relation is one of anaphoric binding. The lexicon of the language allows
an empty pronominal element to be the value of some argument, and an anaphoric
link is establi shed.

The controller in either kind of control is determined semanticall y, as shown by
the work of Jackendoff  (1990), Sag & Pollard (1991), and others. The present theory
suggests, but does not predict, that the functional controller should be a PIV. It
suggests it because control is related to interclausal continuity, which is what the PIV

function exists for. It does not predict it, however, because an equation associated
with a control verb can reference ( '  (F) (or ( )  OBJ)) without violating whatever
localit y principle there might be on a-functions. One might expect, then, that
languages could differ on this: some languages (as in Bresnan 1982) specifying the
controller as some core function ( (F, OBJ, OBJ* ) and others specifying it as PIV. In
anaphoric control, the controller has no special syntactic status, so there is no reason
to expect any limitation on what function it can have.

The choice of controllee is more limited than the choice of controller. Here, too,
semantics plays a role, in that the controllee must be the appropriate kind of
participant (generall y one able to control the action of the subordinate clause).
However, there are also syntactic constraints. In anaphoric control, the controllee
argument must be lexicall y specified by the verb of which it is an argument as a null
pronoun with whatever features are necessary for control.4

14. ( +  AF PRED) = ‘PRO’



Such lexical specification follows  the relational hierarchy of a-functions, so if it is
limited to one function that one will be ,F.

The controllee in functional control is a completely different matter. With
Raising, there are no semantic restrictions on the controllee, since there is no semantic
relationship involved. (For Equi constructions, semantics does still play a role, of
course.) However, the controllee is specified syntacticall y not by the verb of which
it is an argument, but rather by the higher verb. The requirement that a-functions only
be specified by the lexical entries of the heads of which they are arguments prohibits
the higher verb from designating an a-function of its complement. It can either
indicate an unspecified GF or specify PIV. That is to say, choice of functional
controllee should either be free or limited to PIV. We summarize our syntactic
predictions below.

15. Anaphoric control: controller– no syntactic restriction
controllee– possibly restricted to ,F

Functional control: controller– core function or PIV

controllee– unlimited or PIV

In Tagalog, Kroeger (1993) distinguishes between anaphoric and functional
control, both of which he claims exist in the language. In the anaphoric control
construction, the controller is determined by semantics and the controllee is generall y

,F, regardless of PIV status.5

16. (Kroeger 4.39)
Nag- atubili si Maria =ng hiram- in ang pera.
PERF.ACT- hesitate NOM Maria COMP borrow- DO NOM money
‘Maria hesitated to borrow the money.’

In functional control constructions (including Raising), both controller and controllee
must be PIV.

17. (Kroeger (5.48))
Nagpilit si Maria =ng bigy- an ng pera ni Ben.
insist:on(PERF.ACT) NOM Maria COMP give- IO ACC money ERG Ben
‘Maria insisted on being given the money by Ben.’

18. (Kroeger (2.17))
a. Inasah- an ko na awit- in ni Linda ang pambansang.awit.

expect- IO I(ERG) COMP sing- DO ERG Linda NOM national:anthem
‘I expected that Linda would sing the national anthem.’



b. Inasah- an ko ang pambansang.awit na [awit- in
expect- IO I(ERG) NOM national:anthem COMP sing- DO

ni Linda].
ERG Linda
‘I expected the national anthem to be sung by Linda.’

c. * Inasah- an ko si Linda na [awit- in
expect- IO I(ERG) NOM Linda COMP sing- DO

ang pambansang.awit].
NOM national.anthem
‘I expected Linda to sing the national anthem.’

Tagalog thus conforms to our predictions.

2.6  Discourse prominence

In some languages, it has been shown that the PIV has special discourse prominence,
as discussed by Foley & Van Valin (1984) and Manning (1996). This prominence is
diff icult to pin down, but as Manning shows for Inuit it relates somehow to
definiteness, specificity, and/or wide scope. For Tagalog, it has generall y been
identified as definiteness. Since PIV is a d-function, it is to be expected that being PIV

would have discourse related consequences.
We also suggest, with a littl e trepidation, that the abilit y to launch floating

quantifiers may be a discourse related property. In the Phili ppine languages, this is a
property that is unique to the PIV. However, there are other languages where the
abilit y to float quantifiers seems to be subject to the relational hierarchy of
a-functions.

3.0 Comparison with structural approaches

Approaches very similar to the one argued for here, but in a purely c-structural
framework, have been proposed by Guil foyle, Hung & Travis (1992) and Bittner &
Hale (1996). We will very briefly consider the Guil foyle et al. analysis here.

Based on data from Malagasy, Tagalog, Cebuano, and Malay/Indonesian,
Guil foyle et al. argue for a GB analysis in which there are two “subject”  positions:
SpecIP and SpecVP. Building on the VP-internal Subject Hypothesis, they suggest
that in some languages both positions can be fill ed at S-structure.

Given the assumptions of GB theory and the VP-internal Subject Hypothesis,
SpecVP is a -  position while SpecIP is not. Thus, SpecVP is fill ed at D-structure (by
the Agent argument of the verb), while SpecIP is empty at D-structure and gets fill ed
by the movement of an independently present nominal. From the perspective of the
approach developed here, SpecIP is Guil foyle et al.'s structural equivalent of the



function PIV, whil e SpecVP is .F. Strangely, they refer to both positions as subject
positions and explicitl y refer to the SpecIP (i.e. PIV) as an argument position.

Guil foyle et al.'s discussion about the division of labor between PIV and .F
corresponds closely to ours. Their abilit y to actuall y predict these properties is less
clear. As in our analysis, .F is related to argument structure and thus has argument-
related subject properties. PIV, on the other hand, has properties relating to factors
other than argument structure. Among the properties of PIV that they enumerate are
accessibilit y to extraction and the abilit y to launch floating quantifiers. The latter they
link to the structural position of floating quantifiers (adjoined to Infl), while they don't
actuall y explain the former. Among the properties of .F is antecedence of reflexives,
explained by the /  sensiti vity of binding. Abilit y to be controlled seems to be shared
by both. The reasons for this are not entirely clear: on the one hand they endorse the
classical GB view that PRO is ungoverned, and thus restricted to SpecIP of nonfinite
Infl, on the other hand they suggest an unspecified relationship to binding theory and
optionalit y of government of the SpecVP position to explain the abilit y of PRO to
appear in SpecVP. It is thus not entirely clear that the structural account explains the
facts.

Within the framework that they assume, a nominal becomes PIV (moves to
SpecIP) by virtue of not being assigned Case. They work out the analysis in detail  for
Malagasy, where the prefix an- appears on actor voice verbs, the suff ix -na on direct
object voice verbs, and both appear on the verb if the pivot is something else specified
in the lexical entry of the verb.

19. (Guil foyle et al. (4,6))
a. M- an- sasa (manasa) ny lamba amin' ny savony ny zazavavy.

TNS- ACT- wash the clothes with the soap the girl
b. Sasa- na (sasan') ny zazavavy amin' ny savony ny lamba.

wash- DO the girl with the soap the clothes
c. An- sasa- na (anasan') ny zazavavy ny lamba ny savony.

ACT- wash- DO the girl the clothes the soap
‘The girl washes the clothes with soap.’

The analysis is that the prefix is part of the verb and assigns Case to the Patient, while
the suff ix is part of Infl and assigns Case to the Agent in SpecVP. The one that is not
assigned Case moves to SpecIP, where it can be marked nominative. The attractive-
ness of this proposal comes from the combination of prefix and suff ix: in such a case,
both Agent and Patient are assigned Case and something else must move instead. An
alternative analysis must treat the circumfix an-…-na as a third morphological
element, unrelated to the active voice prefix and direct object voice suff ix.
Furthermore, constituent order facts in Malagasy support this analysis: the trace of the
verb (which moves to Infl) intervenes between the Agent and the Patient, so the



Patient is in a position adjacent to the verb if it is Case marked.
Attractive as it is at first glance, the Case-theoretic account faces some

problems. Some of these problems are apparent in the analysis of Malagasy. In the
first place, it requires an approach under which transiti ve verbs do not have the
inherent abilit y to assign Case. This contradicts most approaches to Case in the GB
tradition. Second, the fact that both Agent and Patient are assigned Case if the
circumfix appears on the verb is not enough to explain the movement of another
argument to SpecIP. As Guil foyle et al. observe (fn 7), the prepositi on must be
assumed to incorporate into the verb as well . If  it did not, it would surface and assign
Case to the nominal. This incorporation must be stipulated, and though Guil foyle et
al. claim that it is similar to an applicative construction, in the Malagasy case there
is no morphological indication of the incorporation.

Further problems emerge when the analysis is extended to other Austronesian
languages. Unlike Malagasy, languages li ke Tagalog do not combine the active voice
aff ix and the direct object voice aff ix if an oblique argument becomes the pivot. This
may indicate that, messy though it may be for Malagasy, the correct treatment of
oblique-pivot aff ixes is simply as separate aff ixes. The word order facts are also less
cooperative in other languages, as Guil foyle et al. point out and discussed in detail  for
Tagalog by Kroeger (1993). Finall y, it is unclear how the Guil foyle et al. analysis
would extend to syntacticall y ergative languages.

4.0 Final comments

It has been claimed (e.g. by Marantz 1984) that theories of syntax in which
grammatical functions are not defined in terms of structural configurations are
inherently less explanatory than GB-style theories. In fact, it is often the opposite that
is the case. Hiding grammatical functions behind an array of structural constraints
often obscures their nature as functions.

In this study, we have attempted to motivate the properties normally attributed
to subjects in terms of two more basic functions. We have shown that hypothesizing
the functions 0F and PIV, and treating them as functions, can explain the properties they
exhibit, particularly the array of properties in Phili ppine-type languages. The resulting
system is more explanatory than related c-structural approaches, in which the surface
system is a coincidence instead of the direct result of the need for interclausal
continuity. It is also superior to a bistratal GF-based approach, in which the function
name SUBJ is arbitraril y used to refer to distinct functions at the different strata.
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*I would like to thank Joan Bresnan for comments on much of the material in this paper. All  the usual
disclaimers apply.

1Both Schachter and Dixon make additional claims, more inimical to the LFG conception of syntax,
which I do not address here and do not subscribe to. Schachter, at least by implication, questions the
universality of grammatical functions in general. It seems to me that that step is not justified by the facts of
Phil ippine-type languages and ergative languages. Dixon claims that his subject and pivot are defined in
terms of the more primitive functions S, A and O. Here again, I do not believe that a valid case has been
made.

2There are some interesting complications concerning objects, obliques, and adjuncts. In the first place,
the “direct object voice” suff ix is -in and the “indirect object voice” suff ix is -an, but with some verbs -in is
used when a normally dative-marked nominal becomes pivot, and with other verbs -an is used when the pivot
is what would normally be marked accusative (Schachter 1987). I assume without argument that the
a-function of the pivot is accurately reflected by the voice aff ix, and not by the Case it would normally be
marked with.

A second problem is the abilit y of certain adjunct-like elements to be pivot. I suspect that this is
yet another piece of evidence that the complement/adjunct distinction is more fluid than is usually thought,
as suggested by Jackendoff  (1990) and Alsina (1996). Foley and Van Valin (1984) remark on the general
abilit y of Phili ppine languages to have pivots that are not core arguments; in the present context, however,
I don't see that as a problem. The fact that these languages have a morphological indication of which
argument has been chosen as pivot makes the wider options for pivothood natural.

3A note on the glosses. The voice aff ixes are glossed ACT for active, DO for direct object, and IO for
indirect object. Case cliti cs are glossed ERG (for the Case marking the Actor), ACC, DAT, OBL. Finally, I
am assuming that the locative phrase in this set of sentences is a secondary object, and thus is marked as pivot
by the IO aff ix.

4In Bresnan (1982), this is indicated informally with the feature [U +].

5More precisely, if the subordinate verb is in the voliti ve mood the controllee must be 1F for semantic
reasons. In the nonvoliti ve mood, in which 1F is semantically marked as not in control of the action, 1F can be
unexpressed only as an arbitrary controllee. According to Kroeger, in nonvoliti ve complements the controllee
must be PIV. The restriction to PIV is not explained by my account (nor his), but if essentially correct it may
be due to the function of PIV. The fact that 1F can be specified as an unexpressed pronoun in the nonvoliti ve
even though it cannot be controlled shows that there is a syntactic aspect to the choice of 1F as anaphoric
controllee.

Schachter, P. (1987). Tagalog. In The world's major languages, edited by B. Comrie,
936–958. New York: Oxford University Press.
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