A Functional Analysis of Nonactive Voice in Quiche Mavan
Passive constructions represent a challenge for any theory of

language acguisition, be 1t structuralist or functionalist. Tt woul
be easy to explain how children acquire language if language was
simply & 1-1 mapping from a semantic or functional base to syntactic
structure. The existence of passive constructions provesg that a
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languages primarily esncode an aspectual dimension. The passive in

in some way from the action. These languages cannot use passives to
translate sentences like "The prize was won by Hary.®

My own conclusion is that there are no easy solutions. Anvone
proposing simple form-function mappings hasn't looked at the cross-

linguistic data. In order to make any progress we need to survey the

rms in human languages and the functions they serve. There
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of the functions languages communicate. While lists are available for
some language domaing no one has proven that these lists are complete.

trate the renalinder of my talk on the focus devices
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the western highlands of Guatemala. There iz an extensive literature

treating active and ncnactive sentences in guiche and other Mavan
languages from a functicnalist perspective. After outlining a
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functional description of voice alternation in Quiche, I will address

the issue of whether a functionalist treatment provides an ade
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the language. Quiche speakers only use independent pronouns for
emphasis or contrast. Thus, the use of independent pronouns is one
device Quiche speakers may c¢all upon to focus on a particular entity.
Quiche clauses with transitive verbs seldom contain a subject noun
phrase. Hy count showed that 14% of sentences with transitive verbs
in a Quiche text contained subjects. Du Bois (1987) states the 6%

of sentences with transitive verbs in the closely related language
Sacapultec contain subjects. Quiche children use overt subjects

with transitive verbs at roughly the same frequency as adult speakers
or three times less frequently than children acquiring English.

Quiche has two forms of passive and antipassive voices 1in
addition to the active voice. The two forms of the Quiche pasgive are
similiar to the English passive in that they promote an underlyving
object to the subject position and optionally allow the underlying
subject to be expressed in a prepositional phrase. One of the Quiche
passives (or 'passivel' as Mondloch (1981) refers to it) is restricted
to underlying subject NPs in the 3rd person. This passive cannot be
uged with logical subjects in the 1lst or Znd perso Grammatical and

xamples of this passive are shown in {(2).
(2} a. k~0~g'alu:-x ri: ak'al z
IMPERF- 3£“hu -PASS1 the c¢hild 3E
"The child is being hugged by h
b, * k~0O-g'alu:-x ri: ak'al w-uma:l
IMPERF-3A-hug-PASS]l the child lE-cause
"The child is being huggsed by me.'’

Mondloch (1978) and others have observed that pasgsivel is used to
distinguish between a 3rd person subject and object. The active form
of the sentence in (2) is ambiguous; there is no unambiguous indicator

Even changing the word order doss not affect a
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speaker’'s abllity to distingulish the subject. The sentences in (3)
can all mean the child is hugging his/her mother or his/her mother ies
hugging the child. The only difference between them is that the np in

preverbal position is in focus.

ri: ak' ~it u~na:cn
hug child his/her-mother
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previous discourse or the nonlinguistic context. This is an excellant

example of the way languages may separate focus from other grammatical

functions. Passivel provides a means of unambiguously describing
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events involving two 3rd person antagonists. It is only

condarilly used to focug on obijsct nps.
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The second passive in Quiche (passivel) serves primarilly an

aspectual function. It can be used to express elther the successful
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completion of an action or the fact that an action can be carried out
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lst and 2nd person obligue agents. PassiveZ a
distinguish between two 2rd person participants.
Quiche has two distinct forms of antipassive as well as passive

volces. Antipassive voices are used to focus on the subject. The

cbject is sometimes demoted to an oblique phrase. Like passives,

antipassives convert transitive verbs to intransitive verbs. One

passives, only allow the

to appear on the verb.
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used when an underlving subject is moved to the forus
position in front of the verb. This occurs in guestions, relative

clauses and sentence clefts. Examples of all three of these contexts

{8) a&. jachin x-C-g’alu-n ri: ak'al
who PERF-3A-hug~FOU_AP the child
‘Who hugged the child?!

b. utz vi: winag ({(ri:} k-s:-g'alu-n ri: ak'al
good the people {who] IMPERF-6A-~hug-FOC_AP the child
“The people who hug the child are good.

c. are: ri: ak'al k-at-g'alu-n-ik
focus the child IMPERF-2A-hug~FOC_AP-TERM
"It dig the Cﬂlld who is hugging vou. '
There are no limitations on which verbs can appear in the focus

antipassive, however either the subject or the object must be a third
person np. As the example in (5¢) shows, the verdb agrees with
whichever np is highest on an animacy hierarchy. If neither the
subject or the object ig a third person np then the active voice is
used. This shows that the primary function of the focus antipassive

is to distinguish between two 3rd person nps in the context of

gquestions, relati clauses and clefts. Other languages, such as the

i

Bantu language Sesctho, use passives in these contexts. The focus
antipassive cannot be used if the subject and possessor of the object
have the same referent. In such situations Quiche speakers use the

regular active volce, see (6.

(6} a. * are: vi: at x-at-g'alu-n ri: aw-alk‘uwa'al
focus the you PERF~ZA-hug-FOC_AP the 2E-children
"It was yvou who hugged vour children.'®

b. ars: ri: at x-e:-ag-g'alu-3 ri: aw-alk'uwa ' al
focus the yvou PERF-6A-2E-hug-TERM the 2E-children
"It was vou who hug ged vour children.
The second antipassive construction in Quiche, the absolutive

i



antipassive, is also productive in the language, but there are a

almeost exclusively in the absoclutive, e.g. -vada-n 'to scold!’
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to talk’, and -~chaku-n 'to work'. hese verbs also

a

emonstrate that the Quiche absolutive veoice is not egquivalent to the
connative construction {e.g. cut at) which Guerssel et al. (1985)
claim only applies to verbs whose conceptual structure contains an
effect clause and a contact clause. In absolutive constructions the

direct object np may optionall e expressed in an obligue phrase
B B

headed by a preposition, see (7). The absolutive can be used
nonthird person nps.

{7} k-in-vog' -on {che: le: in-ta:t [from Mondloch 1981]
IMPERF-1A-mock-ABS & {
"I mock {at my father).

Mondloch (1981:186) states that one function of the absolutive

obvious or insignificant
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chiect. In such cases, Quiche speakers may use a passive or
antipassive construction. In fact, the passivel and the focus
antipassive constructions are limited to contexts where the active

verb would be ambiguous. The focus properties of the passive and

antipassive constructions are secondary. Quiche speakers use word
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order and pronouns as the primary focusing devices. The grammatical
relations of subject and object in Quiche are relatively independent

of focus or topicalization functions.
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At this point I should probably turn things over my fellow
panelists and allow them to explain how functionalism could account

“he nonactive volces., I can't see how
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for the scguigsition of the Qui
functionalist theories would make any testable predictions. TIn the
remaining time I'1l1l point out some difficulties I found in attempting
to develop a functionalist account.

One problem is that the nonactive voices in Quiche do not have

[t

the same function as their English counterparts. A perspective which
emphasizes a similarity of function over form cannot predict how
children acqguire forms that serve different functions. In fact, it

T,

seems unreasonable in a functionalist theory even to compare the

it

acqguisition of passives in English and Quiche. It would probably be

more legitimate to compare children's use of passive in English with
Quiche children's use of variable word order and emphatic pronouns.

Ultimately, functionalist theories don't permit very explicit

hypotheses because no one knows any precise way of stating the
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functions of language independently of
functions. I can't tell vou whether any Quiche form serves the
exact function that passives play in English. I find it extremely
unsettling to have a theory which claims it is illegitimate to compare
English and Quiche passives.

For the sake of an argunment, however, let's

and ask how the English and Quiche passives conpar

and Wasow (1978) argus that English actually contains
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types of passive rulss. One coperates at the syntactic level while the
other operates at the lexical level. The lexical rule creates
adjectival forms that may then undergo un- prefixation while the
syntactic operation does not change the lexical category and, as a
result, does not feed the rule of un- prefixation. The only way a
functiconalist theory has of explaining this distinction is to assume
that the two rules serve different functions. A functionalist theory

also be distinguished by assuming they result from the operation of

rules on the syntactic and lexical levels. He argues that passzsivel is

ke
4]
8]
W
iml -
<
[0}
8]
;..A
6]
},WJ
0]
™
{,\,J
9]
j]
g.....l
'i}
9]
£
§..~4
H
("i”
rf
s
3}
6]
i
<
1]
B2
5
Cla
[o]]
3]
6\..,.\ -
o
4

syntactic while
own aspectual meaning to the construction. It also changes the
meaning of some verbs unpredictably and interacts with other rules in
a way that is best explained by assuming it iz lexical.
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syntactic rules in a functionalist theory.
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to associate differences in frequency exclusively with functionalist
theories. Structuralist theories also predict that the frequency of
any given form will reflect its use in different contexts. What
functionalist theories need to show is that they make predictions that
are attributable to differences in function, not freguency.
freguent use of nonactive voices by Quiche caretakers is correlated
with their children’'s more frequent usage. A rough comparison of the
frequency of passives in English and Quiche is shown in (8)
(8) Comparison of passive frequencies in English and Quiche
English {(from Pinker, Lebeaux & Frost 1987)

Children Ages MLU Hours Ho. of

Recorded Passives

Adam 2;3-4:11 2.00-5.20 110 72

Eve 1:6-2:3 1.50-4.2¢6 40 10

Saran 2;3-5;1 1.74~-4.10 139 32

Allison 1:5-2:10 1.73 4 2
Quiche

Al Tivaan 2:1-2:10 1.07-3.30 i6 19

A1 Chaay 2:9-3:6 1.57-4.31 24 99

A Carlos 3;0-3:10 1.59-3.69 20 68

Van Valin (1987) provides the clearest discussion of voice
acquisition from the standpoint of a functional theory of grammar.
Foley & Van Valin's (1984) Role and Reference Grammar distinguishes
between two types of 'subjects.' Some languages select subjects solely
on the basis of the np's semantic features. Other languages select
subjects on the basis of the pragmatic/discourse features of the nps.
o) characteristic of languages with pragmatic subjects is a passive
or antipassive construction that changes the semantic role of the
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subject. Both English and Quiche are languages with pragmatic

subjects.

Van Valin claims that RRG predicts children would first fail to
distinguish between the different possible semantic roles of a
pragmatic subject. They would treat all languages as though they

contained only =semantic subjects. This, he states, accounts for the
¥

failure of children learning English 'to comprehend passives correct

for a considerable period of time'. He contrasts the acgulsiticn of
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the passive in English with the acquisition of passive in Sesotho, a

1

scuthern Bantu language. Sesotho also has a pragmatic subject, but
Van Valin states that the crucial feature of the subiject in Sesotho

that it is always definite, referential and highly topical. Van Val
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same as Karamiloff-Smith's (1979} or Dan Slobin's (1972) that one form

should serve one

We can test Van Valin's proposal by seeing whether Quiche
subjects are always 'definite, referential and highly topical.’ If

they are Van Valin predicts Quiche children would use nonactive voice
ag early as Sesotho-speaking children. If not, then Quiche children
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list some sentences from
(9). As you can see, it is not necessary that Quiche subjects be

efinite.

(9) Quiche sentences with indefinate subjects
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The structure of Quiche permits the acqu
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the beginning f{sss 8). n this respect, they

acqguiring Finnish (Bowerman 1973) and Turkish

{8) Word order in Quiche children's 3-term

Al Tiva:n A1 Cha:v
Samples VoS V8O SVO OVs VOS VEO 3SVC ovs
1-3 - - - - 2 1 - 2
4-6 - - - - 19 4 5 1
7-9 - - 1 - 14 5 2 1
10-12 - - - - i1 14 7 -
13~15 1 4 4 - & 12 & 2
The primary function of the passivel and
constructions is to provide an unambigucus me
between two 3rd person antagonists. There isg

that the children's use of passivel and focus

constructions might be tied to the children's
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antipassive constructions until they had starting using the 3rd person
crogss~referencing markers on verbs with some degree of success.
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Data on the children’'s use of the 3rd person cross-referencing

markers is provided in (9.

{9) The use of 3rd person markers on verbs [(expressed as % used in
obligatory contexts)
Al Tiva:n Al Cha:y A Carlos

46
2 55
5 87
Data on the children's use of passivel and the focus antipassive

1
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is provided in (10).

(10} Use of the passivel and focus antipassive constructions

A1 Tiya:n 21 Cha:y A Carlos
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