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The paper offers a new analysis of the English passive in terms of Word Grammar. The 

demotion of the active subject is achieved by distinguishing the semantic role of the 

passive subject from that of the underlying lexeme, and assigning the latter to an optional 

by-phrase. The active non-subject (which need not be an object) on the other hand is 

promoted to subject position by being treated, syntactically, as both subject and non- 

subject; the conflict between these roles is reconciled by a single rule (which is needed 

anyway). The analysis is strictly monostratal but makes no use of lexical rules, meta-rules 

or any other pattern-changing rules. This is possible because default inheritance allows 

special cases, such as passive verbs, to override normal patterns. 

1. Background 

1.1. Introduction 

This paper’ presents an analysis of English passives in terms of Word 

Grammar (WG; see Hudson (1984, 1985, 1986, 1987a,b, 1988a,b, 1989a,b, 

forthcoming, in preparation), Hudson and Van Langendonck (forthcoming)), 

a theory which differs from other current theories in a number of important 

respects - notably, it takes grammatical (dependency) relations rather than 

constituent structure as basic, it uses default inheritance extensively, and it is 

very strictly monostratal. Even if completely satisfactory analyses of the 

passive were available in other theories, it would still be worth developing a 

1 I should like to thank Bob Borsley and a number of reviewers for their helpful comments on 

an earlier paper (which has been distributed by LAUD under the title ‘English passives’) on 

which the present paper is (rather loosely) based. The present paper includes some new ideas that 

crystalized during a year of research made possible by a personal research grant (C 00242022) 

from the ESRC and by the generosity of my head of department, Neil Smith. I have gained a lot 

over the last year or two from discussions with Norman Fraser, And Rosta, Billy Clark and John 

Fletcher, who will probably recognise some of their ideas in this paper. 
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WC analysis just to make sure this was possible - no construction is 

irrelevant to the evaluation of a general theory of language structure. But in 

any case, the analyses which have been produced in terms of other theories all 

seem to have more or less serious flaws, so another attack, based on a 

different set of theoretical assumptions, may move the joint enterprise a little 

nearer to success. 

Recent analyses have offered various answers to the following questions: 

Question 1. Is it possible to generate passive clauses without explicit 

reference to grammatical relations? 

Question 2. What kinds of rule are responsible for the various differences 

between actives and passives? 

For Question 1, the answer given by Lexical Functional Grammar (LFG) is 

‘no’ (Bresnan (1982a)), as it is for many other theories, notably Relational 

Grammar (RG; Perlmutter and Postal (1977) Blake (forthcoming)). For 

Government Binding Theory (GB) and Generalised Phrase Structure Gram- 

mar (GPSG), however, it is ‘yes’. In this respect I agree with the first group 

(LFG and RG), though I shall suggest that passivization is less closely 

definable in terms of specific grammatical relations than has been claimed ~ 

specifically, it is not the case that the passive subject always corresponds to an 

active direct object. 

As far as Question 2 is concerned, the main rule-types that have been 

considered so far are: 

(a) transformations, which permit a passive sentence-structure on the 

basis of an underlying active one, though the rules involved may be very 

general, such as the ‘move NP’ of GB; 

(h) meta-rules, which create new Immediate Dominance rules on the basis 

of rules that are directly stipulated in the grammar; 

(c) lexical rules, which create new lexical entries on the basis of ones 

which are listed directly in the lexicon. 

All three types of rules are examples of ‘pattern-changing’ rules, in that they 

take one pattern - which may be one that is stored in memory ~ and change it 

into a different one. 

As Sells observes (1985: 160) all of GB, LFG and GPSG invoke lexical 

rules at least for the morphological differences, but lexical rules are also used 

for other purposes. In GB they remove a verb’s ability to assign case. and 

they also remove its ‘external theta role’ ~ the semantic role normally realised 

by its subject ~ while leaving the different mappings between semantic and 

syntactic structures to be handled by the ‘move NP’ transformation. These 

mapping differences are explained in LFG by lexical rules, and the same is 



true of GPSG, with the rather odd difference that they are also explained by 

meta-rules. 

1.2. The GB anulysis 

These analyses each involve at least one assumption which seems to run 

counter to the facts. According to the standard GB account, the passive verb 

loses its ability to assign case to an object, which is why the underlying object 

has to move to subject position; and case can be assigned only to governed 

items that are adjacent to their governor (though it is perhaps debatable 

whether the assumption of adjacency is essential ~ see Van Riemsdijk and 

Williams (1986: 320)). In this analysis it is crucial that in ditransitives only 

the first object should be able to passivize (i.e. become subject of the 

corresponding passive), because only this phrase is assigned case by the verb. 

Thus the prediction is that although (1 b) is a permitted version of (la), (lc) 

is not grammatical. 

(la) Fred gave Mary those roses. 

(1 b) Mary was given those roses by Fred. 

(lc) Those roses were given Mary by Fred. 

However, in my inquiries I have found that at least some British speakers of 

English accept sentences like (lc) as impeccable, though others reject them 

out of hand. Jaeggli (1986) notices differences like this (presumably among 

American speakers), and concludes that fundamental revisions are needed in 

GB theory so as to allow verbs to assign more than one case (and presumably 

also to assign case to non-adjacent phrases). He does not explain how to 

distinguish the grammars of those speakers who allow sentences like (lc) and 

of those who reject them, nor is it clear to what extent his suggested revisions 

to GB theory can be made without serious ramifications. 

Jaeggli also points out another weakness in the standard GB theory of 

passivization, according to which a passive verb assigns no theta-role at all to 

its subject position (see e.g. Van Riemsdijk and Williams (1986: 248)). The 

standard theory says that the so-called ‘agent’ by-phrase does not receive its 

theta-role from the verb, but from the hJ> itself. This is clearly wrong, as 

Jaeggli observes, because the theta-role concerned is not always ‘agent’, but 

varies precisely according to the theta-role which the verb concerned assigns 

to its subject (‘external argument’). Again Jaeggli offers a revision to the 

standard theory, according to which the underlying subject’s theta-role is 
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assigned first to the passive suffix itself and then passes on to the by-phrase. 

This analysis is not obviously correct; indeed, it is ruled out in principle if we 

accept the very traditional (and well motivated) assumption that morphologi- 

cal structure is invisible to syntactic processes. 

1.3. The GPSG analysis 

The GPSG analysis presented in Gazdar et al. (1985: 59,214,219) appears 

at first sight to make a similar prediction to the standard version of GB: if 

there are two NPs in VP, then only the first of them can be passivized. This 

follows from the fact that the lexical rule makes the direct-object argument 

into the subject argument, and only the first NP in a ditransitive structure is 

mapped onto the direct-object argument. However, this restriction is due to a 

‘language particular condition on Functional Realization’ (p. 214) which 

refers directly to the order of NPs. But lexical subcategorisation refers to 

order-free immediate-dominance structures (e.g. ‘(V, NP, NP)‘, which is 

equivalent to ‘(NP, V, NP)‘, etc.), so it is at best unclear how this condition 

can constrain the lexical rule of passivization. Moreover the condition cannot 

apply as a ‘filter’ on complete structures, in which order is specified, because 

it only applies to sister NPs and in e.g. Mary was given those roses by Fred, 

the two NPs concerned (Mary and those roses) are not sisters. 

It seems then that the GPSG lexical rule of passivization cannot distinguish 

this sentence from Those roses were given Mary by Fred, so it must allow both 

(1 b) and (lc) for all speakers - whereas what is needed, of course, is an 

analysis which allows (lc) for some speakers but not for others. Nor can the 

passive meta-rule help in this respect, because it too applies to order-free 

structures in which the two NPs cannot be distinguished. Thus we must 

conclude that the standard GPSG analysis of passives in fact faces the 

opposite problem from the standard version of GB: it predicts that sentences 

like (lc) will be acceptable to everyone, and it is hard to see how the analysis 

could be restricted to match the grammars of people who reject such 

sentences. 

Borsley (1986) points out other problems for the GPSG analysis of 

passivization and suggests a possible solution to the above, namely that the 

feature [OBJ] might be added to the NP which is the direct object. Borsley 

points out that this would allow one to explain both the non-passivizability of 

the NP after verbs like have, and also the possibility of passivizing some non- 

NPs (e.g. PPs and that-clauses), by a judicious distribution of the feature 

[OBJ]. The passive rules would then simply refer to [OBJ], instead of NP, and 
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[OBJ] would be assigned to every passivizable NP. As far as ditransitives are 

concerned, this would allow us to assign [OBJ] either just to the first NP, or 

to both of them, thereby distinguishing the two types of speaker referred to 

above. 

This solution clearly has many attractions, but there is an obvious and 

fundamental objection (which Borsley himself stresses): it is more or less 

equivalent to an analysis in terms of grammatical relations, which are 

excluded (as a matter of principle) from GPSG. It is unclear in fact how rigid 

this exclusion is, as witness the feature [PRD] (for ‘predicative’) which is 

invoked by Sag et al. (1985) in order to distinguish predicative NPs from 

object NPs; but the more such features are included, the weaker becomes the 

claim that grammatical relations need not be represented directly in GPSG 

structures. As far as passivization is concerned, of course, one of the main 

theoretical issues is precisely whether or not grammatical relations are 

relevant, so the acceptance of [OBJ] in GPSG would be tantamount to an 

admission that they were. 

Another problem for the GPSG analysis is that it predicts that the only 

NPs that can passivize are those which are themselves complements of the 

passive verb, which means that complements of prepositions should not 

passivize; but we all know that they do, as in (2). 

(2a) Someone broke into the house. 

(2b) The house got broken into. 

There are two ways in which one might try to accommodate such examples in 

a GPSG analysis. On the one hand one could invoke a lexical ‘restructuring’ 

rule (as in the LFG analysis to be discussed below), which would presumably 

be another clause in the existing passive lexical rule. The objections to this 

rule are the same as those which we shall review below in connection with the 

LFG analysis. 

On the other hand one could try using the slash feature to carry an NP 

‘gap’ down into a PP. In this analysis the passive rules - the metarule and the 

lexical rule ~ would allow the passive subject to correspond either to the 

active object, or to a slash-NP on a PP. However another problem would 

then arise, namely that of preventing the slash-NP facility from being used in 

examples like (3). 

(3a) Someone has eaten porridge from this bowl. 

(3b) *This bowl has been eaten porridge from. 
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The reason why (3b) is bad seems to be that the complement of a preposition 

can passivize only if the PP is (part of) the first phrase after the verb. This 

condition can be satisfied by omitting the object NP from (3a), giving (4), 

where it will be seen that passivization is possible. 

(4a) Someone has eaten from this bowl. 

(4b) This bowl has been eaten from. 

Similarly, no adverb is possible between the stranded preposition and the 

passive verb, as has often been noted in discussions of ‘reanalysis’ (Van 

Riemsdijk and Williams (1986: 148)) or ‘incorporation’ (Bresnan (1982: 54)). 

Thus examples like (5) show the same pattern of restrictions as in (3) and (4). 

(5a) Someone has sat carelessly on this chair. 

(5b) *This chair has been sat carelessly on. 

(5~) Someone has sat on this chair carelessly. 

(5d) This chair has been sat on carelessly. 

GPSG predicts that there should be no restriction on the position of the PP 

relative to the verb and its other complements, because as we have seen, 

meta-rules apply to order-free Immediate Dominance rules in which there is 

no difference between ‘first complement’ and ‘second complement’. 

1.4. The LFG analysis 

As for the LFG analysis, it is crucial that the NP to be passivized should be 

specified in the lexical entry (Bresnan (1982a: 50)). Otherwise it clearly could 

not be referred to by a lexical rule. Bresnan claims that this is the case for all 

prepositional passives : ‘in each case the verb-preposition combination expres- 

ses a lexicalized dyadic relation’. If this is true all prepositional passives ought 

to involve verb + preposition sequences which could reasonably be taken as 

lexical items. Unfortunately, however, examples like (6) (from Davison 

(1980)) seem to be possible. 

(6a) The bridge has been flown under by George. 

(6b) That marker should be walked toward very carefully (- there’s a 

minefield). 

(6~) I hate being leaned over by people buying popcorn. 

(6d) I don’t want to be sat next to by an over-friendly stranger. 
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(6e) Being tiptoed behind makes me nervous. 

(6f) I’d rather not be sat in front of at the movies. 

It seems extremely unlikely that any of the verb + preposition sequences in 

(5) are lexicalized, though it is of course very hard to prove this in the 

absence of any clear criteria for lexicalization. It is certainly not the case, in 

contrast with the examples that Bresnan discusses, that there are monolexe- 

mic synonyms for them (e.g. a single verb meaning something like ‘fly 

under’). 

An even more problematic example is the attested (7) which other native 

speakers seem to find quite normal and acceptable. 

(7) This paper has been written on one side of. 

It is even less likely that there is a lexical entry for write on one side of ~ 

bearing in mind the possibility of other expressions like write on both sides oJ 

paint on the back oJ etc., all of which seem equally passivizable. 

1.5. Objects and passivization 

In this brief survey we have identified two main challenges that English 

passives present to any analysis which is based on the assumption that 

passivization always involves the first object. On the one hand we have 

sentences like (lc), Those roses were given Mary by Fred, where the passive 

subject corresponds to the active second object; and on the other we have 

examples like those in (6) and (7), where the passive subject corresponds to 

the complement of a preposition which is sufficiently unlexicalised not to 

qualify in any reasonable sense as any kind of complement of the verb. All 

speakers seem to have the same constraint on these ‘prepositional’ passives, 

that the stranded preposition must be within the verb’s first complement, but 

no such restriction seems to apply to objects in the case of speakers who 

accept sentences like (1~). 

However, in addition to the passives that we have been calling ‘preposi- 

tional’ we must also recognise another kind of passive in which a preposition 

is stranded, but in which this is not in the first phrase after the verb. 

Examples are given in (8). 

@a) He was put up with. 



(8b) His plans were put paid to. 

(8~) He was thought very highly of. 

In all such examples the standed preposition is separated from the passive 

verb by a word or phrase which forms an idiom with the verb, so we can call 

them ‘idiomatic’ passives. 

It should be noted that these examples are different from those like (9). 

(9a) He was paid attention to. 

(9b) He was made a fuss of. 

There are reasons for thinking that in (9) the preposition is a dependent of 

the preceding noun (attention,fiss); for example, it is clear that fuss of him is 

a phrase in relativized examples like (lOa), though it is equally clear that it is 

not a phrase in other equally good examples like (lob). 

(10a) The fuss of him that they made was excessive. 

(lob) The fuss that they made of him was excessive. 

If the preposition is a dependent of the noun, then its complement - the 

subject of the passive - is part of the first phrase after the verb, as required by 

the constraint on prepositional passives. No such evidence is possible for the 

examples in (S), so we must conclude that the preposition is not part of the 

first phrase after the verb. Indeed, the utter impossibility of front-shifting 

sequences like up with which, in contrast with some other ‘pied piping’ 

possibilities, seems to suggest strongly that this is indeed the correct analysis: 

(11 a) *This is the kind of English up with which I will not put. 

(1 lb) ?He’s the kind of person attention to whom will repay itself. 

Although idiomatic passives are free of the order constraint that applies to 

prepositional passives, they are constrained in a different way: the stranded 

preposition has to be a direct dependent of the verb, and indeed it has to be 

selected lexically by the verb. A preposition which is lexically selected by the 

verb is called in WG an ‘oblique’ complement. It seems to be generally true of 

obliques that their complement can be used as the passive subject, so we can 

now see idiomatic passives as a special case of passives that involve obliques 

(most of which, of course, fall into the category of ‘prepositional’ passives 

discussed above). 



R. Hud.wn 1 English passives 25 

We can summarise the facts as follows: 

(12) The subject of a passive verb may correspond to any of the following 

non-subjects: 

(a) the complement of a preposition within the first phrase after the 

verb; 

(b) the complement of an oblique; 

(c) (i) the verb’s first object, OR (in another dialect) 

(ii) any object of the verb. 

The general conclusion seems to be that it is mistaken to look for a unified 

treatment of passive subjects; three rather different relations are possible 

between them and the active non-subjects, and these relations are such as not 

to be reducible to one. 

This conclusion also amounts to a rejection of the RG analyses in which 

passive subjects result from the ‘promotion’ of an active direct object, which 

may in turn have originated as an indirect object (i.e. in RG terminology, a 3 

is claimed to promote to a 2, which in turn can be passivized into a 1). This 

analysis is challenged by both types of problem data discussed above (viz. 

sentences like (lc) and those like (6, 7)). 

To summarise this introductory section it will be useful to use the RG 

terminology in which grammatical relations form a hierarchy in which 

subjects are ‘higher’ than non-subjects. This allows the terms ‘demotion’ and 

‘promotion’ to be applied metaphorically to the relations between active and 

passive structures: the active subject is demoted to the by-phrase of the 

passive, while the active non-subject is promoted to be the passive subject. 

We have established two main points. First, the demotion of the active 

subject cannot be handled by removing its theta role and then assigning the 

‘agent’ theta role to every by-phrase. Rather, the by-phrase inherits its theta 

role from the active subject. And second, the promotion of the active non- 

subject is subject to three separate conditions which ~ in at least some dialects - 

cannot be reduced to one. These points are problematic for all of the analyses 

considered here which use transformations, lexical.rules or meta-rules, in spite 

of the enormous power that these rule-types give the grammar. We now move 

towards a WG treatment of the same data, in which none of these rule-types 

can play any part. 



2. Actives in WG 

2.1. The syntactic dependency hierarchic 

We start with an account of how active clauses are handled in WG, 

concentrating on the parts of the analysis which are most relevant to the 

treatment of passives which will occupy the next section. As already men- 

tioned, WG is one of the theories which takes grammatical relations as basic 

- like LFG, RG and a wide range of other more or less well known theories. 

This means that at least some of the relational categories that are needed for 

passives ~ notably ‘subject’, ‘object’ and ‘oblique’ ~~ can be referred to 

explicitly in grammatical rules. It also means that sentences like (13) raise no 

problems, because the noun-phrase after the verb is not an object, but a 

predicative. 

(13a) He seems a nice chap. 

(13b) *A nice chap is seemed by him. 

A more unusual characteristic of WG is that it treats constituent structure 

as derivative ~ thereby precisely reversing the relation between grammatical 

relations and constituent structure in constituency-based theories like GB and 

GPSG. This is not particularly important for our treatment of passives, but it 

deserves mention because all the rules and diagrams will link single words. 

None of them will need to refer to phrases or clauses, and the word acquires 

a critical importance not accorded to it in most other theories. The kind of 

sentence-structure that a WG gencratcs, then, is a string of words linked, 

pairwise, by specific grammatical relations. A simple example is (14) where 

the letters on the arrows stand for ‘adjunct’, ‘direct object’ and ‘subject’, 

respectively. 

(14) t-----S---1 ,pDO- 

Brown +A- hens often +A- lay white +A- eggs. 

In the tradition of dependency grammar, to which WG belongs, grammati- 

cal relations are subdivisions of the most general category ‘dependent’ (whose 

converse is of course ‘head’), so grammatical relations form a hierarchy -. a 

taxonomic hierarchy, rather than the kind of hierarchy envisaged by RG. 

This hierarchical view of grammatical relations is extremely important in WG 

because it makes all sorts of generalisations possible; LFG too assumes a 
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hierarchy of grammatical relations, but makes much less use of this notion. 

The hierarchy is important for passives because it allows us to treat direct 

and indirect objects as subdivisions of a more general category ‘object’. We 

shall also need to refer to a more general category still, ‘postdependent’, an 

important category in English grammar where some dependents typically 

follow their heads, and others typically precede them. All complements, 

including objects, are examples of postdependents, but so are some adjuncts. 

Subjects, on the other hand, are a type of ‘predependent’, another example of 

which is ‘visitor’ - a category which we shall explain in section 2.4. Figure 1 

shows part of the hierarchy of dependency-types for English. 

i 
I 

I 
head dependent 

I 
I 

I 
predependent postdependent 

I I 
I I I 1 

subject visitor complement post-adjunct 

I 
I 

1 
object oblique 

I 
1 

I 
direct indirect 

Fig. 1. Partial hierarchy of grammatical relations for English 

2.2. Generation and inference 

A WG grammar generates structures in much the same way as other kinds 

of generative grammar, namely by defining the well-formedness conditions 

that structures must satisfy. A whole dependency structure is well-formed if 

each of its links is permitted, so (14) for example is good provided the 

grammar contains rules which allow a word like brown to be an adjunct of a 

word like hens, and so on. It can be seen that the notion ‘a word like brown’ 

can be replaced in the grammar by categories of various levels of generality, 

from the lexical item BROWN through word-classes like ‘adjective’ up to the 

most general grammatical category of all, ‘word’; and since grammatical 

relations are also organised hierarchically the same is true for the grammati- 

cal relations in a structure: some facts about grammatical relations can be 

stated in terms of the most general categories, such as ‘dependent’ or 

‘postdependent’, while others are more specific and refer to categories near 

the bottom of the hierarchy. 
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The rules of the grammar are all propositions, so a grammar can be thought 

of as a database of facts about normal structures. For example, the proposi- 

tions underlying the example in (14) include the following. 

[la] common noun has [O:l] pre-adjunct. 

[I b] tensed verb has [ 1: l] subject. 

[Ic] LAY has [l: l] direct. 

[2a] pre-adjunct of common noun is an adjective. 

[2b] subject of verb is a noun. 

[2c] direct of verb is a noun. 

[3a] predependent of word precedes word. 

[3b] postdependent of word follows word. 

The rules in [l] say what kinds of dependent are possible with a given kind of 

head; the paired numbers specify respectively the minimum and maximum 

number of instances of the dependent-type concerned, so ‘[O:l] X’ means ‘an 

optional X’, and ‘[I : I] X’ means ‘an obligatory X’. Those in [2] say what kind 

of word can occur as dependent, and the ones in [3] define possible word 

orders. It can be seen that the level of generality varies between rules, both 

with respect to word-types and with respect to dependency types. 

The main theoretical reason for claiming that these rules are propositions is 

that WG also claims that they are exploited by inference rules similar to the 

processes used in pragmatics; and sentence structures too are, in principle, 

expressible as sets of propositions which can be shown to be logically 

consistent with the grammar. For example, if word X is the subject of word 

Y, and word Y is a verb, then it is consistent with [2b] for X to be a noun, 

but not for it to be a preposition. Indeed, according to WG linguistic 

knowledge is extremely similar to non-linguistic knowledge in all respects ~ 

how it is stored, how it is exploited. and how it is structured. 

However, a consequence of immediate relevance to the treatment of 

passives is that inference does not tolerate contradiction, so we must not 

claim (for example) that X is both the subject of Y and also its by-comple- 

ment. In other words, we cannot accommodate an analysis in which contra- 

dictory things are true of the same elements ‘at different levels’ (e.g. one at 

S-structure and another at D-structure). It is true that each proposition 

could, in theory, be relativized to some level of analysis, as in RG; however 

this would make the theory much more powerful, and, as a research strategy, 

it seems better to opt for a more parsimonious theory. Consequently, WG is 

strictly monostratal, and any analysis of passive structures must give them just 
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one structure. For example, our general principles prevent us from generating 

a sentence like (15a) by giving it both a surface structure and also a deeper 

structure which is more like the surface structure of sentence (15b). 

(15a) This bridge was flown under by George. 

(15b) George flew under this bridge. 

2.3. S.vntactic and semantic structures 

Although a sentence only has a single structure (ignoring ambiguity), this 

includes two quite distinct types of information: about the words themselves, 

and about their meanings ~ in other words, about syntax (and morphology 

and phonology) and about semantics. The relations between the two struc- 

tures are handled by mapping rules which relate each word to one element of 

the semantic structure, its ‘referent’ (a suitable name, even when applied to 

the meanings of words other than nouns, because these elements can usually 

be referred to anaphorically by pronouns). Take the very simple sentence in 

(16). 

(I 6) Fred +agent- C23 -patient+ C79 

I I I 
Fred t-S--- ate -DO+ it. 

The vertical lines in this diagram connect each word to its referent; so the 

referent of Fred is the concept ‘Fred’, and those of the other two words are 

concepts with arbitrary names, each standing for a mental model (in the sense 

of Johnson-Laird (1983)) of some event or thing. 

The parts of a semantic structure are also related to one another, and 

specifically by semantic dependencies (alias ‘theta roles’) such as ‘agent’ and 

patient’. One of the attractions of dependency analysis in syntax is that it 

reveals similarities between syntactic and semantic structures which show the 

former to be anything but arbitrary: the typical syntactic dependency corres- 

ponds to a dependency in the semantic structure, and there are typical 

correspondences between particular types of syntactic and semantic depen- 

dencies (e.g. agents are typically expressed by subjects). These correspon- 

dences are also dealt with by means of propositions. Some relevant examples 

are given in [4-61. 

[4] word has [l:l] referent. 



[5a] ‘eating’ has an agent. 

[5b] ‘eating’ has a patient. 

[6a] referent of subject of verb is agent of referent of verb. 

[6b] referent of direct of EAT is patient of referent of EAT. 

In order to understand how the passivization rules work, it will be 

important to understand how these propositions are interpreted logically. A 

proposition of the form ‘X isY’ means that X and Y are just different names 

for the same concept, so that they are mutually substitutable. For example, 

suppose we know that a sentence contains two words, Fred and ate, and that 

the former is the subject of the latter: 

[7] subject of ate is Fred. 

Because ate is a verb, [6a] applies to it, to give [8]. 

[8] referent of subject of ute is agent of referent of ate. 

And because of [7] we can replace the expression ‘subject of ate’ in [8] by 

‘Fred’, giving [9]. 

[9] referent of Fred is agent of referent of ate. 

If we then make the substitutions indicated in the structure of (I 6) we infer 

[lo], which confirms the well-formedness of (16). 

[lo] Fred is agent of C23. 

What the passivization rules will do is to override some of these identifica- 

tions and replace them with others. 

Passivization is not the only source of discrepancies between syntactic and 

semantic structures. Another source is the quite large set of words ~ mostly 

prepositions ~ which are selected lexically or structurally, and which therefore 

have no separate meaning of their own (e.g. the on of depend on). The 

semantic analysis of such words in WG gives them a referent, but marks them 

as coreferential with their complement, as in [l I] (where ‘ON/dummy’ means 

‘the subcase of the lexical item ON that has no independent meaning’). 

[l I] referent of ON/dummy is referent of complement of ON/dummy. 
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This will be useful when we deal with the (dummy) by of passives. 

2.4. Double dependencies and extraction 

Another kind of mismatch between syntactic and semantic structures is 

found with so-called ‘raising’ verbs, which have a subject or object that has 

no semantic connection to the verb concerned. Auxiliary verbs are a case in 

point. 

(I 7) It is raining. 

The reasons for treating it as the syntactic subject not only of is but also of 

ruining are too familiar to need repeating here. They indicate the need for 

structures that are more complex than those allowed in traditional depen- 

dency analysis, because it needs two heads (one of which is separated from it 

to define a discontinuous phrase, it . . raining). However in spite of the 

syntactic dependency between it and is, there are equally good‘reasons for not 

recognising any semantic relation at all between these two words (most 

obviously, the fact that it probably has no referent, contrary to the normal 

pattern). The result is the structure sketched in (18), where the classification 

of the dependencies (other than ‘subject’) is immaterial. 

(18) C29 ---, C52 

-S-c_l 

It is ----f raining 

If the subject has a referent, as in He is sleeping, we get a somewhat more 

complex structure, in which again there is no semantic relation between he 

and is. 

He is 4 sleeping 

Similar structures can be justified for passive structures like He was chosen, 

with the important consequence that the surface subject is directly related to 

the passive verb, in syntax as well as in semantics. This has the happy 



consequence that the auxiliary can be ignored, allowing us to concentrate on 

the relation between the passive verb and its subject. 

Another important consequence of such examples for the analysis of 

passives is that they provide a precedent for giving one word two (or more) 

heads. Another kind of structure in which the same is true involves the 

dependent-type ‘visitor’ which was mentioned earlier. This is the WG mecha- 

nism for dealing with extraction ~ topicalisation and other instances of SO- 

called ‘wh-movement’. Consider an example like (19). 

(19) Better students you will never find. 

Here students has two heads. One is,find. to which it is related semantically, as 

well as being its syntactic direct object. The other, though, is ~vill, because it is 

from will that it takes its position by the rule of topicalization which locates 

front-shifted phrases before a finite verb (and its subject). This relation is very 

similar to that between a ‘raised subject’ (e.g. it in It WU.T ruining) and its first 

verb ~ a clear syntactic relation with no semantic counterpart. If ~+lf is a head 

of students, the latter must be some kind of dependent of it, and since no 

other category fits. we introduce a new dependency-type, ‘visitor’. For 

convenience we can call the two heads respectively the ‘first head’ and the 

‘last head’. 

Having established that one word can have two different heads, with a 

different type of dependency relation to each of them, we can introduce a 

further complication: the first and last heads may be one and the same word. 

(20) Better students you never find. 

In this example students has just one head, jind, but it has two different 

dependency relations to it: visitor and direct object. Given our assumptions 

about how best to treat extraction, then, we have to accept that a single word 

may have more than one dependency relation, as dependent, even if it has 

only one head. These structures set a precedent for an analysis of passives in 

which a single word has two distinct dependency relations to the passive verb, 

both subject and some other relation (such as object). 

2.5. Morphosyntuctic,feature.s, Iexemes and inheritunce 

The rules responsible for passivization will all refer to the category ‘passive 

verb’, whose compound name needs some comment. 



The first part of the compound is the name of a feature-value, which shows 

that WC has now come into line with most other theories in allowing the use 

of features in the classification of words. This is significant because they were 

explicitly excluded from the theory in my 1984 book (pp. 45 f.), as a reaction 

against the excessive use of features in many theories (notably GPSG and the 

theories I had myself espoused till then, Systemic Grammar and Daughter 

Dependency Grammar). I now recognise a limited role for features, namely in 

the area of morphosyntax ~ i.e. features are now allowed provided they are 

closely related to rules of inflectional morphology. This is where we find 

agreement rules (e.g. the rule which links the properties of a determiner to 

those of its related common noun), which cannot be expressed if we cannot 

refer to features (e.g. ‘number’) as variables. Although no rule requires 

agreement of voice, this is clearly a morphosyntactic feature becauses it is 

realised by inflectional morphology. 

The second part (‘verb’) of the compound name ‘passive verb’ needs more 

justification in comparison with other current theories, because it is not the 

name of a feature-value. Rather it is the name of a word-type, a category 

which is related to other more or less general categories in an ‘isa’ hierarchy 

(what I referred to earlier as a ‘taxonomic hierarchy’, a hierarchy in which 

each category ‘isa’, i.e. ‘is an instance of, the category above it; alias a 

‘semantic network’, a poor name because this hierarchy is quite definitely a 

classification of words rather than of their meanings, and it is a strict 

hierarchy, not an unrestricted network). A WG grammar is built around two 

major isa hierarchies, one of which we have already glimpsed: the hierarchy 

of dependency types. The other is a hierarchy of word-types, whose peak (as 

far as grammar is concerned) is the general category ‘speech’, and whose 

lowest permanent members are the individual lexical items (e.g. ON), or sub- 

types of lexical items (e.g. ON/dummy, mentioned earlier). Figure 2 presents 

the part of this hierarchy that includes the lexical item CHOOSE. 

Compound names like ‘passive verb’ are based on the rather restrictive 

assumption that all types of word which a grammar needs to refer to can be 

defined in terms of a hierarchy of wordtypes, as in figure 2, which does not 

allow cross-classification, plus a system of morphosyntactic features, which 

do allow it, but which are restricted to contrasts which are realised by 

inflectional morphology. This assumption excludes a lot of analyses ~ e.g. we 

could not refer to features like ‘transitivity’ or ‘slash’ because they have no 

connection with inflectional morphology. Features like PFORM, for ‘preposi- 

tion-form’ (Gazdar et al., (1985)) are also excluded a priori, as are the widely 

accepted analyses of ‘parts of speech’ in terms of features like ‘verb’, with 

values ‘ + ’ and ‘ - ‘. 
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Fig. 2. Partial hierarchy of word-types for English 

One consequence of assuming this distinction between word-types and 

morphosyntactic features is the possibility of defining the notion ‘lexeme’, a 

notion which will be particularly important in our treatment of passives. The 

lexeme of a word is the (feature-free) lexical item of which it is an instance. 

For example, the lexeme for the passive participle chosen is the word-type 

CHOOSE, shown in figure 2. Every word in a sentence has a lexeme, which 

grammatical rules can refer to in the usual way (as ‘lexeme of W’, where W is 

the name of the word). 

The normal relation between a word and its lexeme is that the word 

inherits all of the lexeme’s properties, just as it inherits the properties of all 

the other word-types of which it is an instance (and also those of the feature- 

defined word classes). These properties include such things as the range of 

permitted dependents, the type of referent (i.e. the word’s ‘sense’), the 

pronunciation, the higher word-types, and so on. This inheritance relation is 

guaranteed (subject to overriding - see below) by the relation ‘isa’ - an 

asymmetrical variant of ‘is’. This of course is the basis for the ‘isa’ hierarchies 

already discussed, but we can also establish it between a word and its lexeme: 

[12] word isa lexeme of word. 

All inheritance is default inheritance - i.e. it may, exceptionally, be overrid- 

den. Default inheritance is starting to play an important part in a number of 

theories - notably Head-driven PSG (Pollard and Sag (1987), Flickinger 

(1987)) ~ as well as in many computer implementations (Gazdar (1987)); 

however it probably plays a more prominent part in WC than in any other 

theory. In WG default inheritance is used not only in morphology and ‘the 



lexicon’, as in other theories, but throughout the grammar; just as the normal 

rules for morphology may be overridden in the case of irregular forms, so the 

normal rules for word order may be overridden in exceptional cases, and so 

on for every kind of rule. 

One of the attractions of default inheritance is that it captures, in a very 

simple and natural way, the idea that we all have that some patterns are more 

basic, normal or typical than others; for example, the inflectional pattern of 

walked is more basic than that of came, the position in which very occurs is 

more typical than that in which enough occurs (compare ver_v big and big 

enough), and it is more typical for a subject to precede its head (as in he NYLV) 

than to follow it (e.g. was he). Default inheritance does the work in WG 

which in other theories is done by transformations, metarules or lexical rules: 

the basic pattern provides the default, and the ‘derived’ pattern is a stipulated 

exception which overrides it. The relevance to passivization is obvious: the 

active patterns are the defaults, which are inherited by a verb unless it is 

passive, in which case some of the patterns are replaced by others. 

Returning to the notion ‘lexeme’, there are some cases where a word has 

properties which conflict with those of its lexeme, in which case the latter are 

overridden. Passivization is just such a case, but the same is true of some 

types of word-formation rule, notably zero-derivation by rule (e.g. the use of 

a noun like syringe as a ‘nonce’ verb). In such cases the derived word inherits 

some of the properties of its lexeme ~ in particular, the form of its stem ~ but 

other properties are overridden: its wordtype, and the type of thing it can 

refer to (in WG terminology, its ‘sense’). The category ‘lexeme of is referred 

to in the rules concerned; e.g. the sense of a verb derived from a noun may be 

something like ‘treat with an X’, where X stands for the sense of the lexeme. 

An important question arises in connection with the overriding of defaults: 

what triggers it? It is generally assumed that any exception automatically 

leads to the suppression of the corresponding default - e.g. as soon as we 

stipulate that the past tense of COME is came, this automatically triggers the 

overriding of the default, *corned. There is an alternative, however, which is 

to stipulate overriding as and when it is needed. At first sight this suggestion 

seems counterintuitive, because discussions of overriding tend to concentrate 

on examples like came, but it has a major advantage over automatic over- 

riding: it accommodates the existence of alternatives. For example, a signi- 

ficant number of verbs have two alternative past-tense forms (e.g. dreamt or 

dreamed), one of which is always the regular form. If an irregular form 

automatically overrides the default form, how can the latter ever be permitted 

as an alternative? If, however, overriding is stipulated, the problem is easily 



solved: overriding is stipulated only when there is no regular alternative ~ i.e. 

it is stipulated for COME but not for DREAM. 

Overriding is stipulated in WG by means of propositions which are similar 

in form to ‘ordinary’ propositions, except that they contain ‘not’. The 

somewhat simplified examples in [13-l 51 deal with parts of the (written) 

morphology of COME and DREAM. 

[I31 whole of past verb is [[stem of verb]+ (ed)]. 

[14a] stem of DREAM is (dream). 

[14b] whole of past DREAM is (dreamt). 

[15a] stem of COME is (come). 

[15b] whole of past COME is (came). 

[15c] not: whole of past COME is [[stem of COME] + (ed)]. 

One of the attractions of this analysis is that DREAM needs fewer proposi- 

tions than COME, which supports one’s feeling that DREAM is less irregular 

than COME. 

Stipulated overriding will be important in the analysis of passives, as we 

need to suppress some of the properties which would otherwise be inherited 

by its various dependents. 

2.6. Summary 

In this sketch of WG theory I have tried to focus only on those characteris- 

tics which will be relevant to passives. In the process we have actually covered 

quite a large portion of the theory, which just shows what we all know 

already: that the analysis of passives is a non-trivial problem. We have had to 

consider the following topics, among others: 

~ the status of grammatical relations; 

~ ‘isa’ hierarchies; 

~ default inheritance and stipulated overriding; 

~ morphosyntactic features; 

~ word-types and lexemes; 
_ semantic relations; 
_ mismatches between syntactic and semantic dependencies; 

~ complex dependency patterns (words that have more than one head, or 

more than one dependency relation to the same head). 

We have also anticipated the discussion of passives by drawing attention to 



various similarities between passives and some other constructions, particu- 

larly extraction. Consider the two examples in (21). 

(21a) This tree I sat under. 

(21 b) This tree was sat under. 

In both cases the complement of under also has a dependency relation to sat, 

and in both cases this latter dependency has nothing to do with the meaning. 

Moreover, in both cases both relations could involve the same pair of words, 

as in (22). 

(22a) This tree I planted. 

(22b) This tree was planted. 

These and other similarities suggest that the analysis of passives can capitalize 

on the existing analysis of extraction. 

3. Passives in WG 

3.1. Demotion of the uctive subject 

The only generalisation that can be made about the subject of a passive 

verb is that its semantic role is different from that of the ‘active subject’ ~ the 

subject of the same verb in all forms other than the passive participle. In 

some cases the active subject has the semantic role ‘agent’ and the passive 

subject has the role ‘patient’ (or some such), but there are many examples 

where neither of these facts is true. For example, in (23) the active subject’s 

role (the believer) is not agent ~ ‘experiencer’ might be a suitable role-name, 

but nothing hangs at present on our analysis of semantic roles - and the 

passive subject has no semantic role at all, on the (reasonable) assumption 

that it has no referent. 

(23) It is believed to be raining. 

All that is needed, then, in order to demote the active subject in passives is 

a rule that prevents the subject of a passive participle from inheriting the 

semantic properties of the active subject. This rule will make use of two of the 

theoretical devices of WG which we noted in section 2: overriding rules 



(propositions containing ‘not’), and the category ‘lexeme of. It will apply 

them to the referent of the passive subject, defined as ‘subject of passive verb’. 

[l6] not: referent of subject of passive verb is referent of subject of lexeme 

of passive verb. 

This rule overrides any rule which might otherwise have identified the 

subject of the passive verb with that of its lexeme. Say the verb concerned was 

chosen. Normally its subject would inherit the semantic role ‘agent’ from [17] 

(which is in turn inherited from [6a]). 

[17] referent of subject of CHOOSE is agent of referent of CHOOSE. 

By ordinary inheritance, [ 161 applies to chosen to give [ 181, 

[18] not: referent of subject of passive CHOOSE is referent of subject of 

lexeme of passive CHOOSE. 

and the definition of ‘lexeme of permits ‘CHOOSE’ to replace ‘lexeme of 

passive CHOOSE’: 

[19] not: referent of subject of passive CHOOSE is referent of subject of 

CHOOSE. 

Bearing in mind that ‘X is Y’ means that X and Y are strictly interchange- 

able, [17] allows us to replace ‘referent of subject of CHOOSE’ in [ 191 by 

‘agent of referent of CHOOSE’, giving [20]. 

[20] not: referent of subject of passive CHOOSE is. agent of referent of 

CHOOSE. 

Proposition [20] is the one which is immediately responsible for the 

demotion of the active subject in chosen, because it prevents the passive 

subject from ever having the semantic role ‘agent’. Rule [ 161 would have had 

a similar effect whatever verb we had chosen as an example, and whatever 

semantic role its active subject had had. 

3.2. The by-phrase 

The by-phrase takes over the semantic role of the active subject, but first 

we have to give the rule which allows a passive verb to have a by-phrase. 
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[2la] passive verb has [O:l] by-complement. 

[21b] by-complement of verb is a BY/dummy. 

There is no need to go into the rules that locate ‘by-complement’ and ‘BY/ 

dummy’ in their respective hierarchies, which position the by-complement 

among the (later) complements in terms of word order, and which give BY/ 

dummy a noun as complement. 

We saw in section 2.3 how a dummy preposition (such as BY/dummy) is 

treated semantically: it is given a referent, but this is the same as the referent 

of its complement. 

[22] referent of BY/dummy is referent of complement of BY/dummy. 

The effect of this is to turn the complement of the preposition into an 

‘argument’ - i.e. a direct semantic dependent ~ of the passive verb. The 

structure for a sequence like chosen by Mary is thus as shown in (24) where 

‘B’ and ‘C’ stand for ‘by-complement’ and simply ‘complement’. 

(24) C36 B Mary = Mary 

I I I 
chosen -B+ by -C+ Mary 

Since the semantic role of the by-phrase is always the same as that of the 

active subject they must be connected by rule. This rule has the effect of filling 

the gap caused by rule [16], the rule that disconnected this semantic role from 

the passive subject. 

[23] referent of by-complement of verb is referent of subject of lexeme of 

verb. 

We can combine this proposition with the relevant one for chosen, repeated 

here : 

[17] referent of subject of CHOOSE is agent of referent of CHOOSE 

If we replace ‘verb’ by ‘CHOOSE’, and ‘lexeme of CHOOSE’ by just 

‘CHOOSE’, we can infer [24]. 

[24] referent of by-complement of CHOOSE is referent of subject of 

CHOOSE. 



Proposition [17] allows us then to replace ‘referent of subject of CHOOSE’ by 

‘agent of referent of CHOOSE’, giving [25]. 

[25] referent of by-complement of CHOOSE is agent of referent of 

CHOOSE. 

Finally we can replace ‘CHOOSE’ by the name of any particular instance of 

this verb, which we can call chosen, and ‘referent of by-complement of chosen’ 

and ‘referent of chosen’ by their respective names (‘Mary’ and ‘C36’, accord- 

ing to (24)) giving [26]. 

[26] Mary is agent of C36. 

Once again the same general rule will apply to any passive verb. 

To summarise the WG treatment for the demotion of the active subject, it 

has two interesting properties. It is purely semantic, in the sense that it maps 

only the semantic properties of the active subject onto the semantic properties 

of the by-complement. This is possible because no other properties ever need 

to be transferred to the by-complement ~ properties such as the obligatory 

choice of a particular lexical item, or of a particular case or syntactic number. 

There are no convincing examples of idioms that fix the form of the subject, 

and verbs (like RAIN) that allow semantically empty subjects do not passi- 

vize. 

The other interesting property of subject-demotion is that it is lexical, in 

the sense that it refers only to the underlying lexeme of the passive verb, and 

not to the verb’s current linguistic context. All we need to know is the 

semantic properties that the lexical entry assigns, in general, to its subject. 

These properties never vary according to what other words occur with the 

verb concerned (except, of course, to the extent that these words help to select 

the particular lexical item which is the verb’s lexeme). 

3.3. Promotion of the active non-subject 

Non-subject promotion is different from subject-demotion in respect of 

both these properties. It is formal, rather than semantic, because the passive 

subject has to satisfy formal as well as semantic conditions that are imposed 

by the grammar on the corresponding active non-subject. For example, the 

non-subject may be part of an idiom, in which case it has to be an instance of 

some particular lexical item (e.g. the famous examples of idioms like MAKE 

HEADWAY which passivize to give sentences like Headway was made.) 



Indeed, the promoted non-subject can be semantically unconnected with the 

verb, and may even be semantically empty, as in (25). 

(25a) We expect it to rain. 

(25b) It is expected to rain. 

In general, then, the passive subject must satisfy just the same constraints, 

formal as well as semantic, as the corresponding active non-subject. An 

apparent exception to this is the choice of pronoun-forms (1 versus me, etc.), 

but this is not really an exception because the choice of forms is just sensitive 

to whether or not the pronoun is subject (if it is, the subject-form is used, 

otherwise the other form is used). It is not a constraint imposed upon the 

non-subject as such. This analysis is based on the assumption that English 

does not in fact have ‘case’, contrary to what is claimed by many other 

theories. If verbs did assign some kind of non-subject case to their objects, 

then provision would need to be made for replacing this case by nominative, 

as in languages like German. 

The other difference between non-subject demotion and subject-promotion 

is that whereas the latter is ‘lexical’, the former is syntactic, in the sense that 

the non-subject is part of the sentence’s structure and need not be mentioned 

at all in the lexical entry for the underlying lexeme. I presented evidence for 

this view in section 1.4, where I took issue with the LFG claim that passive 

subjects must correspond to subcategorised elements. Take an extreme 

example, (7) : 

(7) This paper has been written on one side of. 

The subject is this (paper), and corresponds to the complement of oJ which is 

presumably not mentioned in any lexical entry for WRITE. 

?f this conclusion is correct, then at least some instances of non-subject 

promotion connot be handled by referring to the lexical entry for the passive 

verb (which is why they cannot be handled by lexical rules). Rather, they 

must be generated by rules that refer to some paits of the syntactic structure 

of the sentence that contains the passive verb. Once we have provided some 

way to handle these cases, we should be able to use the same system for 

handling the simpler cases too, so there is no reason to assume that any of the 

rules for non-subject promotion make any reference to the verb’s lexeme. 

How, then, should we establish the link between the passive subject and the 

corresponding non-subject? The easiest answer is also the one we shall adopt: 

we shall say that whichever word is the subject of the passive is also the 



corresponding non-subject. In other words, in a sentence like Fred is loved by 

Mary, Fred is not only subject of loved, but also direct object of loved, This is 

of course the same answer, mutatis mutandis, that is given in theories like GB 

and RG, but there is an essential difference: in these other theories each 

relation applies at a different level of analysis, or ‘stratum’, whereas the 

analysis I am proposing makes no such distinction. In this analysis there is 

only one level of analysis, namely surface structure, and in this structure Fred 

bears both the subject and the direct object relation to loved. 

This analysis is unproblematic as far as WG theory is concerned, because a 

rather similar analysis is already established for extraction, as we saw in 

section 2.4. There too a single word could bear two different dependency 

relations to the same head, one a predependent relation (‘visitor’), compa- 

rable with our ‘subject’ relation, and the other a postdependent one (e.g. 

direct object). Moreover in both constructions the two relations can be borne 

to different words, as in (26). 

(26a) He was looked after. 

(26b) Fred she looks after. 

In both constructions this double-dependency pattern leads to a potential 

conflict which would make all examples ungrammatical if it was not recon- 

ciled. In both cases there is a word which occurs earlier in the sentence than it 

ought to according to the normal rules ~ let us call this the ‘moved’ word. 

Where the moved word has just a single head, the double-dependency pattern 

means that it is both a predependent and a postdependent of this head. Its 

position as a predependent is fine, but quite wrong for a postdependent. The 

obvious well-formedness of passive and extracted examples shows that this 

conflict is resolved in the grammar, and the striking similarities between the 

two constructions suggest that it might be resolved in the same way in both 

cases. 
The rule that achieves this is another example of a not’ proposition, which 

indirectly overrides the normal order constraints on postdependents. 

[27] not: predependent of word follows word. 

Since both ‘subject’ and ‘visitor’ are instances of ‘predependent’. this rule 

applies to them, but also to any postdependent which is identified, by an ‘is’ 
proposition, with them. To see how this works consider the following 

propositions, about the sentence Fred ~~YLS chosen h_v A4urJx. 
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[28a] subject of chosen is Fred. 

[28b] direct of chosen is Fred. 

Because both ‘subject of chosen’ and ‘direct of chosen’ are interchangeable 

with ‘Fred’, they must be interchangeable with each other too. But ‘subject of 

chosen’ is an instance of ‘predependent of word’, and can therefore replace it 

in [27], giving [29]. 

[29] not: subject of chosen follows chosen. 

Now we can substitute ‘direct of chosen’ for ‘subject of chosen’. producing 

1301. 

[30] not: direct of chosen follows chosen. 

This directly overrides the normally inheritable proposition [31], which there- 

fore does not apply, and the conflict is resolved. 

[31] direct of chosen follows chosen. 

It can be seen that by using default inheritance we have achieved the same 

effects as other theories achieve by means of transformations, metarules or 

lexical rules, all of which are used to convert one pattern into another. These 

rules all produce a nonce structure which is intermediate between the struc- 

tures stored permanently in the grammar and the sentence’s surface structure. 

No such intermediate structures are generated if default inheritance is used. 

Let us assume, then, that the subject of a passive verb is also some kind of 

postdependent. The next question, which is much harder to answer satis- 

factorily, is precisely what kind of postdependent relations are allowed. In 

our survey of the facts in section 1.5 we arrived at the summary in (12) 

repeated below. 

(12) The subject of a passive verb may correspond to any of the following 

non-subjects: 

(a) the complement of a preposition within the first phrase after the 

verb; 

(b) the complement of an oblique; 

(c) (i) the verb’s first object, OR (in another dialect) 

(ii) any object of the verb. 



Types ‘b’ and ‘c‘ are relatively unproblematic. An oblique is any preposi- 

tion which is required by the verb to be an instance of some particular lexical 

item (e.g. of ON/dummy, in the case of DEPEND), irrespective of whether 

this is the first complement of the verb or a later one (as in PUT UP WITH). 

An object is either a direct object or an indirect one (i.e. a noun without any 

preposition), and in one dialect either can be the passive subject, as in (27). 

(27a) Fred was given the flowers by Mary. 

(27b) The flowers were given Fred by Mary. 

Let us start by dealing with these two possibilities. The necessary rules are 

in [32]. 

[32a] subject of passive verb is complement of oblique of passive verb. 

[32b] subject of passive verb is object of passive verb. 

These rules are very straightforward and need no explanation. However it is 

worth pointing out that there is no need to assume that every noun comple- 

ment must be an object, so the reason why some verbs (e.g. HAVE/possess, 

as in Shr has brown huiv) do not passivize may be because their noun 

complements are not in fact objects. (A similar suggestion is made for GPSG, 

in terms of the [OBJ] feature, in Borsley (1986).) 

The less liberal dialect, which does not allow the direct object of a 

ditransitive verb to passivize, is somewhat harder to accommodate, because it 

requires us to refer to the notion ‘the first object’, i.e. the indirect object if 

there is one, but the direct object otherwise. The problem posed for WG by 

this dialect is that ‘the first object’ is not a natural class according to our 

analysis, because objects are not classified simply according to their position 

in linear order. 

One plausible conclusion is that the WG analysis of objects is wrong, and 

should be replaced by one similar to the LFG one, in which ‘first object’ is 

indeed a natural class. Little would be lost by this move, as the traditional 

category of ‘indirect object’ would be implicitly available, as ‘first object 

which is accompanied by a second object’. Although this category could not 

be referred to directly ~ the formal syntax of WG does not allow such 

definitions ~ it would be implicit in any rules that referred to ‘indirect object’, 

because all such rules refer to the second object as well (e.g. the rule that the 

first object defines the beneficiary or recipient of the second object). 



This small reorganisation of the relational hierarchy in figure 1 would 

certainly solve the immediate problem of passive subjects, so the majority 

dialect which (apparently) allows only the first object to be the passive subject 

would be characterized by Rule [33], instead of [32b]. 

[33] subject of passive verb is first-object of passive verb. 

Much more serious problems arise with the first type of passive subject 

listed in (12) ‘the complement of a preposition within the first phrase after 

the verb’. First we have descriptive problems: what precisely are the facts? 

For example, why is (7) so much better than the examples in (28)? 

(7) This paper has been written on one side of. 

(28a) *This paper has been discussed the colour of. 

(28b) *This paper has been opened one packet of. 

(2%~) *This paper has been dirtied one side of. 

Such examples suggest that the passive subject should not be a part of the 

direct object, as it is in all of (28); so the first word after the verb must be a 

preposition (e.g. the on of (7)). On the other hand, this restriction does not 

seem to apply to idiomatic direct objects like MAKE A FUSS OF, on the 

assumption that of depends on,fuss rather than on make: 

(29) He was made a (big) fuss of. 

Nor does the restriction in itself guarantee acceptability, as can be seen from 

(30) which satisfies the restriction but still seems as bad as its paraphrase 

(28a). 

(30) *This paper has been talked about the colour of. 

There may be an extra, pragmatic, explanation for the badness of examples 

like (30) such as that the paper is not visibly affected by having its colour 

discussed (Davidson (1980)). 

In addition to these descriptive problems, a theoretical problem arises: how 

to refer to the notion ‘first phrase after the verb’. It will be recalled that this 

restriction is needed in order to explain the patterns in sentences like the 

following. 



(3b) *This bowl has been eaten porridge from. 

(4b) This bowl has been eaten from. 

(5b) *This chair has been sat carelessly on. 

(5d) This chair has been sat on carelessly. 

In stricter WC terminology this reduces to the question of how to refer to the 

verb’s first postdependent, because once this is defined we can say that the 

passive subject is also a ‘subordinate’ of it ~ a dependent, or a dependent of a 

dependent, and so on recursively. (This guarantees that the passive subject is 

in the first phrase after the verb because, by definition, every subordinate of 

word W is part of the phrase which centres on W.) However, as we saw in 

connection with ‘first object’, the formal syntax of WG does not allow us to 

refer to the first dependent of some word (or to any other kind of ordinal 

category, such as ‘last’, ‘next’ or ‘second’). 

In the present case I have no solution to offer, short of a fairly major 

revision to the formal syntax of WG; the theory at present predicts that no 

rule will ever need to refer to the notion ‘first’, but we seem to have found an 

example of just such a rule. It is not hard to think of other rules which need 

to refer to the relative order of the dependents of a word - e.g. the semantic 

rules for adjuncts combine their meanings with that of the head, but do so 

one adjunct at a time, starting with the one nearest to the head (e.g. t~~pic’al 

French house means ‘typical (French house)’ - see Dahl (1980)). I leave this 

question as a subject for further research. 

3.4. Conclusion 

The most general conclusion concerning grammatical theory is that pas- 

sives can be generated without recourse to any kind of pattern-changing rules 

such as transformations. metarules or lexical rules. This is possible provided 

the theory allows the following: 
_ surface syntactic structures in which grammatical relations are shown 

directly; 

~ relatively rich dependency structures which can show more than one 

dependency relation between the same pair of words; 

~ the possibility of distinguishing, in the rules. between a word and its 

underlying lexeme; 
._ a default inheritance system which allows negative rules to override other- 

wise inheritable properties. 

Each of these characteristics is required for handling constructions other than 
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passives, so the fact that passives need them too confirms their general 

validity. 

What I hope to have achieved in this paper is to show that WG provides at 

least as good a research base as any other theory for the study of passives, 

but I am aware of the limitations of what I have offered. The main limitation, 

of course, is that I have ignored all languages other than English, and further 

research will need to find out to what extent the facts of other languages are 

also compatible with the same theoretical assumptions. Even within English I 

have ignored certain phenomena ~ notably adjectival passives (e.g. Levin and 

Rappaport (1986)) and Visser’s Generalisation (e.g. Bresnan (1982b)) - and I 

have left some important loose ends in the analysis of prepositional passives. 
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