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Towards A Unified Structural Account for
Passives and Antipassives
Evidence from Case Marking
C.I. (Carolin) Tyrchan

RMA Linguistics, Utrecht University, Utrecht
Course ‘Syntax and Cognition: Grammar-Internal and Grammar-External Interfaces’
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ABSTRACT
This paper provides suggestions for a parallel structural account of passives and antipassives in nominative-accusative and absolutive-ergative
languages, motivated by observations from case marking. In contrast to
previous approaches, it will be argued that passives and antipassives
are not derived from their active transitive counterparts, but that verbs in
these constructions only select one argument, while the second argument
can be optionally realized as an adjunct PP. In order to account for the
semantic saliency of the second argument, it is proposed to focus further
research on the valency reducing operation in a dynamic lexicon, as e.g.
suggested by Reinhart & Siloni (2005). The proposed analysis avoids unnecessarily complicated derivations and offers a straightforward explanation for the observed θ-roles and case marking. At the same time, it allows
for a parallel account of passives and antipassives that holds across alignment systems, which have often been analysed separately.

1. Introduction1
Numerous papers as early as Chomsky (1957) have tried to explain how to derive
a passive sentence, such as ‘The dog is fed by me’, from its active counterpart, ‘I
feed the dog’. The present paper will take observations from case marking as a
motivation to challenge that view of the passive, and as a chance to connect it with
accounts of the antipassive, a related phenomenon.
Given their meaning, it seems sensible to assume that active and passive sentences are structurally related. As can be observed in example (1), the arguments
in the active and passive sentences carry the same θ-roles. However, the passive
sentence in (1b) sets itself apart in at least three ways from the active counterpart in (1a): the inflectional morphology of the verb differs, the arguments have
switched Case, and the logical agent is part of an optional by-phrase. Similar issues can be observed in passives of absolutive-ergative languages such as Labrador Inuit in example (2). A derivational account of passives would need to account
for these differences with syntactic operations, e.g. with transformational rules, as
Chomsky (1957) proposes.
1 I would like to thank the teachers and fellow students of the 2020 Syntax Interfaces
course at Utrecht University, the audience at the virtual 68th StuTS, as well as three
anonymous reviewers for their valuable feedback. All remaining errors are my own.
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(1) German (NOM-ACC alignment)
		
a. Ich
füttere
den
Hund			
1SG.NOM feed.1SG DET.ACC dog.ACC2
‘I feed the dog.’
		
		
		

Active

b. Der
Hund
wird (von mir)
gefüttert
DET.NOM dog.NOM AUX (by 1SG.DAT) feed.PTCP
‘The dog is fed (by me).’					

Passive

(2) Labrador Inuit (ABS-ERG alignment; Smith, 1982:165)
		
a. Anguti-up
annak
taku-janga			
Active
		
Man-ERG
woman.ABS see-3SG.SUBJ.3SG.OBJ.PRS
		
‘The man sees the woman.’
		
		
		

b. Annak
(anguti-mut)
taku-jau-juk		
Woman.ABS (man-DAT)
see-PASS-3SUBJ.PRS
‘The woman is seen (by the man).’

Passive

Despite being treated as a separate, almost unrelated phenomena in the literature, passives and antipassives have in common that one of their arguments
changes: in passives, it is usually the agent, in antipassives it is usually the patient. Like the passive example above, the derivation of antipassives poses the
same theoretical challenges, as illustrated by the examples in (3). The verb exhibits different inflectional morphology, usually a special antipassives marker (AP),
and the case marking on the arguments changes. Depending on the language,
the logical patient might be present, but less important to or less impacted by the
event, and can be found in something like a by-phrase, as in (4), or even be omitted entirely (Polinsky, 2017).
(3) Inuktitut (ABS-ERG; Spreng, 2006:252)
		
a. Piita-up
nanuq		
kapi-jaa			
		
Peter-ERG polar bear.ABS
stab-PTCP.3SG/3SG
		
‘Peter stabbed the polar bear.’
		
		
		

b. Piita
kapi-si-vuq		
Peter.ABS stab-AP-IND.3SG
‘Peter stabbed a polar bear.’

nanur-mik
polar bear-OBL

Active

Antipassive

2 The following glosses are used in this paper: ABS – absolutive, ACC – accusative, AP –
antipassive marker, ASP – aspect marker, AUX – auxiliary, DAT – dative, DET – determiner,
ERG – ergative, FOC – focus marker, IN – intransitive marker, M – masculine, NOM –
nominative, OBJ – object, OBL – oblique, PASS – passive, PRS – present, PST – past,
PTCP – participle, REFL – reflexive, SG – singular, SUBJ – subject, THV – thematic vowel,
TR – transitive marker, Q – question particle

LingUU | 5.1 | 2021

6

(4) Ukrainian (NOM-ACC; Polinsky, 2017)
		
a. Did			
sxopyv
ripk-u		
		
Grandfather.NOM.M grab.PST.M turnip-ACC
		
‘Grandfather grabbed the turnip.’
		
		
		

b. Did		
sxopyv-sja
za ripk-u
Grandfather.NOM.M grab.PST.M-REFL at turnip-ACC
‘Grandfather grabbed at the turnip.’

Research

Active

Antipassive

This paper will revisit the hypothesis that passives and antipassives are built on
the structure of actives and move on to propose an alternative analysis, which will
be based on the comparable observations of case marking across the different
voice types and across alignment systems. Out of the three main challenges pointed out above, focusing on Case has several advantages. For example, assuming
that case assignment rules are syntactic rules, languages that morphologically
mark Case give us insights about the underlying structure. For the purpose of this
paper, the following principles are assumed: in nominative-accusative languages,
the internal argument of a transitive verb receives accusative Case from v, the external argument moves to the subject position Spec, TP and receives nominative
Case. Following the Uniform Theta-Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH; Baker, 1988),
which states that specific θ-roles should always be assigned in the same specific
position, it can generally be expected that the external argument will be the agent
and the internal argument the patient. In absolutive-ergative languages, the agent
argument receives ergative case, opposing the absolutive, which can be object
case in transitive or the subject case in intransitive constructions.
This set of rules yields clear predictions about what Case we expect on arguments
in passive and antipassive constructions, under the assumption that they are
derived from the same transitive vP as their active counterparts: in nominativeaccusative languages, the agent argument should be marked for nominative, the
patient for accusative Case. In absolutive-ergative languages, the agent should be
marked for ergative, the patient for absolutive Case. If one now compares these expectations with the observations from the passives and antipassives in both alignment systems from examples (1-4), again summarized in Table 1, two cases of
interest emerge: in the nominative-accusative passive and the absolutive-ergative
antipassive, the predicted Case differs from the observed morphological marking.
In addition, it can be observed that the optional argument is often marked with
oblique case. From this comparison, the question arises how the discrepancy between expected and observed Case in passives and antipassives arises in syntax.

Carolin Tyrchan
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Table 1
Predicted vs. Observed Case in Passives and Antipassives
Alignment
System
NOM-ACC
ABS-ERG

Argument

Predicted Case

Observed Case
(Passive)

Observed Case
(Antipassive)

Agent

NOM

(ACC/OBL)

NOM

Patient

ACC

NOM

(ACC)

Agent

ERG

(OBL)

ABS

Patient

ABS

ABS

(OBL)

Round brackets (): optional omission of the argument, bold: expectation/observation
mismatch

In section 2, previous explanations will be explored and their main strengths and
weaknesses will be discussed. Section 3 will then put forward an alternative proposal that unifies accounts of passives and antipassives and holds in both alignment systems. Finally, section 4 will summarize and conclude.

2. The Case Assignment Problem in Previous Accounts of Passive and
Antipassive Syntax
While the general syntactic structure of passive sentences has received a lot of attention in the literature, most accounts have other focal points than case assignment. Nevertheless, there are accounts that do touch on the problem and suggest
solutions for it, which will be explored in this section.
Jaeggli (1986) centers his account of the syntactic structure of passives on the
passive morpheme that is base-generated in I, but has less inflectional properties
than properties driving the specific structure of passives. The morpheme lowers
from I to V, so that V will assign it the θ-role of the external argument, as well as
the objective Case. The passive morpheme ‘absorbs’ the θ-role and Case. As a
result, the internal argument cannot receive Case from the verb anymore, which is
why it needs to move to the subject position, where it receives subject Case. The
passive morpheme’s θ-role and Case percolate to the by-phrase, where its head
by then assigns them to its NP complement, the logical agent. Any variation of this
process, such as the optionality of the by-phrase or other observed Case patterns,
is language-specific according to Jaeggli.
Baker, Johnson & Roberts (1989) build on Jaeggli’s (1986) approach, specifying
that the passive morpheme is a clitic that is ‘downgraded’ from I to V. They are
more hesitant towards the term ‘case absorption’, as the clitic does not absorb the
case, but simply receives it. The passive clitic and the NP in the by-phrase form a
chain, so that case in the by-phrase follows the rules of clitic doubling.

8
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The noun incorporation or case absorption theory was also proposed for the antipassive by Baker (1988). An abstract nominal element, the antipassive morpheme (AP), is base-generated in the VP, where it moves to V and absorbs the
Case that the internal argument would otherwise receive. The object can be optionally realized as an adjunct.
The case absorption accounts are problematic because they rely on the process
of ‘downgrading’, which is essentially rightward movement. Additionally, it remains
unclear how and why the passive morpheme differs from its homophonous counterpart, the past particle inflection. Finally, the approach violates UTAH, as θ-role
assignment varies between actives and passives.
Collins (2005) picks up primarily on this last point of criticism, circling back to
the essential core of Chomsky’s (1957) assumption that the passive and active
are derivationally related, building on the structure dictated by UTAH. He rejects
the concept of case absorption. Instead, he proposes that the internal argument
is hidden in a PartP, in which it can be ‘smuggled’ across the external argument
to subject position, where it can receive subject Case. While Collins is adamant
about upholding UTAH, he allows the active and passive to have different rules for
Case assignment: while in the active, Case is assigned by v, it is associated with
the VoiceP in the passive, and thus not assigned by v, but the functional Voice
head. This head is occupied by a purely functional by, which then assigns accusative Case to the DP in Spec,VP.
While Collins reconciles the critical points of Jaeggli’s (1986) and subsequent accounts, such as re-enforcing UTAH, his approach comes with its own issues. For
example, it is not clear why he takes UTAH to be universal, but not Case assignment. More importantly, the ‘smuggling’ operation is a postulation that specifically
derives passives, but cannot be found elsewhere in language. Gehrke & Grillo
(2009) point out that smuggling also creates a look-ahead issue: the packaging
of the internal argument only takes place so that it can move later, before there is
something in the structure that could trigger this movement, and not accounting
for languages that can passivize without movement. However, while Gehrke & Grillo make interesting remarks about passive structure in general, their explanations
are only peripheral to the cause of this paper, as they do not offer any alternative
explanations concerning the Case assignment problem.
Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou & Schäfer (2018) also reject Collins’ smuggling approach, agreeing with Bruening (2012) that the by-phrase should be a PP, not a
DP. They show that it is not just a purely functional dummy link, but forms a proper
PP in which Case assignment follows from P and not the Voice head. This is illustrated in (5): German allows different Ps to head the by-phrase, and the DP’s case
marking depends on the properties of this P. Collins’ approach cannot account
for this observation, as it predicts that the by-phrase will always be accusative,
because in his approach, that is the Case Voice assigns instead of v.

Carolin Tyrchan
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(5) German
		
a. Die
Geschichte wird von dir
erzählt
DET.NOM story.NOM AUX by 2SG.DAT tell.PTCP
		
‘The story is told by you.’
		
		
		

b. Die
Geschichte wird durch dich
erzählt
DET.NOM story.NOM AUX by
2SG.ACC tell.PTCP
‘The story is told by you.’

Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou & Schäfer (2018) further criticize that Collins’ approach predicts that all transitive verbs would be able to passivize, and present
counter-evidence from Greek. This leads to their own suggestion that passives
are not always derivationally related to actives, but that languages differ in how
they build passives. While in some languages such as English, the passive indeed
builds on the active, other languages such as Greek have different kinds of Voice
heads, which select active, passive or unaccusative complements. These different language-internal options arise from individual selectional restrictions that are
specified for each verb in the lexicon. While this approach reflects cross-linguistic
variation more accurately than e.g. Collins’, it does so to the expense of multiple
different structures for the same phenomenon.
Some accounts of antipassive syntax, such as Spreng’s (2006) analysis of Inuktitut (see example (3)), also assume at least two strategies to build the structure
within the same language. Spreng disagrees with the noun incorporation account
of Baker (1988) and instead argues that the structure depends on whether or
not the antipassive morpheme is present: if that is the case, it can occupy v and
license structural accusative, so that this kind of antipassive would be derived like
the usual transitive verb phrase. When the antipassive morpheme is not present,
and thus not in v, v cannot assign structural accusative to the internal argument,
which instead realizes oblique case. While this account accurately captures the
distribution of the antipassive morpheme, it has weaknesses in accounting for
the presence of oblique case. In addition, it builds on the assumption that v does
not always assign Case, in fact, that v never assigns structural Case in ergative
languages. This implies that v can have differing, language-dependent properties,
which again requires an explanation and questions the universality of the functional head.
In some languages, such as K’Iche’ (Mayan), the transitive verb usually agrees
with both the subject and object, as in (6a). However, in the antipassive, the verb
only agrees with one argument, the agent, as in (6b). This interesting pattern
of verbal agreement can also be observed in other languages such as Inuktitut
(Spreng, 2006) or West Greenlandic (Schmidt, 2003), and has given rise to comparisons of the antipassive syntax with the structure of intransitives: There may
be two arguments like with transitive verbs, but the verb agrees with the subject
only, like an intransitive verb.

LingUU | 5.1 | 2021
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(6) K’Iche’ (Davies & Sam-Colop, 1990)
		
a. La
x-∅-a-chap		
le
		
Q
ASP-3ABS-2ERG-catch DET
		
‘Did you catch the hummingbird?’
		
		
		

tz’unun?		
hummingbird

Research

Active

b. La at
x-at-chap-o-w
le
tz’unun?
Antipassive
Q 2SG ASP-2ABS-catch-THV-AP DET hummingbird
‘Was it you who caught the hummingbird?’

As additional evidence, Davies & Sam-Colop (1990) show that in verb-final antipassive K’Iche’ clauses only the intransitive suffix can be used, while the transitive
suffix is ungrammatical, as can be seen in (7).
(7) K’Iche’ (Davies & Sam-Colop, 1990)
		
a. Are’ le
kab’raqan x-∅-wuli-n-ik		
		
FOC DET earthquake ASP-3ABS-crumble-AP-IN
		
‘It was the earthquake that crumbled it.’
		
		
		

b. *Are’ le
kab’raqan
x-∅-wuli-n-o		
FOC DET earthquake ASP-3ABS-crumble-AP-TR
(It was the earthquake that crumbled it.)

Antipassive

Antipassive

The K’Iche’ data give rise to the question why transitive verbs should behave like
intransitive verbs in certain contexts. Davies & Sam-Colop (1990) apply Perlmutter & Postal’s (1977) demotion analysis that was originally conceptualized for
passives, to antipassives. The proposal was formulated within the framework of
Relational Grammar, which describes syntactic dependencies as abstract relations between the elements of a clause: if a verb is passivized, the relations to its
arguments change. Passive verbs start the derivation with relations to two arguments, and end it with relations to only one argument. While it is unclear how this
process would be translated into operations of Generative Grammar, the general
idea of comparing antipassives to intransitives prevails.
While many of the accounts of passive and antipassive syntax necessarily touches on the case assignment problem, none of them can fully or uniformly explain
the mismatch between predicted and observed case. In the following section, the
Case patterns described above will be taken as a motivation to argue for a unified
account of passives and antipassives that builds on their parallels with intransitive verbs.

3. Evidence from Case Marking for a Non-Derivational Account
3.1 The Proposal
Passives and antipassives resemble sentences with intransitive verbs in certain
properties, some of which were established above already. The two arguments,
which are usually both obligatorily overt in the transitive active sentence, do not
have the same syntactic status or semantic relevance in passives and antipassives.

Carolin Tyrchan
Like unaccusatives, the main argument in passives is non-agentive, usually a patient. Like unergatives, antipassives usually have an agent argument. In either
case, that one argument morphologically realizes nominative or absolutive Case.
The second argument, which usually cannot be dropped in their transitive active
counterpart, is optional, usually marked with oblique case, and in certain antipassives like the K’Iche’, Inuktitut or West Greenlandic ones, does not agree with the
verb anymore. As established in the previous section, attempts to account for
these differences of passives and antipassives by deriving them from their transitive active counterparts could not be done in a fully convincing and uniform way
yet. By viewing the Case assignment problem as less of a problem and more of a
solution, I am arguing for a non-derivative analysis of passives and antipassives
that is based on the parallel properties of passives, antipassives and intransitives.
In contrast to passives and antipassives, the Case assignment by intransitive
verbs is established better, starting with Burzio’s generalization (8), according to
which nominative/absolutive Case is trivially expected for unaccusatives.
(8) Burzio’s Generalization (Burzio, 1986:178)
		
Only verbs that assign a θ-role to the subject can assign accusative
		
Case to an object.
Marantz extends this observation, noting that if there is only one base-generated
argument, it has to receive nominative or absolutive Case, as accusative and ergative are only assigned opposing a second argument (Marantz, 1991:24). If one
now reconsiders the observed case marking in passives and antipassives, there is
another parallel to intransitive verbs: the relevant arguments have the same Case
as one would expect from the argument of an intransitive verb.
With Burzio’s Generalization and Marantz’ theory of dependent case at hand, case
marking on the main argument in passives and antipassives is not problematic
anymore, but can be explained trivially. That is, if one takes the observed patterns
as evidence that passives and antipassives are not derived from a transitive structure, but rather resemble the structure of intransitives. This conclusion raises the
question how to account for the second argument in passives and antipassives,
which is at least semantically salient if not realized overtly.
Given the fact that the second argument usually realizes oblique case and in many
languages is part of something like a by-phrase, it will be assumed that it is part of
an optional adjunct PP3 where it receives case from P, as has been suggest before,
e.g. by Alexiadou et al. (2018). For those examples which have no overt P, it must
be assumed that there is an underlying covert PP anyway, following the Invisible
Category Principle ((9); Emonds, 1987).
3 Due to limited space, the exact syntax of the by-phrase cannot be treated in this paper
beyond case assignment. It will be assumed that adjuncts are by definition optional and
that the argument can be realized whenever there is a pragmatic reason for it.

11
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(9) Invisible Category Principle (Emonds, 1987:615)
		
A category may remain empty throughout the syntactic derivation, if its
		
features are alternatively realized on a phrasal sister.
With the Invisible Category Principle in mind, one can account for case assignment on the second argument, even when it does not appear with an overt P,
such as the patient in the Inuktitut antipassive (example (3b)). The NP ‘polar bear’
is part of a PP, and receives oblique case from the covert P. The PP analysis can
also account for those examples in which the suppressed argument exhibits the
accusative, such as example (4b). As the German example in (5) showed, accusative marking in by-phrases does not arise from structural Case, but is inherent to P.
In some passives, the patient argument appears with quirky case, such as in example (10). The phenomenon can be accounted for with the hierarchy of case
realization (Marantz, 1991), which orders lexical case over dependent, unmarked
and default case. As a result, quirky dative, which is generally taken to be inherent
to the verb, is preferred over the default nominative at morphological spell-out.
(10) German
		
Dem
Kind
wird (von mir)
geholfen
		
DET.DAT child.DAT AUX
(by 1SG.DAT) help.PTCP
		
‘The child is helped (by me).’
The proposed analysis results in the following derivation: the verb in passives and
antipassives only selects one argument. Given the respective θ-positions involved,
this results in structures that look like like unaccusatives for passives and like
unergatives for antipassives. This, however, does not mean that the verb involved
is lexically intransitive, which will be further discussed in the following section. The
second, semantically salient argument is part of an adjunct PP and receives case
from P.

3.2 Accounting for Semantically Transitive Verbs in an Intransitive Structure
The proposed analysis leaves the question why and how verbs that are usually
transitive only select one argument. Instead of the analysis as an optional adjunct,
one could still assume that something blocks the slot of the suppressed argument and prevents its normal realization, similar to the case absorption analysis
described above. For passives, something would need to block Spec, vP as the
external agent argument is missing. For antipassives, the blocking would need to
happen before v merges and checks Case of the internal argument. In previous
analyses, a functional Voice head was supposed to account for the properties of
non-active voice. However, Voice only merges with an already assembled vP, which
means that it cannot alter or influence the structure within the vP anymore, in accordance with the Extension Condition (Chomsky, 1995). This is also the reason
why any approaches that delete the second argument should be rejected. The
entire issue of altering the structure in syntax vanishes if one assumes that the
verb only selects one argument from the beginning.

Carolin Tyrchan
The ideal of syntactic uniformity (Chomsky, 2001) already suggests that the alteration of the verb’s selectional behaviour should not take place in syntax, as that
would require language-specific syntactic rules. In addition and more specifically,
the Lexicon Interface Guideline ((11); Reinhart & Siloni, 2005), prohibits any operation that would alter the θ-grid of a verb in syntax.
(11) The Lexicon Interface Guideline (Reinhart & Siloni, 2005:403)
		
The syntactic component cannot manipulate θ-grids: elimination,
		
modification, and addition of a θ-role are illicit in the syntax.
The above observations lead to the conclusion that valency reduction cannot be
motivated in syntax, but that syntactic structure only reflects reduced valency. In
turn, the phenomenon must be traced back to the lexicon. Alexiadou et al. (2018)
assume that selectional specifications of the verb in the lexicon determine with
which kind of Voice the vP merges. However, this approach would predict several
lexical entries for semantically identical verbs, which is inefficient. Instead of an
active, passive and antipassive version of the same verb it would be more efficient
to have a valency reducing operation that can apply to whichever verb allows it.
Which verbs allow (anti-) passivization could e.g. be specified in their lexical features. Assuming that an (anti)passivized verb undergoes a valency changing operation, but could be lexically transitive, could also explain why the implicit agent/
patient can still be interpreted, and also allows to select the correct kind of argument in case the second argument is optionally realized. This approach however
requires a concept of a non-static lexicon, as assumed e.g. by Reinhart & Siloni
(2005), in which such operations can apply to lexical entries before any syntactic
structure is built.4 Processing economy further supports this view: it would make
sense to eliminate the respective θ-role from the θ-grid before syntax, so that the
structure never has to be built, and no additional syntactic operations are required
to alter the transitive active structure. It is subject to further research how this idea
can be operationalized.

4. Conclusion
The present paper critically reviewed previous accounts of passives and antipassives
that derive them from their transitive active counterparts. However, none of the approaches succeeded in uniformly explaining the initially presented case marking patterns. In combination with parallels to intransitives, these patterns instead deliver evidence for a non-derivational approach: passives behave like unaccusatives in terms
of θ-roles and case marking, antipassives like unergatives. The suppressed argument can be optionally added in an adjunct PP, where it receives inherent case from
P. This explains why the suppressed argument usually realizes oblique case. It was
4 Given that this concept is rather unconventional in Generative Grammar, Reinhart
& Siloni’s (2005) account should be understood as just an example already going into
this direction. As their proposal still differentiates between language-specific rules, it
should only be taken as a direction-giving indication, not as the ultimate solution to the
problems discussed in this paper. The exact algorithm and potential language-specificity or
universality of such an operation are yet to be established.
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concluded that active, passive and antipassive verbs may originate from the same
lexical entry for reasons of efficiency in the lexicon, but that valency reduction applies
before the start of a derivation in order to avoid building unnecessary structure. Due
to the limited scale of this paper, some details of the (anti)passive syntax, such as
deriving the verbal inflection or the exact properties of the by-phrase, must remain
for further research. In conclusion, the present paper can be viewed as a first step towards a unified account of passives and antipassives across alignment systems that
keeps the required syntactic operations at a minimum and thus ensures simplicity. ■
Received November 2020; accepted February 2021.
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ABSTRACT
For the past few years a change in the use of Dutch gustatory verbs
has been observed. Dutch is unique amongst other Germanic languages for having two verbs to denote taste, namely smaken (descriptive) and proeven (active, cognitive). Both verbs are used in
specific contexts and indicate different ways of describing taste.
It has been observed that proeven is now being used where one would
expect smaken. Thus, ‘Why and how is proeven taking over the use of
smaken?’ Some accounts credit this due to semantic encroachment
and paradigm levelling (following Poortvliet, 2017); that proeven did
not initially mean ‘to taste’ and developed into a gustatory verb later,
taking over the meaning of smaken, leaving the latter to be reduced to
only a descriptive verb. I argue this is only part of the explanation, that
semantics is creating a ground for change but that syntax is the driver.
Indeed, I propose that due to the syntactic nature of the verbs the change
is enforced; proeven is transitive and assigns an agent, whereas smaken
is unaccusative without an agent. This difference leads speakers with difficulties assigning agency and therefore proeven is chosen.

1. Introduction
One of the changes that has been observed over the past few years is that the
distinct differences between the Dutch gustatory verbs have been fading away;
this was observed by Poortvliet (2017).
Dutch has two gustatory verbs, namely proeven and smaken. Both mean ‘to taste’.
However, smaken has an extra element of being ‘to taste like/of something’,
whereas proeven is the verb used to describe what you taste when food/beverage
is in your mouth or the action of tasting something. This distinction is very important and a unique feature of Dutch, as other Germanic languages, such as Danish,
Norwegian, or Swedish, only have one verb (Poortvliet, 2017). Furthermore, each
verb has a specific way of functioning in a sentence. Smaken is a verb that is descriptive and thus, describes the taste of something; proeven on the other hand,
is a cognitive, active perceptive verb that is used for the experience of taste, the
action (Poortvliet, 2017). See example (1) and (2).
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(1)
		
		

De taart smaakt
goed
The cake taste.3SG good
‘The cake tastes good.’

(2)
		
		

Ik
proef
de taart
1SG taste.1SG the cake
‘I taste the cake.’

Research

The essential change that is happening here, is where one would expect the use
of smaken in (1), now proeven is used in (3) and (4).
(3)
		
		

?De Taart proeft
lekker
The cake taste.3SG delicious
‘The cakes tastes good.’

(4)
		
		

?Het proeft
naar salami
3SG. Taste.3SG like salami
‘It tastes like salami.’

This is an extension of the verb proeven, where smaken is used in standard language. This also means that the semantic space smaken fills gets smaller and
proeven expands to become the descriptive verb. Of note, this paper is not in
favour of the prescriptivist argument, where speakers should always abide by the
standard language rules; rather, language should be looked at in terms of use. If a
certain group of speakers have different rules or use language in a ‘non-standard
way’ that is also important to consider. However, the fact that this group exists is
interesting for linguists because it begs the question why this is. Why do the rules
change and what are the underlying principles driving it?
The change described in (3) and (4) will be the focus of this paper, resulting in the
following research question: ‘Why and how is proeven taking over the use of smaken?’ This paper will outline what the main drivers are of this change, in both the
semantic and syntactic domain; to see how this change happens and what facilitates it. There is a gap in the literature regarding this topic, with only one academic
article covering it, namely that of Poortvliet (2017), where she concludes it is a
semantic change. Therefore, this paper will provide more insight into the change.
I propose that it is not only semantics driving this change like Poortvliet (2017)
argues, but that syntax also plays a big role. I hypothesise that due to the need of
agency assignment, the unaccusative verb smaken (with no agent) is losing significance and is therefore more difficult to use. Speakers want to assign agency to the
item they just tasted, and are unable to do this with smaken, therefore they use
proeven instead. This is how the change is truly driven. The claim made here is that
syntax and semantics work together in facilitating this change to happen. This is
enabled by the diachronic semantic changes that have been happening since Early
Middle Dutch (Poortvliet, 2017) and facilitated by the syntactic nature of the verbs.
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The paper is structured as follows: section 2 gives insight into the semantic change
of both verbs, following analysis of the change provided by Poortvliet (2017). The
third section further details what has been shown in example (3) and provides
some insight as to where proeven is taking over. The fourth section provides my
own syntactic analysis of why this change is taking place. The last section is the
conclusion where I will posit that in the future, Dutch will also become a language
like the other Germanic languages, with only one gustatory verb, namely proeven,
where smaken will have been lost or only been kept as standard phrases like
smakelijk eten ‘enjoy your meal’, i.e. ‘bon appétit’.

2. The change from proeven-smaken to proeven-over-smaken
The change described above has been observed by some, as mentioned above
by Poortvliet (2017), but also in an online magazine by van Oostendorp (2012)
and Koetsenruijter (2017) in De Volkskrant (a Dutch newspaper). He describes
that the change happens ‘mostly in the north’ and concludes that the verbs are
used interchangeably and proeven is taking over, because in Old Dutch the verb
proeven was included in the definition of smaken. This is an interesting remark,
where the diachronic change of the meaning is highlighted (Koetsenruijter, 2017).
However, the change being a Northern phenomenon, is probably not the case and
yet to be investigated,1 nonetheless the diachronic change is a solid explanation,
one that Poortvliet (2017) also puts forward and that will be used in this article. It
is important to explain this diachronic semantic change.

2.1 Proeven
According to Van Dale (n.d.), the official Dutch dictionary, proeven comes from ‘to
prove’, ‘to try’, ‘to make clear’, ‘to test’, and ultimately routes from the old French
word prover (which has its origin from Latin probāre), which mean the same
(Poortvliet, 2017). The Dutch verb proberen (to try) also comes directly from that
Latin verb (Philippa et al. 2003–2009). Another intriguing aspect of proeven is
that the original meaning of ‘to test’, ‘to try’ and ‘to research’, ‘ to prove’ etc. has
been lost. This is still visible in the German prufen or in English to prove. Both uses
require a different verb in Dutch, bewijzen (to prove), beproeven (to test), proberen
(to try) (Philippa et al. 2003–2009).
The point is that initially, the verb proeven did not mean taste, or have the gustatory
meaning that it has now, until the Middle Dutch period. Smaken already existed as
a form of gustatory meaning and then a second verb became available with the
same meaning of smaken, which will be discussed in the next subsection. In middle Dutch, proeven meant ‘to test food and drink’, ‘to approve the taste’ (Philippa
et al., 2003–2009). As Poortvliet (2017) states, it is essential that proeven had
not yet taken the meaning of smaken during that period, otherwise proeven would
have covered smaken, and the latter would not have existed anymore. With proeven

1 This is what I personally assume, because I have heard people from all over the
Netherlands say this. However, no evidence from corpora has been collected.
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meaning ‘to test’ back then, it meant that smaken was an essential part of the
vocabulary as the tasting verb. This explains how smaken survived in the Dutch
lexicon.
Later, proeven meant a whole host of things mentioned above, ‘to prove’, ‘to test’,
‘to try’, etc. and eventually, all these meanings were lost (Poortvliet, 2017), and as
stated before, it now means ‘to taste’, ‘to research the sense of taste and observe
taste’ (Van Dale, n.d). This leads us to the meaning of smaken, because it seems
that even though smaken was essential to denote the tasting of food in Middle
Dutch, proeven now covers part of the meaning of smaken. What is, thus, the
development there?

2.2 Smaken
Smaken was present in the Dutch language before proeven, and means to taste,
but also perceiving taste, however it also goes much broader than this, namely to
experience. (Philippa et al., 2003–2009). The Van Dale (n.d.) states that smaken
means to enjoy or be pleasant/please (bevallen in Dutch) and most importantly it
meant proeven. Furthermore, smaken means that it tastes like or of something.
Even though Van Dale states that proeven in the meaning of smaken is dated, the
sense of tasting is still very much there. This is used in a descriptive manner for
smaken as opposed to the cognitive/active perception way like proeven now is
(Poortvliet, 2017). The diachronic change described is that of smaken denoting
cognitive and active perception as well as descriptive, while over time smaken is
only left with the descriptive power. This means smaken has lost semantic load
over time, and proeven has grown as a gustatory verb, taking it from smaken.
Having laid out the semantic changes both verbs have undergone, it is clear that
proeven has a more clear-cut definition of tasting in the sense that a person really
experiences the taste. Another apparent dilemma is that in order to be able to say
something about the taste (smaken) you need to have put a food or drink item in
one’s mouth (proeven) first. To make it concrete: to know something tastes like
chocolate, you need to have put it in your mouth and experienced the taste of the
chocolate (proeven), to then be able to say that it tasted like chocolate (smaken).
This is what Koetsenruijter (2017) also pointed out; it is hard to distinguish between the two verbs, that clearly do have different meanings, depending on what
one wants to say. This can lead to confusion, where the individual has already
tasted it (proeven) and so when somebody asks for the taste, it can be confusing
to get to the verb smaken, because it is hard to distinguish between the taster and
the chocolate that it tasted like. This will be explored more in section three.

2.3. Paradigm levelling
Poortvliet (2017) argues that the choice of proeven, where the standard language
assumes smaken, is due to semantic encroachment which results in lexical paradigm levelling.
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She argues that we now live in a time where the two varieties coexist, but eventually proeven will be the only gustatory verb left, like in the other Germanic languages. This is an example of paradigm levelling, where the variety within a paradigm is
lost and only one verb is left in a said paradigm. The explanation as to why a verb
that first meant ‘to try’, ‘to experience' and 'to test', became the sole verb for ‘to
taste’ is due to ‘metaphorisation’ (Poortvliet, 2017). This is when a verb extends
its meaning due to the metaphoric meaning it could take. In this case, ‘testing
something’ extended its meaning (metaphorically) to ‘testing something with the
mouth’. This is where proeven went from a very versatile verb to one left with the
narrow meaning, ‘stealing’ it from smaken. For a more extensive discussion see
Poortvliet (2017).
Thus, on the semantic side of the argument, it is because of this meaning change
between both verbs, where proeven now means what smaken used to mean, that
speakers of Dutch now use proeven where smaken is expected. In the next section, this change of use will be explored.

3. What is licenced and what is not?
To establish the innerworkings of this change it is important to explore what exactly is and is not subject to it and what the speakers do exactly.
Below are some examples that have been taken from spontaneous spoken speech
found on YouTube and from written language in the newspaper, to give a more balanced view of the change. Again, I want to stress that I am not trying to make any
normative arguments regarding this change, I am merely trying to uncover why this
change is happening in the first place.
As mentioned above, it is always proeven taking the place of smaken, and never
the opposite; you will not find (5):
(5)
		
		

*Ik smaak
knoflook in de pasta
1SG taste.1SG garlic
in the pasta
‘I taste garlic in the pasta.’

Examples (6) through (9) illustrate perfectly what this change between proeven
and smaken is about. They are all similar in the sense that one verb is replaced
by the other, however they are in different positions and not all in the same constructions.
(6)
		
		

Het proeft
niet eens naar puur
3SG taste.3SG not even like pure
‘It does not even taste like dark chocolate.’
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(7)
		
		

… al
proeft
de makreel niet helemaal kraakvers
… even if taste.3SG the mackerel not completely crisp fresh
‘… even if the mackerel does not taste completely fresh.’

(8)
		
		

Ik
vind
hem
niet chemish proeven
1SG find.1SG 3SG.obj not chemical taste.INF
‘I don’t find it tastes chemically.’

(9)
		
		

Ik was
heel benieuwd hoe die ging
proeven
I to-be.1SG.PAST very curious
how that go.3SG.past taste.INF
‘I was very curious as to how it would taste.’

As you can see in these examples, proeven instead of smaken is allowed in many
different constructions, with the infinitive, in a subordinate clause, with personal
pronouns. Moreover, it is important that it is not just in the ‘to taste like’ (smaken naar) construction that proeven is used, but also in other sentences such as
(9). They illustrate that proeven can take over all the forms where smaken would
be expected and it is not bound to one specific expression. This means that the
spread of proeven is deeper than just one element of smaken, in the sense that
all aspects of smaken are subject to proeven.
There is no denying that semantics plays a role in this usage-based change and
that it might also drive it, as you can see in the examples above, the changing semantics of the verbs does contribute to the preference of proeven. Nevertheless,
there is another side of the argument that needs to be explored as well, namely
the syntactic side of the gustatory verbs, to enforce the argument for change and
why this change is happening. I postulate that the syntax of both verbs carries the
change forward and is the true reason for it. The semantics create a good ground
for the syntactic change to flourish. This will be discussed below.

4. The syntactic change
One thing that I have not mentioned yet but is essential for the analysis is the type
of verbs smaken and proeven are.
Proeven is an intransitive/transitive verb. Transitivity of verbs is a way to describe
the relations a verb carries. Does a verb need an object, how many elements can
it adhere to, or can it be on its own, like intransitive verbs that do not take objects?
In the case of proeven, it can be both, like shown in example (10), (11) and (12)
below. I will consider proeven to be mainly transitive.
(10)
		
		

Ik
proef
1SG taste.1SG
‘I taste.’

(11)
		
		

Ik
ben
aan het
proeven
1SG be.1SG to
3.SG taste.INF
‘I am tasting.’
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Ik
proef
de saffraan
1SG taste.1SG the saffron
‘I taste the saffron.’

Proeven gets at least a subject, an object, and potentially another indirect object
is inserted. Proeven thus wants two arguments and assigns different theta-roles
(Koeneman & Zeijlstra, 2017). For this reason, proeven can assign two theta
roles, namely the agent and a theme, where the object that is being tasted is the
theme. This seems straightforward to use and does not pose any problems for
Dutch speakers.
The verb smaken, however, is not transitive and has a different construction.
Smaken is an unaccusative (ergative) verb (Broekhuis, Corver & Vos, 2020),
meaning it is an intransitive verb without a semantic agent. This means that the
subject has no responsibility of the action of the verb, it overcomes it (Koeneman
& Zeijlstra, 2017). For example, with smaken, a sandwich or cake that tastes like X
did not initiate the tasting like X, it happens to be tasting in a certain way and this
is up for interpretation of the taster (i.e. the human eating the cake or sandwich),
the non-existent agent in the sentence.
Smaken lacks an external agent (and the object does not get accusative case).
Koeneman and Zeijlstra (2017) state that unaccusatives optionally assign agency,
however in the case of smaken and proeven, if the speakers want to assign an
agent, proeven is required; and therefore, smaken does not assign an agent in any
case. It is also because smaken normally takes unanimated subject, which are not
agents (Broekhuis et.al., 2020).2
Let us consider examples (1) and (2) again, shown here again in (13) and (14):
(13)
		
		

De taart smaakt
goed
The cake taste.3SG good
‘The cake tastes good.’

(14)
		
		

Ik
proef
de taart
1SG taste.1SG the cake
‘I taste the cake.’

The subject is tasting the cake, so proeven is used, and the cake tastes good,
so smaken is used. Thus, the essential difference, other than semantics, is verb
typed. I argue that this is what is driving the underlying change between the two
verbs. The fact that they are merged differently and behave differently syntactically drives people to choose the agency over non-agency, because since the agent is
tasting (proeven) the food or drink item, but it is in fact item tasting like (smaken)
2 Smaken normally takes an inanimate subject; however, it can also take animate objects
(humans), but only in very context specific sexual situations would ‘jij smaakt lekker’ (you
taste good) be accepted.
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that is described, is a difficult transition and of loss of ‘agency’. Speakers want
to assign smaken with the agent, which is not possible, and therefore proeven is
easier to use.
Here is an example: Somebody just tasted a hazelnut chocolate cookie and they
want to express that this cookie did in fact really taste like hazelnut. They just
tasted it with their mouth (proeven), so there is a clear agent, but when they want
to express what the cookie tasted like, the sense of agency is still there. They
want to assign that agency to the cookie, because it did really taste like what they
expected and it was in their mouth. Therefore, the unaccusative verb smaken will
not satisfy this need for agency, which leads to proeven taking over. Even if the
sentence does not require an agent, there is need, from the speaker, to still have
it there.
Indeed, when proeven is used instead of smaken it is often when they want to assign a taste (smaak) to a food item they just ate, for example:
A just took a bite of a red velvet chocolate cookie and wants to tell B how it tasted3
A, specifically talking about the chocolate cookie they just took a bite out of:
(15)
		
		

Hij
proeft
nog steeds best wel vers
3SG taste.3SG still
kind of fresh
‘He still kind of states fresh.’

The fact that A assigns animacy to the red velvet chocolate cookie is almost as if
the chocolate tastes itself, and therefore needs to have agency. Smaken does not
licence agency and thus proeven is chosen.
What the problem is here is the lack of transparency between who is doing the
proeven or smaken (tasting). When we have tasted a cookie, it is easy to think
that we have tasted it and thus need an agent (proeven is needed), whereas if we
want to say something about how the cookie tasted (smaken) we get ‘confused’
because we have just tasted it with our mouth and therefore, we feel it is us that is
tasting it. It is, in reality, the object we ate that tastes like it. This creates a sense of
agency, because we are tasting it; regardless whether a sentence needs an agent.
This is why I postulate that proeven is used instead of smaken when describing
the taste of the object.
In this section it has become clear that the syntactic type of the verb and the way it
is merged is essential in understanding the change in verb use. The urge to assign
an agent to a noun that normally does not take that theta-tole, results in the use
of proeven over smaken, the former having an external agent.

3 This is a direct example from a YouTube video:
watch?v=joqddk2VRpU, timestamp: 09:28.

https://www.youtube.com/
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5. Conclusion
This paper sets out to explore why the Dutch gustatory verbs smaken and proeven,
two verbs with distinct uses, meaning and positions, are converging: proeven is taking over the use of smaken.
I postulate that the similarities, yet distinctiveness, of the semantics of both verbs
give ground for the encroachment of proeven over smaken. However it is also important to look deeper into the syntactic operations of both verbs. If we look at the
semantics of both verbs, proeven did not initially mean ‘to taste’, but ‘to try’, ‘to
investigate’ and ‘to test’. Over time, it became ‘to test with one’s mouth’ and eventually meant ‘to taste’, which is its main use today; denoting the cognitive and active
perception of tasting. Thus, the meaning of proeven extended at first, and then lost
nearly all of it, resulting in a narrow sense.
Smaken on the other hand was used for cognitive, active, and descriptive perception, at least until proeven started to become a gustatory verb. Smaken then lost
all its semantic content except for the descriptive perception. It is now used to say
something tastes like or of something. Poortvliet (2017) argues that this is paradigm levelling and thus gives ground for proeven to take over the use of smaken.
Semantics is a very important aspect of language and do drive lexical change, however I advance that it is essential to look at the syntactic behaviour of the verbs.
The verbs are inherently different when it comes to theta-role assignment. Proeven
is transitive and assigns an agent, whereas smaken is unaccusative and does not
merge with an external agent. This is the underlying mechanism that drives the
change in use of verbs.
Speakers of Dutch want to assign a taste to an object they just ate but are unable
to make the subject the agent with the expected verb smaken, and therefore, they
use proeven. This has been shown, specifically in example (15). The need to assign
agency drives the change. I argue that this change is a combination of semantics
and syntax. The fact that proeven has taken over some meaning of smaken gives
ground for the verb-type (transitivity) to push the agent assignment and ultimately
proeven to be chosen.
For future research it would also be insightful to investigate a more sociolinguistic
explanation as to who is driving this change. Is it really, as Koetsenruijter (2017) has
stated, the north that is prompting this change? Are all generations and genders
undergoing this change? I also propose to do a grammaticality judgement test to see
what the acceptance and preference is of the examples presented in the paper, as
this could provide insight into the syntax-semantics interface.
In conclusion, it is important to consider different aspects of language to investigate
what speakers are really doing, and maybe in a few centuries from now smaken will
be lost completely and proeven will be the ultimate gustatory verb. ■
Received November 2020; accepted Febrary 2021.
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ABSTRACT
The quest for symmetry is one that many generative syntacticians aim to
pursue. One way in which symmetry between the nominal and sentential domain has been pointed out is via small clause formation. Various
constructions have been analysed by means of such small clauses. This
paper adds another construction to the list that can be analysed as such
by investigating a novel construction: the future to-be-construction (e.g.,
“She is the bride-to-be”). Close examination of newly introduced data on
this construction reveals that only small clauses, and not for example
infinitival relative clauses, can account for the facts. Moreover, the indepth discussion on the syntax of the future to-be-discussion opens new
possibilities for future research.

1. A novel construction1

Modification manifests itself in various ways cross-linguistically and has therefore
been investigated extensively in the field of syntax. The main task for generative
syntacticians, then, is to come up with theories and analyses to account for the
constructions found, and to find (possible) symmetry in structures amidst the variation. Such symmetry has been pointed out by means of, for example, small clause
formation (e.g., Balazs, 2012; Corver, 2009). Cross-categorial parallelism thus is
a key factor of theory formation in generative syntax. Another crucial element is
to analyse a novel phenomenon in light of previously examined phenomena. This
has caused infinitival relative clauses to be analysed as preposition phrases (e.g.,
Hasegawa, 1998), on the one hand, and as reduced clauses on the other (e.g.,
Bhatt, 2000; Shlonsky & Soare, 2011). A similar lack of consensus can be found
in the analysis of the adjective + infinitive construction. A closer look at the literature, however, suggests that adjectives cannot simply be clustered together and
that each piece of data requires an individual analysis (e.g., Hicks, 2009; Nanni,
1980). Different classes of adjectives show just how diverse modification is and
that a finish line of having analysed all constructions of modification is nowhere in
sight. This becomes more visible when considering constructions of modification
that have not yet been given but most certainly do need thorough examination. One
of these constructions is the future to-be-construction2 in which to be modifies an
NP such that its interpretation changes. This construction is presented in (1):
(1)

She is the bride-to-be.

1 I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Norbert Corver for his help. He taught me that even the
smallest constructions in natural language can allow for interesting research.
2 This term has been coined by me for reference purposes.
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The current paper will take a close look at this construction and attempt to provide
an insight in terms of its structure. More specifically, the current paper aims to
shed light on the external and internal structure of the future to-be-construction
and thereby provide a possible analysis of the syntax.
To investigate the future to-be-construction properly, the current paper is organised as follows. Section 2 investigates the literature to sketch a background for
possible analyses of the to-be-construction. In section 3, the data is presented.
Section 4 provides an in-depth analysis of the future to-be-construction. In section
5, I reflect on possible future research and provide the reader with concluding
remarks.

2. A history of symmetry and comparisons
2.1 Small clauses

The use of small clauses to account for certain constructions has existed for a
relatively long time (Balazs, 2012). Ever since 1975, the make-up of small clauses
has received a lot of attention; small clauses have been analysed as S, as S’, but
more recently as PrP (e.g., Bowers, 1993). It is thus no surprise that scholars have
been using small clauses to analyse novel phenomena extensively. Despite there
not being a general consensus on the make-up, small clauses enable subjects
and predicates to start out in one constituent. More specifically, ‘small clause’
is a term that is used to refer to [NP XP] constructions where NP and XP are in a
subject-predicate relationship. The XP, then, can be NP, PP or AP. The possibility of
XP being a VP has not received much investigation, yet its existence has not been
denied (Balazs, 2012, p. 28).
A study by Corver (2009) considered the syntax of measure phrases in terms of
small clauses and the link between measure phrases and predicate nominals was
revealed due to several shared properties (e.g., inability to be formed with strong
quantifiers). An important observation here was that languages vary in terms of
the behaviour of measure phrases (henceforth MP): the MP precedes the adjective and there is no linking element in languages such as Dutch, but in languages
such as French the MP follows the adjective and there is a linking element. Nevertheless, the base pattern is presumed to be the same for all languages:
(2)

3

The cross-linguistic variation, then, is accounted for by predicate inversion in
which the MP moves to a position higher than the adjective (e.g., Dutch “twee meter lang”), and optional additional remnant movement of the adjective (e.g. French
3 The first word is in Dutch, and the second word is in French. “Lang” and “longue”
translate to the English word “long” and “twee meter” and “deux mètres” to “two meters”.
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“longue de deux mètres”). These syntactic movements make it possible for the
base pattern to be the same across languages. Important to mention here is that
Corver (2009) does not define the specific category of XP in the small clause4 as
well as the functional projection that heads the small clause; the focus is on the
structure itself.

2.2 Infinitival relative clauses

The syntax of infinitival relative clauses has been a popular topic of discussion in
the field of syntax (e.g., Bhatt, 2000; Hasegawa, 1998; Shlonsky & Soare, 2011).
The sentences in (3) and (4) involve an infinitival relative clause (henceforth IRs):
(3)

John bought a book [to read].

(4)
John bought a book [for Bill to read].
							

(Hasegawa, 1998, p. 1)

Hasegawa (1998) analyses IRs as preposition phrases that are headed by a null
preposition and take a CP as complement. The justification given for this analysis
is that the behaviour of IRs seems to parallel that of PPs (cross-categorial parallelism): PPs often appear as post-noun modifiers which makes it “not unnatural”
to analyse IRs as PPs, because IRs are also a kind of post-noun modifiers (Hasegawa, 1998, p. 8).
Even though he does not necessarily refute Hasegawa’s analysis, Bhatt (2000)
proposes a different analysis of IRs. He emphasises that IRs do not form a unified
class structurally. Bhatt (2012) distinguishes between subject infinitival relatives
and non-subject infinitival relatives; a distinction that is disregarded by Hasegawa
(1998)5. For the sake of the scope of the current paper, I will only briefly describe
Bhatt’s (2000) analysis of subject infinitival relatives. Subject infinitival relatives6
are assimilated with reduced relative clauses by Bhatt (2000), but also by Shlonsky and Soare (2011) due to one key property. This property is that neither authors
involve a CP projection (as opposed to non-subject infinitival relatives). Instead, a
projection smaller than CP, namely the Participle Phrase (PrtP), is said to combine
with the head NP through intersective modification. More specifically, the PrtP has
a PRO subject that combines with the head NP. Indirectly, it thus seems like Bhatt
(2000) analyses subject infinitival relatives as small clause constructions (with
the PrtP being the small clause). This idea is supported by Williams (1975, as cited in Balazs, 2012) who used the term ‘small clause’ to refer to reduced clauses.

2.3 Types of adjectives

There are numerous adjectives in the English language. It is no wonder, then, that
not all adjectives behave in a similar manner. This suggests that different types
of adjectives can and should be distinguished (e.g. Hicks, 2009; Nanni, 1980).
4 This functional projection is not presented in the tree in (2).
5 This might, of course, not be on purpose. It is important to mention this, however, as it
weakens Hasegawa’s proposal in my perspective.
6 For further information, I would like to point the reader to Bhatt (2012).
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Nanni (1980) and Hicks (2009) both investigated the structure of constructions
in which a certain type of adjective is combined with an infinitive. Nanni (1980)
focused on easy-type adjectives as in (5) and Hicks (2009) on tough-constructions
as in (6):
(5)
That man is easy to please.
						

(Nanni, 1980, p. 568)

(6)
Linguists are tough to please.
							

(Hicks, 2009, p. 535)

On the surface, the sentences in (5) and (6) seem to be quite similar with only the
adjective differing. According to the literature, however, the structure underlying
the sentences differs considerably. Sentence (6) is formed by means of so-called
Tough Movement (TM) which is a transformation in which the complement object
(“linguists”) shifts into the matrix subject position (Hicks, 2009). (6), then, starts
out as (7) accordingly:
(7)

It is tough to please linguists.

Although she does not completely rule out TM for (5)7, Nanni (1980) suggests
in example (5) to have a non-transformational derivation instead. Moreover, she
proposes that easy to please sequences are complex adjectives. At first, Complex
Adjective Formation seems to be quite convincing, but the fact that no explanation whatsoever is given for the internal structure of the easy-type adjective +
infinitive construction poses quite a big problem for the analysis.8 Nevertheless,
Nanni (1980) and Hicks (2009) are important in the sense that one should also
be critical to every new piece of data and should not be fooled by surface structure. It is important to keep an open mind when facing new phenomena and not
to overgeneralise syntactic structures based on surface structures.

3. A presentation of data

The future to-be-construction has not yet been addressed by generative-linguistic
literature. Therefore, the current paper attempts to present data on this construction as systematically as possible. As the following dataset is (mainly) based on
my intuitions, I am responsible for any errors present. Sentence (1) presented the
future to-be-construction and is repeated below as (8):
(8)

She is the bride-to-be.

The construction, presented in (8), has been coined the “future to-be-construction” due to its semantic interpretation. This becomes clearer when sentence (8)
is compared to sentence (9):
(9)

She is the bride.

7 If this was her aim, she did not convincingly rule out TM in my opinion.
8 This was also pointed out by Hicks (2009).
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In (9), the subject [she] is a bride (the predicate) at this very moment. In (8), the
subject [she] is not yet a bride but will be in the near future; she will be the bride.
The sentences in (8) and (9) differ minimally: the sole difference lies in the presence of to be. To be, when modifying an NP as in (8), alters the actual/current
state of being to the near future. Considering the alteration in predication that it
brings along with its presence, the construction in (8) is named, accordingly, the
‘future’ to-be-construction.
The construction seems to form a constituent with the NP that it modifies as can
be seen in (10) – (12). (11), for example, shows constituency by means of movement (i.e., topicalization), whereas (12) shows that [to-be] cannot be separated
from [bride] thereby also indicating constituency.
(10)

They are the [brides-to-be].

(11)

The [bride-to-be], she is.

(12)

*To-be, she is the bride.

Moreover, the construction seems to be productive in the sense of modifying different NPs:
(13)

He is the husband-to-be.

(14)

She is his wife-to-be.

(15)

She is the teacher-to-be.

(16)

?She is the singer-to-be.

To my knowledge, the construction is not productive in terms of which verbs can
occur in the infinitive clause. Changing the verb ‘be’ into any other verb will change
the meaning such that the state of being is no longer altered to the near future.
The only verb that could behave similarly to be would be become, but as far as I
know to become does not occur as a modifier.
Another interesting observation to be made on the future to-be-construction is
that it can occur both pre-nominally and post-nominally; to be thus seems to be a
pre-noun modifier as well as a post-noun modifier as can be seen in the examples
below.
(17)

She is the soon-to-be bride.

(18)

They are the soon-to-be brides.

(19)

*Bride, she is the soon-to-be.
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As the sentences in (17) – (19) show, to be forms a constituent with the NP that it
modifies regardless of its position (preceding or following the noun) in the linear
order. Crucially, though, it seems to be is not be able to occur in prenominal position without soon:
(20)

???She is the to-be bride.

Lastly, the future to-be-construction does not allow wh-relative pronouns to appear
in its clause:
(21)

*She is the bride who to be.

4. An analysis
4.1 Easy?

As a starting point for analysing the novel future to-be-construction, it is wise to
investigate comparable constructions that have been analysed and see if a similar
analysis would work. At first glance, the sequence ‘soon-to-be’ in (17) seems to resemble the construction in sentence (22) in which an easy-type adjective is used:
(22)
An easy-to-take laxative.
							

(Nanni, 1980, p. 573)

I could of course adapt Nanni’s (1980) analysis of easy-type adjectives and assume that to be is in fact a complex adjective of which the internal structure is
unknown, but this would be an easy way out. Moreover, Nanni’s (1980) analysis
of the sequence poses a problem for the soon to be sequence: the sequence in
sentence (22) is said to also be able to occur post-nominally:
(23)

This laxative is easy-to-take.

(24)

*This bride is soon-to-be.

Sentence (24) shows that it is impossible to place soon to be post-nominally; soon
to be cannot occur separately from the NP that it modifies. I therefore consider
Nanni’s (1980) analysis not sufficient for the future to-be-construction.

4.2 IRs?

On top of the easy-type adjective infinitive construction, the future to-be-construction also looks a lot like an infinitival relative clause. To be more precise, the resemblance between the two is uncanny:
(25)

The bride-to-be.

(26)
The man to fix the sink.
							

(Bhatt, 2000, p. 14)
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Both consist of an NP that is modified by a clause introduced by to. There are,
however, two important differences. Firstly, [The man] functions as a subject in
the to-clause whereas [The bride] functions as a predicate nominal9. Secondly,
the to-clause in (25) can precede the NP as shown in (17) whereas the to-clause
preceding the NP in (26) would result in an ungrammatical sentence:
(27)

*The (*soon) to fix the sink man.

An analysis like IRs (e.g., Bhatt, 2000) is therefore also not be the most optimal
one.

4.3 be-polysemy?

Another idea that has not been given any attention so far but should be mentioned is the potential polysemy of be. Polysemy would imply there to be different
lexical entries of be, and perhaps be as in to-be modifiers could be considered a
separate lexical entry. I consider this analysis to not be the right one for the future
to-be-construction mainly because generative literature generally leans towards a
one-be-approach (only one lexical entry). The idea behind this is that the semantic
variability found is due to the structures that are involved and not due to be’s semantics. In fact, most authors in the generative framework even agree upon a key
property of be being that it has no meaning at all; it is a functional element that
links the major constituents of copular sentences.

4.4 A small analysis

A wise next step would be to look for cross-categorial symmetry. Therefore, I posit
that the future to-be-construction should be investigated in terms of small clause
formation. As was mentioned in Section 2, small clauses refer to [NP XP] constructions in which XP is NP, AP, or PP (Balazs, 2012). I will present the future tobe-construction by means of an XP unspecified for category to focus on what the
structure would look like. More specifically, I will sketch the internal structure of
the crucial sequence in sentence (8): [the bride-to-be]. Section 3 showed us that
the sequence behaves like a constituent and that this constituent behaves ‘nouny’
(in a noun-like manner). Presumably, the sequence starts out with a small clause
[NP XP] in which [bride] occupies the complement-position and is then selected
by a DP:
(28)

9 A construction that Hicks (2009) refers to as a Complement Object Deletion construction
(COD).
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The structure in (28) is not able to offer different positions for to and be. (28) thus,
does not give us the full story yet. Thus, I propose, tentatively, the structure in (29)
instead.
(29)

The noun in (29) selects [XP2 XP1] as its complement. It is important to note that
XP2 is not headed by a CP. The reason for not projecting a CP on IP is because
of the ungrammaticality wh-relative pronouns bring along to the construction as
shown in (21). To avoid nouns from being able to select any XP2, I propose that
XP2 should not carry any finiteness; XP2[-FIN].
Assuming the structure in (29) is on the right path, how can it result in the sequence [the soon-to-be bride] as in sentence (17)? A large body of literature has
suggested predicate inversion in small clauses (e.g., Corver, 2000; 2009). I therefore follow Corver (2009) and propose DP internal predicate displacement for
to be which would result in the structure in (30). Note that soon is an adverb that
adjoins the IP in its inverted position10.
(30)

10 Due to the scope of the paper, I leave behind the details of adding soon to the future
to-be-construction. I therefore leave questions such as ‘why can’t soon-to-be occur post
nominally?’ to future research.
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Even though the proposed structures in (29) and (30) are provisional, they do offer insight into the external position of to be in the sequence as well as into the
internal structure of to be (namely [XP2 XP1]). Of course, an interesting question
is what the category of XP1 and XP2 could be. NP, AP, and PP all seem quite unlikely. Since to is a non-finite marker and be is a verb, there is a possibility that XP2
could in fact be IP and XP1 a VP. Too little is known about the possibility of having
IP and/or VP in small clause constructions, which is why further research on small
clauses in general and on the construction under discussion is needed.

5. Reflection and conclusion
5.1 Future research

The dataset provided in the current paper is solely based on my intuitions. A good
idea for future research would therefore be to send out a questionnaire to obtain
detailed insights into the acceptability of the provided example sentences. Furthermore, a questionnaire could explore the productivity of the construction in
terms of the NPs that it can modify.
To obtain a better understanding of the future to-be-construction, one should explore its history as this could tell us more about the specific use of the construction.
Perhaps, the construction that we use nowadays started out as a bigger phrase
with more information that has now been reduced to merely (soon) to be. It could
also be that the future to-be-construction used to be available only as a prenominal or postnominal modifier rather than both. Corpus research therefore seems
to be inevitable if one wishes to know more about the future to-be-construction.
For reasons of scope, the current paper did not look into the construction in other
languages. As cross-linguistic variation has been proven to be valuable for the
formation of analyses (e.g. Corver, 2009), examining the to be modifier in different
languages could shed more light on the syntax. Whether the construction occurs
in languages other than English, however, is not certain. This thus requires further
research.
Lastly, there is a possibility that soon to be and to be do not result from the same
structure. Although the current paper discussed these two as one construction,
we might be dealing with two separate constructions that should be analysed
individually. If this is the case, then this has major consequences for the current
proposal of an analysis by means of small clauses. The postnominal to be could
then be analysed as an IR as it was its prenominal counterpart that kept me from
adopting an IR-analysis.

5.2 Conclusion

The current paper aimed to closely examine the future to-be-construction in terms
of a syntactic structure and to provide an analysis accordingly. A theoretical background was sketched firstly to provide tools for analysing the novel construction.
So far, no generative-linguistic literature on the current topic has been found and
thus a dataset was provided based on my own intuitions. This dataset was investigated by means of the analyses and theories discussed in the theoretical background; to be was compared to the easy-type adjective + infinitive construction
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and to IRs. The problems that these analyses brought along, however, led to an
analysis based on small clause formation which transpired to be the most optimal
analysis for the time being. The sequence [the bride-to-be] is analysed as an NP
that selects [XP2 XP1] as its complement. To account for the reversed sequence,
[the soon-to-be bride], predicate inversion is proposed; to be occurs prenominally
because of movement. Future research is needed to gain further insight into the
structure of the novel construction. The story on the to be modifier therefore is to
be continued. ■
Received November 2020; accepted February 2021.
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Research Internships in Times of a Global
Pandemic
Edited by C.I. (Carolin) Tyrchan

RMA Linguistics, Utrecht University, Utrecht

In this special edition of intern-extern, three students tell their experience doing an internship
during the global pandemic. From left to right: Lianne Stolte, Lieke Hendriks, Zhou Yang

Every November, the second year students of the Research Master Linguistics
start their individual research internships. For many, the research internship is an
exciting time of exploring individual research interests, doing practical research,
joining a research group, and often leaving Utrecht for fresh perspectives and
once-in-a-lifetime learning experiences. This section of LingUU usually portraits
one particularly interesting internship experience, often of a student who went
abroad. As the global Covid-19 pandemic dragged on into the fall, the 2019-21
cohort had to adjust to the situation. Some students travelled back to their home
countries, others started internships in new cities that they would not set foot in
for the entirety of their internship, and most were not able to meet their supervisors in person even once. How did the pandemic affect the students’ internship
plans? What are the difficulties of doing an internship from home? And what can
the next cohort learn from this cohort’s experiences? The Intern Extern section of
this issue of LingUU will be dedicated to capturing what it was like to do a research
internship in times of a global pandemic.

Lianne Stolte did her internship at the UU Coloring Book project.
I explored how a Dutch vocabulary assessment tool – called KleurenSchat – could
be adapted to make it fit well for children who learn Dutch as their second language. To this end, I took interviews with professionals who work in newcomer
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education. I compared the qualitative data from the interviews to the theoretical
background of early second language learning. Because of the pandemic, I did
everything from home: interviews and other meetings took place via MS Teams.
The interviews gave me the opportunity to still meet new people, even in the midst
of a lockdown. I met my supervisors once in real life (“we never knew you were
this tall!”), which was nice, but not at all necessary for solid cooperation. Online
communication with my supervisors worked out perfectly fine for me. If you are
planning to do an internship during the pandemic, I would recommend you to
schedule regular meetings with other people, whether it’s with your supervisors,
participants, or peer students. And try to slip in a little coffee machine chit-chat,
even (especially!) online.

Lieke Hendriks was an intern at the Meertens Institute in Amsterdam for
three months.
Despite never actually getting to visit the institute and doing my entire internship
online, I can safely say that I very much enjoyed being an intern and that I got as
much out of it as possible. I had weekly meetings with my supervisors, I attended
the meetings organized by the Meertens Institute, and there were meetings with
other researchers that either focused on linguistic topics or on general social contact. Since online meetings do limit the possibility of getting to know people personally, it would of course have been much more fun to have all of these meetings
face-to-face.
During my internship, my main task was to gather data on gender marking on
adnominal modifiers in Brabantic dialects. Just like all of the meetings, data gathering took place online. This was not the original plan, as I initially had planned to
interview participants in their own homes. The online format thus placed a burden
on the original plan by forcing me to conduct the interviews via Microsoft Teams.
In the end, everything luckily turned out to be less difficult than it seemed to be in
the first place.
The one thing that really helped me through the internship and its online format
was social contact. I often spoke with my supervisors and shared my feelings with
them. They were able to reassure me whenever I needed it, because I did not keep
my frustrations to myself. So, if I may give one piece of advice to future interns,
whether or not your internship is online, I would say that you should make sure to
always talk to your supervisors or someone else about everything: the good things,
but especially the hard things.

Zhou Yang had a supervisor at UiL-OTS, but travelled back to China
My internship was to examine how the magnitude of the McGurk effect differs
across languages. Due to the pandemic, I could not conduct experiments in the
UiL-OTS laboratory and instead I tried to design web-based experiments. My supervisor later told me that it was fine to just write a research proposal for my project,
which was a big stress relief, because designing McGurk experiments online is

Lianne Stolte, Lieke Hendriks, Zhou Yang
extremely labouring. It also gave me the opportunity to come back to China, my
home, as it meant that I could do my internship remotely. I changed my plan from
doing empirical research to a theoretical approach, dividing my research project
into three stages: 1) criticize previous theories and apply my current proposal to
previous empirical findings (term paper), 2) write a research proposal on the adult
study of cross-linguistic differences of the McGurk effect (internship), 3) synthesize the work done in term paper and internship and incorporate the development
trajectories of audio-visual speech perception (master thesis). I was highly independent with my internship and I consulted my supervisor only when I encountered
some difficulties or when I finished some turning-point work. Unlike other internships where interns are assigned jobs and deadlines regularly in an existing project, my supervisor required me to come up with my own research topic and gave
me total freedom to work at my own pace. Although coming up with a well-planned
research topic is a big challenge that involved a lot of self-criticism, frustration and
more reading, I grew a lot from it. To overcome such difficulties, my advice is to:
1) do some exercise, 2) communicate with friends, 3) drink water, and 4) bear in
mind that your health - both mental and physical - must always be your first priority.
The second part of our - hopefully limited - internships in times of a global pandemic series will be published in the next issue of LingUU in November 2021.■
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Solving Crime Through Forensic Linguistics
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WORDCRIME
By John Olsson
ISBN: PB: 978-1-4411-9352-0
ePDF: 978-0-8264-3443-2
ePub: 978-1-4725-3880-2

Wordcrime in a nutshell
“The power of language analysis has been crucial for the common good, the police,
and of course, in solving a crime. It is a guardian of justice and liberty.” (p. 5)
It might sound abrupt, maybe a little bit naive on my behalf, but that quote was
more than enough to feel persuaded of the importance of forensic linguistics to
coexist within the classes of law, always ready to serve humanity when needed.
John Olsson’s Wordcrime is a true masterpiece that promises to convince linguists, lawyers, psychologists and of course random readers to adopt that belief,
through a series of 23 different cases in which forensic linguistics tried for the
truth to triumph.
Before trying to delve into the author’s recordings, it is critical to remember that
a forensic linguist’s work is quite delicate. They are not magicians and they will
avoid making risky assumptions. They are meticulous scientists who try to approach matters with respect and objectivity while they fight to evaluate evidence
linguistically.
Some people might wonder, what is it exactly those special linguists do? What are
they looking into? Well, in this case I believe that the chapter called “Betrayed by
a full stop” is ideal to unravel the whole mystery through a case in which the writer
had to examine whether a letter found in a typical suicide scene was actually
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composed by the deceased. Two of the very first things that he took into account
in order to evaluate the authorship, was pragmatics and mode. Pragmatics is a
term related to semantics (p. 183) and it refers to how speakers make meaning,
while mode in this case was investigated mostly to detect minor changes between
handwritten and word-processed texts that belonged to the victim. Inevitably, the
author had to deal with more ambiguous fields, such as the linguistic fingerprint,
something that should be studied with care because it may confuse investigators with individual variation. The way he applied this knowledge to the matter
was amazing, just like the results, and I am pretty sure that any reader would be
ecstatic too.
“Plagiarism is essentially an academic offense.” (p. 30)
If someone told you that “The Da Vinci Code”, one of the most famous books of
the 21st century is probably a result of plagiarism, what would your first thought
be? In all its forms this has always been a serious topic and in this case the author
distinguishes it from copyright infringement, which has a slightly different meaning due to some specific legal implications, but the key issue is no other than plagiarism itself. In this shocking chapter, you are given the chance to decide everything by yourself. You will find many plot features in your disposal to compare, but
if you ever feel that the author compels you to a certain conclusion, do not forget
that you can always find those books in the market and make your own evaluation.
Within Wordcrime’ s pages, you will also have the chance to study cases where
phonetics was the main subject, others with markedness and unmarkedness being on the spotlight, and, of course, the first case ever in which linguistic evidence
had been absolutely decisive to prove an abuse of process ruling. Apart from the
content’s huge variety, this book is so carefully written that it gives a sense similar
to the one that mystery novels create. In fact, many chapters are real puzzles and
you will definitely want to make further searches on the internet.
What makes this book so fascinating is not the satisfying amount of real life stories, or the perfectly organized glossary on the last pages that helps even the most
amateur reader to understand all the terminology, but the passion and the determination that overflows from every single line. The author did all he could to help
us fathom the true meaning of forensic linguistics, his analysis in a huge variety
of data with charts and detailed references is ecstatic, and he guides us through
what seems to be the proper scientific method. Moreover, he does not omit the
fact that some linguists have attempted to deal with forensics unsuccessfully, but
he does so with respect to their names and their careers and kept them anonymous, just like with most of the enmeshed faces. This is probably the book’s only
stain, so if one were to study some cases in depth they would probably have a hard
time searching for information online, but keep in mind that this does not apply
for most of them. Unfortunately, adventurous readers will be disappointed with the
author’ s high professional discretion.
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John Olsson is considered to be the world’s first full-time forensic linguist and
his contribution has been acknowledged in numerous occasions. His specialty in
authorship of anonymous letters was definitive and much appreciated mostly in
the United Kingdom, but over the years he managed to build a worldwide enviable
reputation, from the United States and Canada, to Australia and Singapore. The
whole linguistic community, court officials and of course the police, are grateful to
this scientist as his work in the “language of law” has made this field to be more
respected than ever by both academics and the society. Currently he is teaching
Law and Criminology at Bargor University.
In conclusion, I believe that it is needless to repeat Wordcrime’ s importance, but
I would like to make clear that this is not an academic book. It is quite legible and
aims for the average reader to appreciate and embrace this relatively unexplored
part of linguistics. On the other hand, I can guarantee that many young linguists
will adore this book, particularly for the agony that this special approach of language causes. And, who knows, one of them may one day succeed in establishing
this field as a global and structural element of justice.
“Forensic linguistics began life as an instrument to correct miscarriages of justice. It now plays an active day-to-day role in our courts.” (p. 5)

About the reviewer
My name is Georgios Chatzopoulos and even though I specialize in Mechatronics,
my passion for crime novels made me become a book reviewer and an amateur
writer myself. ■
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Online Media

TABU Dag, June 10 & 11, 2021

Podcasts about language/
words

This conference offers an excellent
opportunity to virtually meet fellow
researchers and discuss current topics in all fields of linguistics, including
but not limited to neurolinguistics,
computational linguistics, language
acquisition research, semantics,
sociolinguistics, pragmatics, discourse analysis, and text analysis.
http://www.let.rug.nl/tabudag/

Science diction: each episode explores the science and origin behind a word or a phrase. From why
ketchup is called ketchup and its
story to how a Hurricane is named.
The Allusionist: by comedian Helen Zaltzman where she explores
meanings, words and the story behind them.

StuTS
The German linguistics conference organized by students for students has
a friendly atmosphere for first-time
presenters and is growing increasingly
international. Students of all levels are
invited to present their coursework
and theses, submissions in other languages than German, such as English,
French, Spanish or Sign Language.
StuTS happens every semester at a
different university. The next edition
in Leipzig will still be online and takes
place together with the Computational
Linguistics Student Conference (Tacos)
from May 6 - May 9. While the current
Call for Participation ends on April 19,
it is worth keeping an eye open for the
next conference in November. See
https://69.stuts.de/ or follow StuTS on
social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc).

C-STAR Lecture series
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC8p0CuG4He9nqCR4nnzhZ7w/featured
This channel presents lectures
on aphasia (language impairment
caused by brain damage in adults),
rehabilitation after stroke, neuroimaging and neurostimulation
methodology, and the neurobiology
of language. These lectures were
given by researchers and guests in
the Center for the Study of Aphasia
Recovery (C-STAR).

Dialect Coach goes on dialect
tour of the US on YouTube
The American dialect coach Eric
Singer became known to a wider
public when he broke down dia-
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lects and accents in movies for WIRED
on YouTube. In his latest series of
videos, he invites along a number of
linguists to go on a virtual tour of the
US exploring a number of different
dialects. Entertaining with or without
a background in phonology!
https://youtu.be/H1KP4ztKK0A or
search for Eric Singer on YouTube

Other
Whistled language Canary Islands
An article in the New York Times writes
about the whistled language in the
Canary Islands, what its current status is and how it is preserved: https://
www.nytimes.com/2021/02/18/
world/europe/silbo-gomero-canaryislands.html ■
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