
Overview Agents as oblique

Themes as grammatical subjects

Analysis

Themes as thematic subjects

• Most Formosan languages, Austronesian languages spoken in Taiwan, use a

Philippine-type voice system (Aldridge 2004, Himmelmann 2005, Chen 2017).

• Rukai stands out unique as it uses nominative-accusative alignment with an active-

passive voice distinction (Starosta 1995, Zeitoun 2000, 2008, 2023, Chen 2008).

• This study re-investigates the passive construction marked by ki- in Budai Rukai (a

Rukai variety) and argues that ki-passives are not true passives from the perspective

of (non-)canonical passives (Legate 2021).

• Major claims:

• Themes in ki-passives pattern with grammatical subjects in AV.

• Themes in ki-passives are base-generated as thematic subjects.

• Agents in ki-passives are demoted to optional adjuncts.

• Ki-passives are non-canonical passives.

 Themes in ki-passives are grammatical subjects in A-positions.

• Themes serve as controlled PRO.

• Themes bear nominative, like active subjects but not objects.

• Themes license floating quantifiers, like active subjects but not objects.

• Themes can be topicalized, like active subjects but not objects.

 Agents in ki-passives are demoted ‘by-phrase’ adjuncts.

• Agents in ki-passives bear oblique case, different from genitive agents in OV.

• Agents in ki-passives are optional, different from obligatory agents in OV.

• Agents in ki-passives are freely ordered with themes, different from agents in OV.

• Covert agents in ki-passives are interpreted existentially not pronominally, as they can

be questioned and do not introduce discourse referents.

• Agents cannot be extracted via wh-movement or relativization, either with a finite verb

expected of subjects or with a bare verb expected of objects.

 Themes in ki-passives are not raised from a thematic object position but base-

generated in a thematic subject position.

• Themes are assigned an affectee theta-role; hence unaffected themes are disallowed.

• Themes can be strengthened to agentive interpretations, allowing an agent-oriented

adverb or a rational clause.

• Themes are not restricted to patients/themes in actives, but can be goals with an affec-

tee interpretation in unaccusative constructions. • The morpheme ki- is a syntactic head selecting a base-generated argument with an

affectee theta-role as its specifier and a passive vP as its complement.

• Ki-passives in Budai Rukai thus partially pattern with Vietnamese bi-passives

(Bruening and Tran 2015) and Mandarin bei-passives (Huang 1999).

• Ki-passives in Budai Rukai are non-canonical passives, with only morphological mar-

king and agent demotion but not theme promotion from object position (Legate 2021).

Bruening, B. and Tran, T. (2015). The nature of the passive, with an analysis of

Vietnamese. Lingua, 165. Huang, C.-T. J. (1999). Chinese passives in comparative

perspective. THJCS, 29(4). Legate, J. A. (2021). Noncanonical Passives: A Typology of

Voices in an Impoverished UG. Annu. Rev. Linguist., 7. Zeitoun, E. (2023). Rukai. In

Handbook of Formosan Languages, Li et al. (eds). Brill.

Chun-Hung Shih (chshih@sas.upenn.edu)

Ki-passives in Budai Rukai

Department of Linguistics, University of Pennsylvania

• Themes can undergo wh-movement with finite verbs, like active subjects but not

objects. If objects are moved, the object voice (OV) with a bare verb has to be used.

• Themes can be relativized with finite verbs, like active subjects but not objects. If

objects are relativized, the object voice (OV) with a bare verb has to be used.
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