
Tagalog voice revisited

Introduction. In Tagalog, a picture NP reflexive can be bound either by a recipient or by an agent in the
same clause regardless of the voice type of the sentence (e.g. AV (1a), LV (1b), CV (1c)):

(1) a. Nag-bigay
av.prf-give

si
pn.pivot

Joy
Joy

kay
pn.acc

Aya
Aya

ng
acc

sarili
self

niyang
3s.poss

larawan.
picture

Actor Voice (AV)

b. B<in>igy-an
<prf>-give-lv

ni
pn.nom

Joy
Joy

si
pn.pivot

Aya
Aya

ng
acc

sarili
self

niyang
3s.poss

larawan. Locative Voice (LV)
picture
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‘Joy<k> gave Aya<j> a picture of herself<k/j>.’

Linear order does not play a role in the binding relations above. A reflexive must be properly bound by
a c-commanding antecedent (2); it may, on the other hand, precede its binder as long as the c-command
requirement is satisfied (e.g. (1b’): B<in>igy-an ni Jk ng sarili niyang larawanj/k si Aj).

(2) *P<um>atay
<av>kill

kay
pn.acc
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(intended: ‘The son of himself killed Juan.’ ) (ungrammatical regardless of the order of the two DPs.)
Claims. The data in (1) cast new light on three central questions in Austronesian syntax: a) Is Tagalog
an ergative language (Aldridge 2004 et seq.)?, b) Is the pivot-marker (ang/si) a marker of subjecthood or
topichood (Shibatani 1998; Richards 2000)?, and c)Are Tagalog voice affixes case-agreement morphology
that inflects for the Case of the ang/si-phrase (Rackowski & Richards 2005)?
I demonstrate that the binding evidence from (1) necessitates a new analysis for the Tagalog voice system,
in which 1) Tagalog is a topic-prominent nominative-accusative language whose topic marker (ang/si)
overrides morphological case, and 2) its four-way voice morphology is the spell-out of four different
bundles of Agree relations that probe the topic of a clause, rather than Case-agreement morphology
(Rackowski & Richards 2005) or transitivity/applicative affixes (Aldridge 2004 et seq.).

Claim 1: Tagalog ang/si do not mark absCase The ergative view of Tagalog relies on three intertwining
assumptions: (I) ang/si marks structural Case from T (absolutive), (II) in LV/CV clauses, the ang/si-
phrase is an applied object licensed as the highest internal argument, with the putative Appl0 spelled
out as LV/CV morphology (Aldridge 2004 et seq.; see Rackowski & Richards 2005 for a similar claim,
that the pivot (ang/si-phrase) in LV/CV clauses is the highest IA inherently Case-licensed by an Appl0,
whose Case status is spelled out as LV/CV morphology), and (III) in LV/CV clauses, the external argu-
ment is inherently Case-licensed and does not compete for absolutive Case with the pivot (highest IA).

(1a-c), however, falsify Assumption II. The invariable binding relation in (1a-c) suggests the absence of
voice-conditioned argument structure alternation, casting doubt on the assumption that the highest in-
ternal argument in (1b) and (1c) is the si-marked recipient and the ang-marked theme, respectively. Bind-
ing diagnostics on productive causatives (3) posit the same challenge, as it reveals a fixed c-commanding
relation between the causee and the theme of the caused event (henceforth causand) even when the latter
is ang/si-marked (3a), indicating that the applicative approach to CV clauses is difficult to hold.

(3) a. I-p<in>a-li-linis=ko
cv-cau<prf>red-clean=1s.nom
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‘I made Suek clean herself (againk) (secretlyk).’
b. P<in>a-pa-ligo=ko

cau<prf.pv>red-bathe=1s.nom
si
pn.pivot

Maria
Maria

ng
acc

sarili
refl

niya. PV
3s

‘I am making Maria bathe herself.’
The invariable binding relation observed in (1) and (3), at the same time, argues against Assumption I.
For that analysis to hold, the ang/si-phrase in LV/CV clauses must be the highest Caseless internal argu-
ment. Now, the fact that the pivot-marked causand in (3a) is c-commanded by an intervening causee indi-
cates that the pivot is not the highest internal argument. This reveals that the licensing of ang/si-marking
in (3a) does not respect locality, skipping a Caseless external-argument causee and marks the causand,
contradicting the structural Case analysis of ang/si (Assumption I). Evidence for the intervening causee
as not inherently Case-marked comes from its behaviors as a typical external argument—evidenced by its
compatibility with agent-oriented adverbs and the adverb of frequency again and its ability to bind into
the causand (3a), which indicates that it is licensed in the specifier of the embedded VoiceP (see (7a)),
where no inherent/non-structural Case is available. I conclude accordingly that Tagalog’s pivot-marking
(ang/si) does not mark absolutive/nominative Case.
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Claim 2: Tagalog ang/si as a topic (rather than subject) marker. I propose that ang/si is a topic
marker that overrides morphological case, drawing on new data on pivot placement in question-answer
sequences. This proposal, in line with previous topic analyses for ang/si-phrases (Schachter 1976; Shi-
batani 1998; Richards 2000), makes two testable predictions. First, ang/si-phrases should behave like an
A’-element, showing both reconstruction effects and Weakest Crossover effects (Lasnik & Stowell 1991).
Second, Tagalog should display evidence for a subject position distinct from the pivot/topic position.
The first prediction is borne out with (1c) and (4), which demonstrate that the ang/si-phrase is interpreted
at its theta position, and (5), which shows the hallmarks of the Weakest Crossover effect, revealing that a
pivot phrase may bind into an external argument with marginal acceptability (cf. its ungrammatical AV
counterpart (2), which contains an intended internal-argument binder that is not pivot-marked).

(4) I-p<in>ang-lu-luto=ko
cv<prf>red-cook=1s.nom

[ng
[acc

isda
fish

ng
poss

bawat
every

nanay]
mother]

[ang
[pivot

kanilang
3p.poss

palayok]. CV
pot]

‘I cook every mother<k>’s fish with her<k/j> pot.’
(5) ?P<in>atay

<pv.prf>kill
ng
cn.nom

sarili
self

niyang
3s.poss

inay
mother

si
pivot

Riza.
Riza

Patient Voice (PV)

(marginally acceptable: ‘The mother of himself<k> killed Riza<k>.’) (cf. (2))
Finally, Tagalog does display evidence for a [uϕ]-driven nominative position, evidenced by the the case-
marker ni borne by both non-pivot external arguments (1c) and the internal argument in unaccusatives
(6). This marker, though traditionally regarded as inherent ergative case, shows typical traits of structural
nominative, given its unavailability to external arguments in nonfinite clauses (e.g.causee in causatives)
and its compatibility with unaccusative subjects. This undermines Assumption (iii).

(6) H<in>ulug-an
fall<prf>lv

ni/*kay
pn.nom/*pn.acc/dat

Raul
Raul

ang
pivot

swimming
swimming

pool. Locative Voice (LV)
pool

‘Raul fell into the swimming pool.’
Claim 3: Tagalog voice as four different bundles of Agree relations. I argue that Tagalog’s four-way
voice distinction is best analyzed as the spell-out of four different bundles of Agree relations that probe
the topic of a clause (i.e. a phrase with a [top] feature, whose case-marking is overridden by ang/si):

⎧⎪⎪⎪⎨⎪⎪⎪⎩

“AV” morphology: the bundle of topic-agreement and Subject agreement
“PV” morphology: the bundle of topic-agreement and Object agreement
“LV” morphology: the bundle of topic-agreement and the Agree relation between Plocative and DPlocative
“CV” morphology: topic-agreement (when the topic is not under other Agree relations)

⎫⎪⎪⎪⎬⎪⎪⎪⎭

(66)   Proposal: the Agree relation in PV-marked causatives 

Similarly, in ditransitives, when the Recipient bears a [topic]-feature, “PV”-morphology will 
appear on the verb, as the Recipient is the structurally highest DP within the VoiceP, hence the 
trigger of Object-agreement. Therefore, the bundle of topic-agreement (ẟ-agreement) and Object-
agreement is spelled out as “PV”-morphology (67):  

(67)   Proposal: the Agree relation in PV-marked ditransitives 

5.3.3.4  “LV”-morphology as temporal/locative agreement 

I now turn to the analysis of “LV”-morphology, whose mapping with Pivot-selection is summarized 
in (68): 
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Figure 1.

Map of South Sudan, with the area inwhich Dinka is spoken highlighted.

(Source used: Gulf/2000, Dr. MichaelIzady.)

There are at least four major dialect groups of Dinka (Roettger and Roettger 1989; Duerksen 1997;
Idris 2004): Northern (Padang), Western (Rek), Southern (Agar), and Eastern (Bor). 1 The data in

this dissertation comes from fieldwork on the Bor dialect in the Dinka diaspora community in
Boston. 2 Bor is a dialect in the Southern/South Eastern dialect group, which consists of at least

four dialects: Bor, Hol, Nyaarweng, and Twi
¨
c.The same basic clause structure seems to be found across dialects. Dinka has a fairly strict word

order, which can be characterized by the template in (1). See also Andersen (1991:292).(1) Dinka word order template:
Topic FiniteAux

/Verb|                       {z                       }
Left periphery

Subject Object1|               {z               }
Middle field

NonfiniteAux
/Verb Object2 Adjuncts|                                              {z                                              }

Right peripheryI decompose the Dinka clause into three separate “fields”. The left periphery is mainly characterized
by a V2 e↵ect. It consists of a clause-initial position, which must be occupied by a nominal that

serves as the topic or focus of the clause, followed by the highest verb or auxiliary. The left
periphery is followed by the middle field, which is where the subject and object appear if not in

topic/focus position, strictly in that order. 3 The right periphery is demarcated on the left by the
verb cluster, which is where all verbs and auxiliaries go if they are not in second position. This

verb cluster is followed by a second DP object, if one is present, and then all modifiers.
1. Sometimes these are called Northwestern, Northeastern, Southwestern, South Central, and South Eastern, splitting

the large group of northern dialects into two distinct groups.2. Many Dinka have been displaced in recent decades, because of civil war in Sudan and South Sudan, particularly

young boys and girls. In 2001, around 4000 such “Lost Boys”, the majority of whom are Dinka, emigrated to the

United States. The Sudanese Education Fund estimates that more than 200 of these refugees moved to the Boston

area.
3. There is a third position in the middle field that I am ignoring for simplicity for the moment. It is located in between

the subject and object, and it is where a copied pronoun can appear as a reflex of a process of multiple copy spell-out.

This is described in detail in Chapter 6.
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There are at least four major dialect groups of Dinka (Roettger and Roettger 1989; Duerksen 1997;

Idris 2004): Northern (Padang), Western (Rek), Southern (Agar), and Eastern (Bor). 1 The data in

this dissertation comes from fieldwork on the Bor dialect in the Dinka diaspora community in

Boston. 2 Bor is a dialect in the Southern/South Eastern dialect group, which consists of at least

four dialects: Bor, Hol, Nyaarweng, and Twi
¨
c.

The same basic clause structure seems to be found across dialects. Dinka has a fairly strict word

order, which can be characterized by the template in (1). See also Andersen (1991:292).

(1) Dinka word order template:Topic FiniteAux
/Verb|

                       {z
                       }Left periphery

Subject Object1|
               {z

               }Middle field

NonfiniteAux
/Verb Object2 Adjuncts

|
                                              {z

                                              }Right periphery

I decompose the Dinka clause into three separate “fields”. The left periphery is mainly characterized

by a V2 e↵ect. It consists of a clause-initial position, which must be occupied by a nominal that

serves as the topic or focus of the clause, followed by the highest verb or auxiliary. The left

periphery is followed by the middle field, which is where the subject and object appear if not in

topic/focus position, strictly in that order. 3 The right periphery is demarcated on the left by the

verb cluster, which is where all verbs and auxiliaries go if they are not in second position. This

verb cluster is followed by a second DP object, if one is present, and then all modifiers.

1. Sometimes these are called Northwestern, Northeastern, Southwestern, South Central, and South Eastern, splitting

the large group of northern dialects into two distinct groups.

2. Many Dinka have been displaced in recent decades, because of civil war in Sudan and South Sudan, particularly

young boys and girls. In 2001, around 4000 such “Lost Boys”, the majority of whom are Dinka, emigrated to the

United States. The Sudanese Education Fund estimates that more than 200 of these refugees moved to the Boston

area.
3. There is a third position in the middle field that I am ignoring for simplicity for the moment. It is located in between

the subject and object, and it is where a copied pronoun can appear as a reflex of a process of multiple copy spell-out.

This is described in detail in Chapter 6.
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(75)    Proposal: the Agree relation in CV-marked causatives 

Similarly, in ditransitives (76), the Theme argument, which is structurally low, is not under 
Agree relation with the feature F on Voice. Therefore, when it bears a [topic]feature and enters into 
Agree relation with the ẟ-probe, ẟ-agreement is spelled out as “CV”-morphology (i.e., Simple topic-
agreement): 

(76)   Proposal: the Agree relation in CV-marked ditransitives 

In brief, under the current analysis, the last-resort-like function of the CV affix in terms of 
Pivot-selection is accounted for by an analysis in which the goal in such clauses lacks an Agree 
relation other than topic-agreement (ẟ-agreement). In this view, the fact that possible Pivots in CV 
clauses vary from DPs that are structurally low to adjunct PPs is straightforwardly accounted for. 
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TOP, φ

φ

φ

φ

(7a)

(7b)

This analysis offers a simple account for three core traits
of Tagalog voice. First, AV morphology is compatible with
both intransitives/unaccusatives and clear cases of transi-
tives (e.g. trivalent causatives), with ang/si-marking present
on the highest argument. Second, with PV morphology,
the ang/si-phrase must be the highest DP below the first
Voice0 (e.g. the internal argument in basic transitives (5);
the causee in causatives (3b)). Third, to mark an internal ar-
gument that is not the highest DP below Voice0 as the pivot
(e.g. the theme in ditransitives (1c); the causand in produc-
tive causatives (3a)), CVmorphology is the only option.
This typologically unusual pattern, I argue, is the outcome
of Tagalog voice being the spell-out of the bundle of topic-
agreement and other Agree relations that target the same
goal (topic)—except for CVmorphology, which is the spell-
out of topic-agreement when the topic is not under Agree
relation with other probes. This offers a simple account
for PVmorphology’s compatibility only with pivot-marking
present on the causee and not the causand (3b) although
both DPs presumably bear the same Case (acc), as well as CV morphology’s compatibility with various
types of phrases including DPs that are structurally low and non-locative adjuncts (e.g. causand (3a),
theme in ditransitives (1c), benefactor (4)). Importantly, the current treatment of PV morphology pat-
terns with the crosslinguistic observation that (overt) Object agreement is restricted to the highest object
within VoiceP, targeting the causee and not the causand in causatives (Baker 2012; Deal 2019, a.o.).

Conclusion. In this view, Tagalog constitutes a typical discourse configurational language (Li & Thomp-
son 1976; É Kiss 1995; Miyagawa 2010, 2017), which employs agreement for topics, and not subjects.
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