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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter demonstrates that for a diverse range of languages the assignment of erga
tive case is determined by a cluster of factors, which vary between the languages. While
ergative assignment thus resists a simple, uniform analysis, the relevant factors are con
sistently based low in the clausal structure, centered around vP. The low factors identified
include the theta-position and theta-role of the subject, the presence of a complement,
the presence of a DP object, the case of the object, the presence of object agreement, and
the Aspect selecting vP. Illustrative languages examined are Tsova-Tush (East Caucasian),
Nez Perce (Sahaptin), Warlpiri (South-West Pama-Nyungan), Tshangla (Tibeto-Burman),
and Hindi/Urdu (Indo-Aryan). Kurmanji Kurdish (Iranian) and Yukulta (Tangic) are also
considered: here, the governing factors of ergative case assignment are prima facie high
in the clause, based in TP/CP. These languages are revealed to instead fall under the low
ergative pattern.
Keywords: ergative, Kurdish, Yukulta, Ganggalidda, Tsova-Tush, Batsbi, Nez Perce, Warlpiri, Tshangla, Hindi

6.1 Introduction
IN this chapter, I demonstrate that the factors governing the assignment of ergative case
vary significantly from language to language, are multifaceted, and are low in the clause,
centered around vP, in a wide range of languages. I consider two languages for which the
governing factors prima facie seem high in the clause, and find that instead these factors
are in fact low. It is left open whether all apparent high-ergative languages are similarly
subject to reanalysis.
The patterns discussed herein demonstrate that the assignment of ergative case cannot
be reduced to a single factor and should not be oversimplified. In addition, the patterns
are perhaps unexpected for two types of approaches to ergative case. One such approach
treats ergative as a high case, based in the CP/TP domain (for example, Levin and Mas
sam 1985; Bobaljik 1993a; Chomsky 1993; Bittner and Hale 1996a; Bobaljik and Branigan
2006). (Note that care must be taken with such a high-ergative analysis to ensure that we
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are not simply dealing with nomenclature—a proposal for a language whereby “ergative”
is a structural case assigned by T and “absolutive” is a structural case assigned by v is a
proposal that the language in question is in fact nominative-accusative.) The second ap
proach for which the patterns discussed here are perhaps unexpected are dependent case
approaches, whereby the assignment of ergative is dependent on the presence of another
DP in the same domain not already marked with a (lexical) case (for example, Marantz
1991; Bittner and Hale 1996a, 1996b; Baker 2014a).
Before beginning, I should note that ergative as a term is used descriptively by authors
from many different traditions, sometimes due to the unique patterning of the transitive
subject in the relevant language, sometimes due to the unified patterning of the intransi
tive subject and the transitive object, sometimes for other reasons. We cannot expect that
everything labelled “ergative” will turn out to be instances of a single phenomenon.
(p. 136) In this chapter, I leave aside the unified patterning of the intransitive subject and
the transitive object; see Legate (2008) for my thoughts on this matter. I focus instead on
the unique patterning of the transitive subject, and include the extension of this pattern
ing to unergative intransitive subjects in some languages (these forming a subset of splitS languages). There are many ergative languages for which ergative case fails to be mor
phologically realized on a subset of nominals; I abstract away from this morphological re
alization here, but see Legate (2014a). However, I exclude languages that lack morpho
logical realization of ergative case entirely—agreement/clitic patterns are not simply
faithful representations of case patterns, and cannot be treated as such.

6.2 Low Ergative
In this section, I review a number of unrelated languages in which ergative is assigned
based on properties low in the clause, centered around vP. Indeed, this situation is well
attested; I only provide a few representative examples here. The examples chosen also il
lustrate that the factors contributing to ergative case assignment differ across languages,
and are often multifaceted within a language, and hence we cannot insist upon a simplis
tic, uniform analysis of ergative case assignment.

6.2.1 Tsova-Tush
Tsova-Tush (aka Batsbi) (East Caucasian: Georgia) (Holisky 1984, 1987; Holisky and
Gagua 1994)1 exhibits a case pattern whereby transitive subjects bear ergative case,
while intransitive subjects bear either ergative or nominative.2 The case found on the in
transitive subject is based on the θ-role borne by the DP, a property determined low, with
in the vP; to wit, subjects of unaccusatives bear nominative, whereas subjects of unerga
tives bear ergative.
Holisky (1987) separates Tsova-Tush intransitive predicates3 into classes, based on the
propensity to use nominative or ergative case; she notes, however, that the classes are
fluid, depending on what situation the speaker has in mind. The first class, consisting of
approximately 31 verbs, allows nominative only on S, and only an unaccusative interpre
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tation is possible. Examples include a=reva(d)dalar ‘be confused,’ and h”abdalar (p. 137)
‘be mentioned, be remembered.’ Verbs in the second class, about 27 of them, preferen
tially use nominative, but allow ergative with a marked volitional interpretation (=unerga
tive). For example of dah” dax:ar ‘drown, suffocate,’ a consultant suggested: “if a dis
traught rejected lover throws herself into a river and drowns, she could later, hypotheti
cally, relate her death by using ergative marking” (Holisky 1987: 110). About 61 verbs ap
pear either with nominative or ergative subjects; the corresponding meaning difference
reflects an unaccusative versus unergative interpretation. For example, ʕopdalar with a
nominative subject means ‘come to be hidden,’ in the context that something moves in
front of you so that you end up hidden, whereas with an ergative subject means to hide
oneself. Similarly, ‘fall’ can be understood as agentively with an ergative subject, or nona
gentively with a nominative subject:
(1)

For approximately 36 verbs, the subject is usually ergative, but may be nominative under
a marked non-volitional interpretation. ga=rek’a(d)dalar ‘run very fast’ falls into this
class; a consultant suggested for the nominative interpretation “a person doesn’t want or
intend to run, but starting down a hill, finds himself running because it is very
steep” (Holisky 1987: 112). Finally, approximately 78 verbs appear only with ergative sub
jects under an unergative interpretation, including lavar/levar ‘talk,’ and lap’c’ar ‘play.’
Furthermore, there is evidence of a structural difference between intransitives with nomi
native subjects and intransitives with ergative subjects. The intransitive marker -Dalar 4
when added to a transitive eliminates the ergative subject, yielding an unaccusative.
When added to an intransitive that normally takes an ergative subject, it yields an intran
sitive that takes a nominative subject, with an unaccusative “unintentional action” inter
pretation (Holisky and Gagua 1994).
(2)
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Thus, the pattern of ergative case assignment in Tsova-Tush shows significant
sensitivity to the θ-position of the DP—external arguments receive ergative case, while
subjects of unaccusatives receive nominative. This factor regulating ergative assignment
is low in the clause, within the vP.
(p. 138)

However, the pattern is not uniquely determined by θ-position; transitivity of the predi
cate and person features of the DP also play a role. To wit, the above pattern is limited to
first-/second-person DPs. Third-person DPs remain nominative with intransitive verbs,5
regardless of interpretation, whereas third-person DPs do bear ergative with a transitive
verb.6
(3)

The transitivity of the verb is again a property determined low in the structure. The per
son features of the DP are first present low in the structure, although higher structural
heads could also be sensitive to these features.
In addition, lexical selection, a relationship established within the vP, also seems to play a
role, in that there are predicates with a nominative-oblique case pattern, as well as predi
cates with an ergative-oblique case pattern. The ergative-oblique pattern is rare in the
language, a “minor pattern” (Holisky and Gagua 1994, section 3.2.1.6), in contrast with
the nominative-oblique pattern, which is found on a “large group” of verbs (Holisky and
Gagua 1994, section 3.2.1.2). This contrast indicates that the presence of a nominative
(rather than oblique) object is also a factor in ergative assignment. Compare the follow
ing.
(p. 139)

(4)
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Lexical selection can also be found in intransitives like mušebadar “work” and
gamarǰbadar “win, be victorious”, which obligatorily take ergative subjects even when the
subject is third person. Holisky (1984: 189) attributes this exceptional pattern to them be
ing borrowed from Georgian.
Overall, we find that there is not a single deciding factor in the assignment of ergative
case in Tsova-Tush, but rather a variety of factors play a role. These factors include the θposition of the DP, the person features of the DP, the presence of an object, the case borne
by the object, and lexical selection by the predicate; these factors are overwhelmingly
clustered low in the clause, in the vP domain.

6.2.2 Nez Perce
Nez Perce (Sahaptin: North Idaho) (Rude 1985; Woolford 1997; Deal 2010a, 2010b) illus
trates a different cluster of low properties governing ergative case assignment. The basic
case pattern is tripartite, with ergative -nim, accusative7 -ne, and zero nominative/else
where. These are illustrated in the following.
(5)

Ergative case fails to be assigned with pseudo noun incorporated objects (see Massam
2001 on pseudo noun incorporation, and Deal 2010b for discussion of the Nez Perce in
stance), as illustrated in (6).
(p. 140)

(6)

The lack of ergative case in such constructions may have several potential sources. It may
be that these are syntactically treated as intransitive; indeed Rude (1985) argues for such
an analysis for Nez Perce. Also, the object is unmarked for case; since ergative subjects
do not occur with unmarked objects, ergative could be tied to assignment of accusative
case. The object also fails to trigger object agreement, thus, the presence of object agree
ment may be a crucial factor in ergative case assignment.
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Additional data demonstrate that more than simple intransitivity is at issue. Deal (2013),
building on Rude (1985), discusses transitive clauses in which the object is a possessed
DP. If the possessor is disjoint in reference from the subject, it bears accusative case and
triggers object agreement; the subject bears ergative case. Deal (2013) analyses this as
an obligatory possessor raising construction. If the possessor is bound by the subject, on
the other hand, the possessor bears genitive case and fails to trigger object agreement.
Like in the possessor raising construction, however, the possessed DP also does not bear
accusative or trigger object agreement.8 In the absence of accusative case and object
agreement, ergative case is not assigned.
(7)

Causatives provide potential evidence disambiguating whether lack of accusative or lack
of object agreement is the crucial factor. In the causative of a transitive in Nez Perce, the
causee does not bear ergative case. It is important to recognize that causees in ergative
languages are only expected to bear ergative case if they are introduced into the struc
ture in a vP identical to the vP that introduces agents; see for example Ippolito (2000) and
Legate (2014b) for arguments that causees are rather introduced into the structure more
like (high) applicative objects. Specifically to Nez Perce, provisionally assuming the
causee to be introduced in the specifier of the right type of v, as sketched in (8), there is
accusative case associated with this v, but no object agreement, and no ergative case.
(p. 141)

(8)
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Thus, the structure exhibits one set of object agreement, associated with the v that intro
duces the agent and agrees with the causee, but two accusative objects: the causee and
the theme. Consider the examples in (9), which exhibit both an accusative causee and an
accusative theme; the ergative agents are pro-dropped. In (9a), the causee is plural and
the theme is singular. The v that introduces the agent agrees with the causee, registering
third-person plural agreement, and assigns it accusative case; the v that introduces the
causee registers no agreement with the singular theme, but does assign it accusative
case. In (9b), the causee is singular and the theme is plural. The v that introduces the
agent agrees with the causee, registering third-person singular agreement, and assigns it
accusative case; the v that introduces the causee registers no agreement with the plural
theme, but does assign it accusative case.
(9)

These constructions then provide potential evidence for object agreement rather than ac
cusative case assignment as a determining factor in ergative case assignment in Nez
Perce. The v that introduces the causee assigns accusative case but does not agree with
the object, and hence the causee does not bear ergative case. The v that introduces the
agent assigns accusative case and agrees with the object, hence the agent bears
ergative case. On the assumption that we have been making (following Deal (2010a,
(p. 142)

2010b) for Nez Perce, and tracing back to Chomsky (1995) more generally) that object
agreement is associated with v, this property is again based low in the clause. The issue
remains underdetermined, however, in that the position of causees in the structure must
be clarified.9
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Object agreement is not the only factor in determining ergative case assignment in Nez
Perce, however; person is also relevant: ergative case is found only on third-person DPs.
Deal (2016) uses the tests developed in Legate (2014a) to demonstrate that first- and sec
ond-person DPs are not assigned ergative case in Nez Perce. The Nez Perce data thus
stands in contrast with the widespread pattern whereby ergative case is assigned to all
DPs, but is only realized morphologically on a subset of DPs; see Legate (2014a) for de
tails.10 The following examples illustrate the Nez Perce pattern.
(10)

In summary, the person features of the DP, and at least one of object agreement, ac
cusative case, and the θ-position of the DP are primary determinants of whether ergative
case is assigned in Nez Perce. Again, while the role of person is potentially ambiguous in
height, the other factors are clearly low in the clause, associated with vP.
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6.2.3 Warlpiri
Warlpiri (Pama-Nyungan, South-West: Northern Territory, Australia) is often discussed in
the literature, but the complex factors governing ergative case assignment are (p. 143) of
ten glossed over. The presence of an object is indeed relevant. This is evidenced by the
lack of a class of transitive verbs that have two absolutive arguments in their basic use
(see for example, Swartz 1996), and by the fact that that many intransitive verbs take ab
solutive subjects.11
(11)

However, an absolutive object is not required for ergative case assignment. For example,
Warlpiri retains ergative with a dative unaffected object (see also for example, Djaru (Pa
ma-Nyungan, South-West: Northern Territory, Australia) (Tsunoda 1981a), Gurindji (PamaNyungan, South-West: Northern Territory, Australia) (McConvell 1980)).
(12)

Whether an object is required is less clear. It is difficult to unambiguously distinguish
unergative verbs from transitive verbs in the language, given that the language has ram
pant pro-drop, given that third-person singular absolutive object agreement is null, and
given that the language has productive applicative constructions (see for example, Legate
2003). It is worth noting that Swartz (1996) does not include for the language a class of
verbs that are intransitive with an ergative subject. However, we do find interesting con
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trasts like the following, whereby yunparni ‘sing’ takes a subject in ergative case, even
when apparently being used unergatively, whereas wirntimi ‘dance’12 takes an absolutive
subject in the same context.
(p. 144)

(13)

Interestingly, Laughren et al. (2007) reports that there is dialectal variation on this point,
whereby an ergative subject is used with wirntimi for some speakers from Lajamanu.
It is clear that the presence of an object (absolutive or dative) is not the primary determi
nant of ergative case assignment, in that when an object is added to intransitives with an
absolutive subject the subject remains absolutive. This is true whether the object is abso
lutive, (14a), or dative, as in (14b), which also illustrates that the dative passes object
hood tests in triggering object agreement and use of the object control complementizer
-kurra (see Hale 1983; Simpson and Bresnan 1983). (14c) provides an additional illustra
tion of an absolutive subject with an agreeing object, this time a high applicative dative
object (see Simpson 1991 and Legate 2001 on dative high applicatives in Warlpiri).
(14)

In Legate (2012a), I provide evidence that the θ-position of the DP also plays a role in
whether ergative case is assigned. I examine Warlpiri verbs with two arguments, one of
which receives dative case. For those verbs that are ergative-dative, the ergative is an ex
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ternal argument; examples are provided here for jinkami ‘support, help to walk’ and war
rirni ‘seek.’ For those verbs that are absolutive-dative, in contrast, many of the absolu
tives are internal arguments, especially themes/patients; examples are provided here for
wiirr-parntarrimi ‘be a white film over’ and rdipimi ‘come upon.’
(p. 145)

(15)

(16)
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Experiencer subjects may have either ergative or absolutive case, depending on the pred
icate; examples are provided for pulka-pinyi ‘approve of, praise,’ which takes an ergative
subject, and kapatimi ‘dislike,’ which takes an absolutive.
(17)

(p. 146)

The role of lexical selection is also apparent in that certain agents appear with absolutive
case in the presence of a dative object, including the subjects of jaka-yirrarni ‘plan, plot’
and jurrurru-yarnkami ‘seize.’
(18)

In summary, we see that at least the presence of an object and the θ-position of the sub
ject are relevant factors in the assignment of ergative case in Warlpiri. However, neither
are determinative, and there is a significant role for lexical selection. These three factors
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are again low in the syntactic structure, within the vP, supporting an approach whereby
ergative case assignment is determined within the vP.

6.2.4 Tshangla
Tshangla (Tibeto-Burman: Bhutan) (Andvik 1999)13 contrasts the transitive subject
marked with ergative -gi,14 with the intransitive subject and transitive object, which are
morphologically unmarked (and unglossed) for case.15
(p. 147)

(19)

Andvik (1999) examines the multiple factors involved in the appearance of ergative case,
stating (1999: 193) “no single one of which is sufficient on its own to motivate agentive
marking”. From the above examples we see that some notion of transitivity is relevant,
but the details need to be determined. To begin, assignment of ergative is not dependent
on an object that bears the unmarked case: verbs that select for locative/dative16 objects
also take ergative subjects. For example, ‘to cheat,’ ‘to rebel against,’ ‘to bother,’ and ‘to
scold’ fall into this class; examples follow.
(20)
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Nor is the assignment of ergative dependent on a DP object. Verbs of cognition, including
for example sele ‘to know,’ tsile ‘to reckon, consider,’ nale ‘to comply, agree,’ and verbs of
utterance, including for example yekpe ‘to speak,’ and jime ‘to ask,’ take ergative whether
used with a nominal complement, propositional complement, or a null complement. Two
examples follow.
(21)

(p. 148)

The presence of a complement is relevant, though; predicates that normally appear as in
transitive with an unmarked subject take ergative subjects when used with a complement
(including null, as seen for the transitive in (21)). Andvik (1999: 215) characterizes this
usage as “the action of the subject referent has consequences for another referent.” In
the following examples, the same complex predicate (consisting of a light verb and noun),
takes an unmarked subject with the unergative interpretation ‘pray,’ but an ergative sub
ject with the transitive interpretation ‘entreat.’
(22)

Another example involves the verb ‘walk,’ which takes an unmarked subject in its unerga
tive use, but in the following takes an ergative subject on the interpretation ‘walk ahead
of.’
(23)
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Similarly, an experiencer subject may appear with ergative case in the presence of a com
plement. Thus, in the following, a complex predicate (consisting of a light verb and a
noun) appears with an unmarked subject with the meaning ‘be happy’ but an ergative
subject with the meaning ‘be pleased with.’
(24)

(p. 149)

The presence of a complement is only one of the factors determining ergative

case assignment. The θ-position of the DP is also relevant; thus, we find ergative only on
thematic subjects, not two-argument unaccusatives.
(25)
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Furthermore, verbs that are normally unaccusative do appear with ergative subjects
when used in a marked agentive context, again demonstrating the relevance of the θ-posi
tion of the DP. Compare the unaccusative use of ‘vomit’ in (25b), with the use with an
ergative external argument in (26).
(26)

Another example follows, in which the owner of a house is expecting a thief that night
and thus is forcing himself to stay awake.
(27)

The following use of ergative on the subject of a normally unaccusative predicate Andvik
(1999: 205) treats as a separate phenomenon, as “contrary to expectations of what is nor
mal.” In that violating expectations may require a volitional act, and in that the point of
this utterance seems to be that the DP has agentive control over the situation, it is likely
that this type of example may be assimilated to the two previous.
(28)

Aspect is also relevant, and operates in the crosslinguistically expected direction:
in the perfective, ergative on transitive subjects is obligatory, whereas in the imperfec
tive, the ergative is optional.
(p. 150)

(29)
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Here I note simply that aspect falls under our generalization that ergative assignment is
affected by properties low in the clause, in that Aspect is in a selectional relationship with
vP. However, see for example Laka (2006a), Mateo-Toledo (2008), Mateo Pedro (2009),
Coon (2010a) for approaches whereby the imperfective functions as an intransitive matrix
predicate; such approaches are compatible with the current discussion.
In sum, ergative case assignment in Tshangla is determined by a cluster of factors that
are low in the clausal structure, including at least presence of a complement, the θ-posi
tion of the DP, and aspectual marking.

6.2.5 Hindi
In this section we consider another well-studied language, Hindi/Urdu (Indo-Aryan: Pak
istan, India) (Mahajan 1989; Mohanan 1994a; Butt and King 2004; Davison 2004a; among
many others). The basic pattern in the perfective aspect is for the transitive subject to be
marked ergative and the intransitive subject and transitive object to be unmarked.17 In
other aspects, all of these core arguments are unmarked.
(30)

(p. 151)

The assignment of ergative is not dependent on the object bearing the unmarked case;
dative objects are equally compatible with ergative subjects.
(31)

Note that despite some inconsistency in the literature, ko on the object in Hindi/Urdu is
indeed dative rather than accusative. Synchronically, ko is used in contexts that are un
ambiguously dative, including experiencer subjects and the indirect object in a double ob
ject construction. These uses are also historically prior, appearing in Old Urdu in 1200AD
for the indirect object in a double object construction and the object of ‘seek’ (Butt and
Ahmed 2011) (‘seek’ commonly appears with a dative object crosslinguistically, see for ex
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ample the use in Warlpiri (section 6.2.3)), as well as for the goal of directed motion verbs
(Butt, Ahmed, and Poudel 2008). Regarding the use of ko on objects in differential object
marking (based on specificity/animacy), such marking is commonly dative crosslinguisti
cally. See also Legate (2008) for arguments that Hindi/Urdu accusative is unmarked, mor
phologically syncretic with the nominative, and Bubenik (1998) for evidence that Old In
do-Aryan nominative and accusative cases became syncretic in Middle Indo-Aryan.
While presence of a complement is relevant for ergative assignment, it is not determina
tive. A few intransitive verbs allow ergative subjects, with a corresponding interpretive
difference, including ‘cough,’ ‘sneeze,’ ‘smile,’ ‘spit,’ ‘cry,’ ‘laugh,’ ‘sleep.’ (See for exam
ple, Tuite et al. 1985, Hook et al. 1987, Mohanan 1994a, Davison 1999 for discussion.)
(32)

In addition, there are lexical effects, whereby particular lexical verbs unexpectedly ap
pear without ergative, most notably ‘bring’ (Mahajan 1989), but also ‘speak’ and optional
ly ‘understand,’ among others.
(p. 152)

(33)

Again, this cluster of factors is low in the clause, within vP.
The relationship between ergative case assignment and the vP is strongly supported by
Hindi light verb constructions (see for example Butt 1995; Mahajan 2012). In such con
structions, the presence/absence of ergative case on the external argument is determined
by the light verb. For example, when ‘bring’ as a lexical verb combines with the light verb
‘give,’ its subject does receive ergative case.
(34)
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Conversely, when a lexical verb that normally takes an ergative subject combines with
‘bring’ as a light verb, its subject does not receive ergative case. The following illustrates
with the lexical verb ‘cause to climb.’
(35)

This is particularly clear evidence that the assignment of ergative case is determined low
in the clause, within the vP.
In summary, the assignment of ergative is dependent on perfective aspect, the presence
of an object of the verb, the identity of the lexical verb (operating both ways, disallowing
ergative with a transitive verb, and allowing ergative with an intransitive in a marked
agentive interpretation), and the identity of the light verb. Again, this cluster of proper
ties is low, centered around vP.
To conclude this section, we have found substantial crosslinguistic variation in the distrib
ution of ergative case, and multiple contributing factors within each language. (p. 153)
However, in all examples the factors are low in the clause, centered around vP or the XPs
in a selectional relationship with vP, including VP and AspectP.

6.3 High Ergative
In this section, I discuss two languages for which the assignment of ergative has been de
scribed as dependent on properties high in the clausal structure. I demonstrate that for
these two languages, at least, the descriptions should not lead us to posit a high source
for ergative case. It may turn out that other more solid instances may be found of erga
tive dependent on a high source in the clause; if so, these would be a distinct phenome
non, and should be named differently in order to avoid confusion in the literature. “High
ergative” may suffice.
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6.3.1 Kurdish Past Tense
Kurmanji Kurdish (Iranian: Turkey, Iran) (Bynon 1979; Payne 1980; Haig 1998; Thackston
2006) exhibits a pattern that may be initially described as ergative dependent on past
tense. Note that the ergative is marked with a generalized oblique case while the nomina
tive is unmarked.18 In the past, the intransitive subject is unmarked, the transitive subject
is oblique, i.e. ergative, and the transitive object is unmarked.
(36)

In the present, in contrast, the subject is unmarked, while the object is oblique, in essen
tially an accusative pattern.
(37)

We should not, however, conclude that ergative is assigned by past tense T, and
hence dependent on a projection high in the clausal structure. The notion of “past” that is
relevant to ergative case assignment here is not clausal tense associated with TP. Instead,
the “past” is an allomorph of the verb stem, which evolved from an Old Iranian perfect
participle (see for example Payne 1980; Haig 2008). The past versus present allomorph of
the stem appears inside negation, aspect and agreement morphology, confirming that it is
indeed based low in the clause.
(p. 154)

(38)
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Furthermore, use of the past stem does not necessarily correspond to a clausal past tense
interpretation. The present perfective combines the past stem with the perfective aspect,
thus showing a dissociation between the verbal allomorph and clausal tense. Importantly,
it is the verbal allomorph that determines case: ergative is indeed assigned in the present
perfective, despite the clausal present tense.19
(39)

I conclude that the past allomorph of the verbal root is a factor in ergative assignment in
Kurmanji Kurdish, not clausal past tense based in TP. The language thus confirms to the
generalization that ergative is assigned based on properties low in the clausal structure.

6.3.2 Yukulta Irrealis
Yukulta20 (Tangic: northwest Queensland, Australia) (McConvell 1981; Keen 1983) has
been described as ergative dependent on the realis mood (see for example, Tsuonda
(p. 155) 1981b). Lexical DPs in Yukulta have marked ergative and absolutive forms,21
pronouns show a single form for all of ergative, nominative, and accusative, while the
clitic cluster has distinct agreement forms for each of ergative, nominative, and ac
cusative. The following illustrate the basic pattern.
(40)
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A nominative-dative case frame is used for two-argument predicates that are not canoni
cally transitive, including predicates with an experiencer subject and predicates with a
goal object.
(41)

The clitic cluster registers agreement, as well as information regarding transitivity, tense,
and mood, under complex interactions. The past forms in the clitic cluster show a realis/
irrealis distinction, but importantly, this distinction does not affect the assignment of
ergative case. In the following, the first example is past realis and the second past irre
alis; both have an ergative first-person subject indicated in the clitic cluster and an abso
lutive object.
(42)

This indicates that ergative assignment is not dependent on realis mood.
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Instead, the intransitive nominative-dative frame is used in two contexts signaling
reduced transitivity, in the sense of an unaffected/goal object. The first context is nega
tive non-past clauses. In the first example of the following pair, the affirmative present ap
pears with an ergative-absolutive case frame; note that the object is a patient affected by
the event. In the second example, the negative present appears with a nominative-dative
case frame; note that the object cannot be affected by the non-occurring event. The clitic
cluster registers the first as a transitive verb and the second as an intransitive verb, but
shows no realis versus irrealis distinction.
(p. 156)

(43)

The second context of reduced transitivity marked by use of the nominative-dative case
frame is desideratives. The use of nominative-dative in the desiderative is optional, and
“can suggest that the expectation of an action being completed or experienced is reduced
due to outside factors” (Keen 1983: 239). Note that the desiderative itself is low in the
clausal structure, appearing as a form of the lexical verb, below the higher inflectional in
formation registered on the auxiliary. The following examples illustrate the desiderative
nominative-dative, in contrast with the ergative-absolutive. Again, the distinction between
the two is registered in the auxiliary as a difference in transitivity, not mood; both appear
in the realis.
(44)

As an aside, note that this case frame is also employed when the object outranks the sub
ject, according to a hierarchy whereby first-person nonsingular pronouns outrank firstperson singular and second-person pronouns, which in turn outrank third-person pro
nouns and nominals. The following illustrates; note that the third-person subject ‘mosqui
to’ is in the nominative/absolutive, and the clitic cluster marks the clause as intransitive
realis, and the first-person agreement clitic is the oblique form as triggered by a dative.
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(p. 157)

(45)

To summarize, Yukulta ergative is not assigned by realis mood. Instead, ergative is as
signed to the thematic subject of transitive verbs. In selected contexts of reduced transi
tivity, and in contexts in which the thematic object outranks the thematic subject, the in
transitive nominative-dative case frame is used instead. This case frame is otherwise used
for two-argument predicates that are not canonically transitive, including experiencer
subject predicates, and predicates with a goal object. The factors of transitivity, the θ-role
of the subject and object, and the case borne by the object, are all low in the clause. The
language therefore is in fact consistent with the generalization that ergative assignment
is dependent on factors low in the clause, within the vP.

6.4 Conclusion
This chapter has had modest goals: to demonstrate that the assignment of ergative case
is multifaceted, both within and across languages, and to demonstrate that ergative case
in a range of unrelated languages is assigned based on properties low in the clause, cen
tered around vP. We reexamined two languages, Kurmanji Kurdish and Yukulta, that have
been described as exhibiting ergative dependent on factors high in the clausal structure,
past tense, and realis mood respectively. We discovered that ergative case assignment in
these languages in fact is not dependent on tense and mood, but rather on properties that
are determined low in the vP: an allomorph of the lexical verb determined within vP, the
θ-role borne by the subject and object, the case of the object, the desiderative form of the
lexical verb, and the relative ranking of the person features of the subject and object. We
leave open whether true “high ergative” languages may be found, that is languages in
which assignment of ergative is dependent on factors high in the clausal structure, in the
TP/CP domain. Note that only languages in which ergative can be clearly differentiated
from nominative assigned by TP/CP would the label “high ergative” be appropriate for
that case; otherwise, the case would simply be nominative.
In addition to Kurmanji Kurdish and Yukulta, we examined five typologically disparate
languages in which the ergative is assigned based on a variety of factors centered around
vP: Tsova-Tush, Nez Perce, Warlpiri, Tshangla, and Hindi. Many of the factors identified
may fall under the notion of transitivity broadly conceived, including the presence of a
complement, the assignment of accusative case, the presence of object agreement, and
the thematic interpretation of the subject and the object. Other (p. 158) low factors identi
fied include the identity of the lexical predicate, the identity of the light verb, and the
clausal aspect. These properties are clustered around vP, and are independent of higher
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projections in the TP/CP domain. I conclude that for a wide range of “low ergative” lan
guages, the locus of ergative case is vP.
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Abbreviations
Abbreviations in glosses follow the Leipzig conventions, with the following additions:
ANAPH = anaphoric, AOR = aorist, ASP = aspect, CON = contact, DES = desiderative,
DIR = direct, EMPH = emphatic, HOR = hortative, NF = nonfinal verbal suffix, PAUC =
paucal, PR = possessor raising, PREP = preparatory, PROSP = prospective, PRT = parti
cle, PVB = preverb, R = realis, REM = remote, SE = stem extender.

Notes:
(1) Thank you to Dee Ann Holisky for discussion of Tsova-Tush.
(2) I use nominative here as the traditional term for this morphological form of the verb; it
appears on intransitive subjects and transitive objects. I leave aside whether this form
corresponds to nominative from T for both the subject and object, or nominative from T
for the subject and accusative from v for the object. For related discussion, see for exam
ple, Aldridge (2008a); Legate (2008a); Coon et al. (2014).
(3) Including those that appear with an oblique, rather than nominative, object; see
Holisky 1984: 192, n.10.
(4) See Holisky and Gagua for the (morpho)phonological rules that yield the surface forms
of this and other verbal morphology.
(5) Again, including verbs with an oblique object.
(6) Note that the contrast between (3b) versus (3c) is indeed due to the difference in per
son, not due to the difference in the status of the subject as a pronoun versus a full DP.
Like full DPs, third-person pronouns (derived from demonstratives) do show ergative in
transitives; hence in the following example the subject is the third singular ergative oqus
rather than the third singular nominative o.
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Thank you to an anonymous reviewer for raising this issue.
(7) It may be that this is better glossed as DAT. Note that in a double object construction,
the goal must bear this case and the theme cannot. It is often referred to in the literature
with the more neutral “objective.”
(8) This requires additional explanation; Rude (1986) and Deal (2010a) point out that a
genitive possessor in the subject blocks ergative as well, yielding a clause with an un
marked subject and accusative object. Deal (2010a) notes that the possessor must be
treated as closer to a higher probe than the containing DP in possessor raising construc
tions; she treats the lack of agreement for bound possessors (which do not raise) as an
anaphor agreement effect (see Rizzi 1990a; Woolford 1999).
(9) Deal (2010a, 2010b) suggests an alternative explanation for the lack of ergative on
causees, proposing that an ergative DP must enter an agreement relationship with T. In
that this analysis is tantamount to a quirky case analysis of ergative, and given that erga
tive DPs do indeed undergo A-movement, raising to become the grammatical subject, as
expected of quirky case-marked DPs, the analysis has plausibility. The necessity of agree
ment with T, however, cannot be established on the basis of causees alone, given that the
lack of ergative on causees is subsumed under the requirement of object agreement for
ergative assignment, and given that the θ-position of the causee may be distinct from that
of more standard external arguments.
(10) Tsova-Tush, discussed in the section 6.2.1, constitutes another language in which the
person feature of the DP is a factor in syntactic case assignment, rather than in the mor
phological realization of case. Interestingly, in that instance it is the third-person DPs that
fail to be assigned ergative rather than the first and second-person DPs.
(11) Warlpiri “absolutive” is nominative on S and accusative on O, see Legate (2008).
Warlpiri data from Laughren et al. (2007) unless otherwise noted.
(12) This is a particular style of dancing, typical of women.
(13) In the Tshangla data, note that the morpheme glossed as a copula (COP) has several
uses, including the imperfective; the morpheme glossed as a nominalizer (NMLZ) also has
several uses, including marking past perfective in the finite affirmative; the stem exten
der (SE) is added to vowel-final verb roots.
(14) The ergative also appears on instrumental and reason adjuncts; I leave this syn
cretism aside.
(15) There is additional complexity involving information structure that I don’t consider
here. Ergative is obligatory for focal transitive subjects, but optional for topical, and im
possible for contrastively focused. Case morphology affected by information structure is
found in non-ergative languages; see for example the well-discussed case of Japanese.
(16) These are synthetic.
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(17) The unmarked case is unglossed; see Legate (2008) for arguments that it corresponds
to nominative on the intransitive subject and accusative on the transitive object.
(18) Case marking is neutralized when the noun is modified. “Nominative” here is used as
a traditional term for the unmarked case. In pronouns, the distinction between the
oblique and the unmarked is suppletive. Unmarked nouns are unglossed; unmarked pro
nouns are glossed as direct (DIR). See, for example, Dorleijin 1996 for discussion of di
alect variation in case marking, including extension of the marked ACC of the present in
to the past, yielding a transitive OBL-OBL pattern.
(19) I have added glosses to the example from Thackston (2006).
(20) This language is also known as Gang(g)alidda.
(21) Ergative is syncretic with locative. Absolutive is used as a traditional term, referring
to the morphological realization of nominative on the intransitive subject and accusative
on the transitive object; see Legate (2008, 2014a) for discussion.
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