
On the so-called passive 
basque* 

ANDOLIN EGUZKITZA 

l. lntroduction. 

• 

1n 

I shall attempt to demostrare in this paper that there is no passive 
construction in Basque. In other words, sorne grammarians have assened 
rhat sentences such as the following demonstrate the presence of a passive 
transformation in the grammar of Basque: 

1 umea gizonak harrapatua da: 
(child+det+abs) (man+det+erg) (caughr+der+abs) (is) 
'che child has been caught by the man' 

The most recent example is 'Bollenbacher 1977'. I assert quite the 
contrary. The strucrure of this sentence has been misinterprered. The 
norion 'passive' is unnecessary far an adequare descriptive or explanatory 
Basque grammar. I shall demonstrate rhat chis identificacion is misraken. 
Passive interpretation of certain sentences is due to false interpretation on 
the pan of the ~rammarian. There are, however, cenain sentences that 
may be interpreted as cases of syntactic contamination from the grammars 
of the Romance dialects that surround The Basque Country on the map. I 
shall attempt to demonstrate chis point of view by applying a transforma
tional analysis to that class of sentences alleged to be 'passive' 1 . 

2. The Basque verb. 

2.1. In Basque the usual node V 'verb' has to be reinterpreted as VC 
'verb complex' 2, being this node rewrircen as: 

*Euskal aldizkari bateran euskaraz idaztea izanen litzateke bide zuzena. Honako lantxo 
hau, baina, Los Angeles-ko unibertsitatean aurkeztu lana izateagatik, barkatua izan naite
keelakoan, ingelesez emacen duc argicara. 

I would like to express my chanks to professors Koucsoudas and Kirsner for che 
insighcful cricicisms chey made on earlier drafcs of chis paper; I would especially like to 
chank professor Terence Wilbur for his commcncs, boch linguiscic and srylisric, and 
concinuous help, and lasr bue not leasr, for his humanity. 

l. Those interesced in rhe hisrory of che polemic abouc Basque passiviry should reaJ 
!bon Sarasola's 'Sobre la bipartición inicial en el análisis en constituyentes' and 'Jonathan 
Seeley 1977'. 

2. See 'Wilbur ( 1979a: 38)' 
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2 
"- [V synrhecic ] ve---7 

(V compound) Aux 

where che node V, which under sorne condicions can be zero, stands for 
che main verb of che sencence, and Aux 'auxiliary' for che differenr forms 
of che exrremely rich auxiliary verb in Basque. This is due ro che facc chac 
wich che excepcion of che very few verbs, abouc 20, chac accumulace ali che 
ele menes in a single form and are rherefore called 'synchecic', che realized 
verbs in chis language are formed by chose cwo elemenrs. The aspeccs 
markers are added in form of suffixes ro che node V 3 • For example: 

3 ve V---------- Aux 
etorriko +ko 
etor+tzen 
etorri +(/) 
etor 

da 
da 
da 
bedi 

'(he /she /ir) will come 
'(he/she/ic) comes' 
('he/she/ic) has come' 
'lec come (he /she /ir)' 

2.2. The cwo principal auxiliary verbs 4 are 'ro have' = ukan and 'to 
be' = izan. If one wanrs ro conjugare chose verbs, rhen che ve has ro be 
rewriccen like chis: 

4 

ve - - - ➔ [ ~;;n] parcicipial-infleccion Aux (cense-mood-person) 

The 'nude auxiliary verb' funccions then as a main verb in che absence of a 
main verb in front of ir; those nude auxiliary forms are truly what 
'Fillmore (1968: 41-7)' calls empty verbs. They carry tense, mood and 
person and represenc semancically any relacion that may exist becween che 
NP's of that particular S; 

5 Gizona irakaslea da 'che man is a teacher 
, 

(man +det+abs) (teacher+der+abs) (is) 

Gizonak liburua du 'che man has che book' 
(man+det+erg) (book+dec+abs) (has) 

or Badu gizonak liburua 
(affirmacive parcicle+has) (man+det+erg) (book+der+abs) 
'che man does have che book'. 

where che affirmacive ba serves as a filler for a mam verb, or in ocher 
words, as a focus marker. 

2.3. The Basque auxiliary verb may be diagrammed in che following 
manner: 

3. I will not deal with che morphophonological details of these forms. 
4. 'Inchauspe (1885: 2)' says: 'Ces deux voix sont le complement l'une de l'aurre et ne 

doivenr erre considerés que comme composanr un seule verb.' 
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ON THE SO-CALLED PASSIVE IN BASQUE 

{

NOR-forms 
NOR-NORI forms 
NOR-NORK forms 
NOR-NORI-NORK forms 

Ir shows reflexes of absolutive, dative and ergative NP's in the sentence 
that contains them 5• The morphology of the Basque auxiliary is ·very 
complex and cannot be explained in a few words. See 'Al tuna 1971 ', 
'Inchauspe 1858', 'Lafitte 1962' and 'Euskal aditz batua 1979' among 
others. 

3. The Basque noun and adjective. 

3.1. 

7 Gizona gaixoa 6 da 'the man 1s sick' 
(man+det+abs) (sick+det+abs) (is) 

Gizona zoroa da 'the man 1s crazy' 
(man+det+abs) (crazy+det+abs) (is) 

s 
8 

pp pp 

/~ /~ 
NP p NP p 

~\ /~ 
N 

1 

g1zon 

5. 

Det Adj Det 

1 1 1 
a (p gatxo a 

Edurne etorri da 'Edurne has come' 
(Edurne + abs) (come) (is) 

Edurne Kepari etorri zazo 
(Edurne+abs) (Kepa+dat) (come) (she+co him is) 
'Edurne has come tO Kepa' 

gizonak umea harrapatu du 
(man+det+erg) (child+det+abs) (caught) (has) 
'che man has caught che child'. 

Edurnek Kepari !iburua irakurri dio 

(p 

ve 
1 

V 

da 

(Edurne+erg) (Kepa+dar) (book+det+abs) (read) (she+it+co him has) 
'Edurne has read che book tO Kepa' 

6. /-a/ che definite form of che Basque adjective does not always correspond tO che 
'the' form in English. Therefore we do not speak about definite articles, bue about definite 
forros of che NP's whose functions can be quite different in English. The opposition 
zoro/zoroa makes a difference berween a temporary and a permanent state. 

7. I write PP for 'postposicional phrase' foJJowing rhe proposals of 'Wilbur 1979a', 
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The reasons for the characterization as adjectives of che lexemes gaixo and 
zoro are che following: 

a) The words in discussion can only be locared in an NP after a 
noun 8 , since chis is che only posirion where adjectives can appear m 
Basque: 

9 gizon zoroa 'the sick man' 9 . 

(man) (crazy+det+abs) 

bue 

*zoro gzzona 
(crzy) (man+ det+abs) 

b) Therefore no noun can be added under che NP which dominares 
these lexical enrries in a posmon immediarely after them: 

10 *zoro + N + Det 

e) Any other adjective, taking into account the appropiate semantic 
resrrictions 'Wilbur (1979: 70-3)', can be attached to them under the same 
NP node: 

11 zoro + (Adj) + Det 

or berde argta 'clear green'. 
(green) (clear+det+abs) 

NP 

A~Det 

1 1 . I 
berde argi a 

(green) ( ele ar) 

since in Basque every single NP has sorne kind of posrposition in addirion to che 
derermination suffixes: 

gizon onari 'to che good man'. 
(man) (good+det+dat) 

pp ~-----NP P 

/~ 
N NP 

/~ 
Adj Det 

1 1 
g1zon on a rz 

8. There exist very few exceptions. They do not represent any serious counterexam
ple to the universality of chis rule in the Basque grammar. In addirion rheir status is far 
from being known wirh accuracy. 

9. In Basque, as can be seen in che foornote number 7, the determination is only 
attached to che Jase elemenr of che NP. 
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d) Any noun, however, can be proposed to these words under the 
same NP nade: 

12 hura 
(that) 

gizon zoroa da 'that is a crazy man' 
(man) (crazy+det+abs) (is) 

3.2. 

13 gizona gaixo da 
(man+det+abs) (sick) (is) 

gizona zoro da 

The 

14 

(man+ det+ abs) (crazy) (is) 

structure in this case changes 

s 

---------pp 

N(~P 
/~ 

N Det 

J. l () 

'the man 

'the man 

slightly: 

Adj 

gaixo 10 

zoro 

IS sick' 

IS crazy' 

ve 

\ 
V 

1 
da 

And so does the meaning, for the difference could be best expressed 
through the Spanish and Portuguese translations of both types of structu
res, namely, 8 (gizona gaixoa da) as 'el hombre es un enfermo/o horneo é 
um doente' and 14 (gizona gaixo da) as 'el hombre está enfermo/o homem 
está doente'. See 'Lafitte (1962: 123-27)'. 

In Basque there exists a verb, egon, that in addition to izan can also 
serve as a copula, which is very much used in a similar way to the 
Portuguese and Spanish estar, especially, as far as I know, in Bizkaian 
Basque, a!though the verb apppears in all the dialects of the language. At 
any rate egon is used in Bizkaian Basque with this type of sentences in 
arder to emphasize the momentaneity of the adjectives in discussion. 

3.3. 

15 liburua irakurria da 'the book 1s read'. 
(book+det+abs) (read+det+abs) (is) 

I O. In rhe Basque composirion, ar any rare, ir is possible ro find compound nouns like 
rhe following: 

zorotetxe 
ga1xozatn 

zoro + etxe 'insane asylum'. 
gaixo +zain nurse'. 

bur chis is, as it can be readily be seen, another different scory. Ar any rate, ler us point out 
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s 

~ 
PP PP ve 

/\ A \ 
NP P NP P V 

1/+ J0\\ \ 
Liburu a (/) irakurri a (/) da 

As we can see this is exacdy the same structure of the sentences in 3.1. 
On the other hand, we have in Basque structures like the following: 

16 Liburua irakurri da 'the book has been read'. 
(book+det+abs) (read) (is) 

whose tree looks like this: 

17 

3.4. 

s 

p~VC 

/~ /~ 
NP P V Aux 

/\ 
N Det 

1 1 

!iburu a (/) irakurri da 

18 gtzona trenaz etorria da 
(man+det+abs) (train+det+inst) (come+det+abs) (is) 
'the man has come by train'. 

gtzona arazoagatik etorria da 
(man+det+abs) (problem+det+caus) (come+det+abs) (is) 
'the man has come because of the problem'. 

rhe srriking siruarion in rhe grammar of Basque, in which NP srrucrure and noun 
morphology seem ro be ar odds, as Wilbur formulared ir. 
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19 

s 

pp pp pp ve 
I \ /~ / ~ 1 

NP p NP p NP p V 

/"\ /\ /\ 
N Dec N Dec Adj Dec 

1 1 1 1 \ 
g1zon a (/) tren a z etorri a (/) da 

arazo gatik 

In chese affirmacive sencences che only apparenc rescriccion to free scram
bling seems to be chac che verb cannoc scay in inicial posicion, unless ic has 
che affirmacive parcicle ba in fronc of ic. See 'Donzeaud 1972', 'De Rijk 
1978' and 'Wilbur 1980'. 

By meaos of chese examples here I have accempced to show che 
possibilicy of appearance for any PP in chese sencences cradicionally called 
'nominal predicare sencences'. 

3.5. 

20 gizona 
(man +dec+abs) 

etorri berria da 'che man is new
(come) (new+dec+abs) (is) ly come/arrived' 

librurua argitaratu berria da 
(book+dec+abs) (published) (new+dec+abs) (is) 
'che book is newly published'. 

s 

pp pp 

/\ N( ~ P NP p 

/~ /~ 
N Dec Adj Adj Dec 

1 1 1 1 \ 
gizon a (/) etorri berri a (/) 

liburu argitaratu 

ve 
\ 
V 

\ 
da 

The scrambling of che PP's is here also only limiced by che impossibilicy of 
puccing che verb in inicial posicion unless ic is preceded by che affirmacive 
parcicle ba or che negacive word ez. In chese cwo cases one can find 
sencences like che following ones: 
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2 1 ez da gizona etorri berria 
bada gizona etorri berria 

'che man is not newly arrived' 
'che man is (effectively) newly come'. 

3.6. We now can see sorne normal active sentences: 

22 gtzona etorri da 'the man has come' 
(man +det+abs) (come) (is) 

s 

~~ 
PP ve 

/~ /~ 
NP P V Aux 

/~ 
N Det 

1 
1 

gizon a (/) etorri da 

2 3 Kepak Edurneri liburua eman 
(Kepa+erg) (Edurne+dat) (book+det+abs) (given) 

'Kepa has given Edurne che book'. 

s 

-----------7 ~ 
PP PP PP ve 

/\ /\ / ~ /~ 

dio 
(he /she /it 
has him/ 
her/ir to 
him/her/ 
it) 

NP P NP P NP P V Aux 

/~ /\ /~ 
N Det N Det N Det 

~/ \/ \ \ 
Kepa k Edurne rt libruru a (/) eman dio 

3. 7. This is che kind of sentence that looks on the surface like a 
passive conscruction. 'Bollenbacher 1977' has erroneously assumed that it 
ts a passive construction. 

24 liburua Kepak irakurria da 
(book+det+abs) (Kepa+erg) (read +det+abs) (is) 
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s 
--------7 ~ 

PP PP PP ve 
/\ /\ /~ 1 

NP P NP P NP P V 

/"\ /\ A 
N Der N Der Adj Det 

1 1 \/ 1 1 
!iburu a (/) Kepa k irakurri a (/) da 

But in fact, because the scrambling is stoped with respect to Kepak 
irakurria, that is, the unity formed by rhose rwo elements cannot be 
broken, we can suspect that the proposed structure is nor correcr. 

On rhe orher hand, this rype of senrence does not have a main verb in 
rhe VC, and therefore does not have any overt marker of aspecr, which as 
we already said have to be attached to the main verb. Then we can say that 
rhis sentence does not have an active counterpart, since in the case in 
which such an active senrence would exist its aspecr would need to be 
reflected in irs corresponding 'passive'. As Wilbur poinrs out speaking 
about Bollenbacher's work, 'all the senrences presenred here as passive 
are nothing but stative predicare adjecrive constructions, which may seem 
to translate apparent passives in English.' 11 

However, if ar the same time we insert rhe main verb izan into these 
senrences, the similarity to rhe passive construcrion is even more appa
renr: 

However, if at rhe same time we insert the main verb izan inro these 
senrences, the similarity to the passive constructton 1s even more appa
renr: 

25 liburua 
(book+det+abs) 

irakurria 
(read +det+abs) 

da 
(is) 

'the book is read'. 12 

1 l. 'Wilbur (1979a: 8)'. 'De Rijk (1978: 84-85 )' on his pare says: 'Bollenbacher 
( l 9'i 7) criticizes Anderson's views. This criticism, however, is marred by faulty data and 
muse be discarded in roto. To menrion just one important point, conrrary to Bollenbacher's 
claims, there is no passive rule in Basque and hence no passive marker k. There is a 
resultative 'passive' umea gizonak arrapatua da 'The child has been caught by the man', not 
was .. derived from a bi-clausal source by meaos of Relative Clause Reducrion, as Bouda 
(197 3, 27) and no doubt, man y orhers have recognized.' 

12. The cranslacion in chis case does noc really show what the Basque sentence meaos, 
since in Basque ic has a racher stative connotation unlike the more active one of che English 
form. 

I would Iike to copy here a very inrerescing remark chac Wilbur made me in a personal 
wriccen communicacion: 'The facc chac this cype of senrences could be interpreted as 
«passive» in any sense comes from looking ac che world chrough English or Spanish eyes, 

, i.e. a beauciful case of grammacical conramination of inrerprecacion. In chis case, the 
ocherwise admirable search for universals in grar:nmar has gone astray. Note how Laficce 
very carefully cranslaces che following senrences (1962, 69), Jainkoak eginak dira iguzkia. 
ilhargia, eta izarrak. Dieu a créé le soleil, la !une et les étoiles. Whecher Lafitce did chis out of 
theorecical consideracions or our of embarrassment, we do noc know. lndo-European eyes 
would be eager to cranslate chis as 'The sun, che moon, and che scars are (have been) 
creared by God'. And rhen walk away wich che confortable nocion of having found a 
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liburua irakurria 
(book+dec+abs) (read +der+abs) 
'che book has been read' 

izan da 
(been) (is) 

!iburua Kepak irakurria 
(book+dec+abs) (Kepa+erg) (read+dec+abs) 
'che book has been read by Kepa'. 

izan da 
(been) (is) 

Ac any race chere are sorne scrange rescriccions chac would need furcher 
and careful invescigacion: 

26 ?ogia 1ana da 'che bread IS eaten'. 
(bread+dec+abs) (eaten+dec+abs) (is) 

??ogia 1ana izan da 
(bread +dec+abs) (eacen+dec+abs) (been) (is) 

?ura edana da 'che water IS drunk'. 
(wacer+dec+abs) (drunk+dec+abs) (is) 

??ura edana izan da 
(wacer+dec+abs) (drunk+dec+abs) (been) (is) 

3.8. Pierre Lafitce says che following in his 'Grammaire Basque' 13 : 

'On ne se sert pas beaucoup du passif en basque; i! vaut mieux tourner 
par la conjugaison active: «aitak maite nu = mon pere m'aime» au 
!ieu de «je suis aimé par mon pere ».' 

and René Lafon adds 14 : 

'Le basque n'aime pas d'employer le passt/ quand l'auteur de !'arte doit 
etre exprimé; en d'autre termes, on n'aime pas, en basque, inverser des 
phrases comme «le médecin !'a guéri» et les transporter au passif' 

3.9. Apare from che facc chat if che ergacive phrase is deleced there is 
no trace at ali of the passivity of these sentences, another point has to be 
made, namely, that what in Basque corresponds to impersonal passives 
and truncaced passives of other languages is not expressed by meaos of the 
sentences under invescigation, but throughout teh NOR-forms con¡uga
tion of the corresponding NOR-(NORl)-NORK verbs: 

passive in Basque. Wouldn't a more accurate rranslacion be. 'The sun, the moon and the 
stars are (rhings) rhat God creared.') One of rhe problems of rhese passive-seekers is the 
fact rhat they do not really have a command of che semanrics of passives in English or 
wharever che language might be rhat rhey rhink in. I ran across rhis conrrasc in class che 
ocher day: 

Kirche und Staat wurden getrennt. 
Kirche und Staat waren getrennt. 

Whithout context both sentences may adequately be translated as 'Church and Srate were 
separared.' Yec chey mean something quite differenc. Superficial similariry leads co seman
ric idenrificacion. Two differenc semanric scruccures underlie an idenrical realizacion. For 
che wanr of bener explanacion we somerimes rry to poinr out thac «Church and Scare were 
being separaced». This somecimes sacisfies scudenrs, bue I have noc che vaguest nocion 
where we mighc find such a senrence in an English cexr where we mighc find such a 
senrence in an English cext where ir expresses unambiguously che passive.' (1-3-80). 

13. 'Laficce (1962: 344)'. 
14. 'Lafon (1971: 336)'. 
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27 liburua irakurri da 'the book has been read' 
(book + det+ abs) (read) (is) 

whose cree has been already drawn in 17 and I repeat here for ease of 
reference: 

28 

s 

pp 

~ 
ve 
~ 

NP P V Aux 

r~r \ 
liburu a (/) irakurri da 

4. About 'Bollenbacher 1977' 

He tries to demonstrate rhat there are senrences in Basque that can be 
called 'passive', that is, sentences in which, according to Postal and 
Perlmutter, che former objecrs of an active sentence are the subjects in 
che passive construcrion. For getting ir, as he states in 2.0., he shows that 
the sentences that he calls passive are consrructions with inrransitive verbs 
and rhat che objects of the active sentences are the subjects of the passive 
ones. 15 

Bollenbacher gives three arguments to demosntrate the subjecthood 
of the former objects, that is, of che objecrs of the active sentence, 1) 
showing how che predicares of intransitive verbs function, he demonstra
res that the former objects are not members of the predicares anymore 
(2.21.); 2) by means of che application of Equi (2.22.) he concludes che 
same, and finally 3) he gers the same conclusion through the analysis of a 
Basque construction which consists of a matrix sentence with a sentencial 
complement (2.23.). To finish his argumentation he shows that in the 
Basque 'passive' construcrions under discussion, an agent, an 'ergative 
phrase' we could call ir, appears (2.3.). Up to that point his argumentation 
is correct, specially if we do not forget that all his proofs are proofs in the 
surface structure and that what he shows is that in: 

29 liburua Edurnek erosia izan da 
(book+der+abs) (Eduroe+erg) (bought+det+abs) (been) (is) 
'the book has been bought by Edurne'. 

liburua is che subject of izan da. 
However, huge problems appear for among the examples exhibited by 

15. Ir has ro be raken in accounr rhe well-known facr rhar rhe objecrs of an active 
senrence wirh rransirive verb (NOR-NORI-NORK or NOR-NORK we have calJed rhem) 
in Basque are marked, as in rhe majoriry of rhe languages wirh ergarive phrases, exacrly as 
rhe subjecrs of actives senrences wirh inrransirive (NOR or NOR-NORI) verbs. 
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him no sencence has che agent in fronc of che verbal adjeccive and verb, 
someching chac for me is a clear and absoluce mark of ungrammacicalicy. I 
even suspecc chac, because of che language used in che examples, che daca 
somehow have been largely falsified. 16 

On che ocher hand, we have ro recall che paragraph 3. 7. of chis paper 
and say chac none of che sencences provided by Bollenbacher is che 
cranslarion of which he wanced. For example, che cranslacion inco Basque 
of 

30 'che child has been caughc by che man' 

1s che following: 

3 1 umea gizonak harrapatua izan da 
(child+dec+abs) (man+dec+erg) (caughc+dec+abs) (been) (is) 

s 

pp 

A 
NP p 

A 
N Der 

ume a 

where gizonak harrapatua appear under che same node since we know chac 
boch lexical icems cannoc be separaced. Nevercheless che mosc common 
cranslacion of che proposed sencence is noc che one given in 31 bue an 
active sencence chac looks che following way: 

32 gizonak umea harrapatu du 
(man+dec+erg) (child+det+abs) (caughc) (has) 

16. Thus, for example, rhe informant seems to be rather purist and somehow, unless 
rhe mistake is by Bollenbacher, rrying to become more Gipuzkoan than what he actually 
was, since according to rhe aurhor of the paper he was a 'narive of Marquina, Guipúzcoa' 
(sic). On the other hand, sometimes seems as ir rhe dictionary had been used for translating 
sorne of rhe senrences, for he uses very srrange words, i.e., mailuskatu that to the best of 
my knowledge means 'to chew', 'to squeeze', 'to press' but not 'to beat'. 

Now I will list rhe ungrammarical senrences rhat in rhe paper ar hand are considered to 

be grammarical: 

244 

14 ,.gizonak txakurra mailuskatua da. 
18 *gizonak umia arrapatua da. 
20 "zuk umia arrapatua da. 
43 *gizonak umia arrapatua da. 
92 *gizonak pelota arrapatua da. 

105 "tximistiak arbola erdibitua da. 
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s 

pp pp ve 
~ 

NP P N~ 
/~ 

V Aux 

N/\et 

.1 1 
gizon a k 

N~et j 
l 1 

ume a I harrapatu 

and not the ungrammatical string: 

33 *gizonak umea harrapatua da 

5. Now we have to ask ourselves if there is any systematic relation 
between these rwo srructures, that is, 1 and 32: 

34 gizonak umea harrapatu du 
nd umea gizonak harrapatua da 

in other words, whether a transformacional rule connects borh sentences, 
or in the contrary, we can assert, as we wanr to propase, rhar rhe second 
type of sentences is generared by the base and rhey are not bur normal 
nominal predicare sentences to which an ergative phrase has been added; a 
phrase which because of rhe oddiry of irs position in a sentence with a 
NOR-verb as well as of rhe influence of the surrounding languages cannot 
be moved around like the rest of rhe posrposirional phrases. 

5.1. A possible 'passive tranformarion' wuid look like this: 
35 X PP erg Y PP abs Z Verb Aux W 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1 (/) 3 4 5 2+6+ /-a(k)/+izan 7 8 
(where X, Y, Z and W are variables) 

Now our argumentation has to show either that by means of this rule we 
capture sorne generalizations rhat otherwise would be lost or thar we 
cannot accept it because the sentences under discussion are not passive. 

By means of the transformarion in 35, it is true, we can derive from: 

36 gizonak umea harrapatu du 
(man+det+erg) (child+det+abs) (caught) (has) 
'the man has caught the child'. 

the sentence 

3 7 umea gizonak harrapatua izan da 
(child+det+abs) (man+det+erg) (caughr+der+abs) (been) Os) 
'the child has been caughr by the man'. 

This approach, however, does not explain the following problems: 
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a) 'Truncated passives'. If we accept that the proposed transforma
tion has to be used, the deep structure of a sentence like: 

38 umea harrapatua izan da 
(child+det+abs) (caught+det+abs) (been) (is) 
'the child has been caught'. 

where there is no ergative phrase, would be: 

39 ~ erg umea harrapatu du 
(child+det+abs) (caught) (has) 

'~ has caught the child'. 

But we know, as stated in 3.9., that any time that a transmve verb a 
NOR-(NORI)-NORK verb appears in Basque without an explicit ergative 
phrase, this verb comes to the surface conjugated intransitively (wich 
NOR- or NOR-NORI-forms), 17 so that che objecc in absolurive case 
funccions, as hoped, as subjecc of che resulting intransicive sentence. 
Following the proposals of Langacker and Muoro the sicuacion could be 
drawn in chis way 18 : 

40 

s 

NP V 

1 

s 

-------pp pp V 

~ 
NP P 

~ 
NP P 

/~ 
N Dec 

k 
1 1 

ume a <D harrapatu da 

being the surface scructure: 

41 umea harrapatu da 'the child has been caughc'. 
(child+det+abs) (caught) (is) 

17. For exceprions look ar 'Wilbur 1970 and 19766'. 
18. 'Langacker and Munro 1975'. 
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Langacker and Munro call this obligatory transformation passive, because 
the object in absolutive in the deep structure becomes subject in the same 
case in the surface. If we would accept this proposal, therefore, we would 
need to add another obligatory transformation to our grammar that could 
be the following way: 

42 X b. erg 
y pp abs z Verb Verb w 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1 (/) 3 4 5 6 7 8 (where X, Y 

and Z 
are variables) 

by means of which b. erg is deleted. 

Concerning this type of constructions we can mention very briefly sorne 
ideas of Zytsar's 19 published in Euskera. After having stated that the 
'passive' constructions that we are analyzing have an externa! cause, that is, 
the influence of other languages, he tries to charatacterize the so-called 
medio-passive structures in order to defend his contention that this 
construction is not a passive one, but something else, which he calls 
'autotive construction'. He makes the following statements: 

l. This conscruccion has no residue of che agent eicher morpholigica
lly or semantically. 

2. As can be observed in the following examples, this construction 
corresponds not only to impersonal ones, but also to many of che passive 
conscrucnons and the reflexive sentences of sorne Romance languages: 

43 atea itxi da 'the door has been closed'. 
(door+dec+abs) (closed) (is) 

jantzia zikindu da 'the dress has been stained'. 
(dress+det+abs) (stained) (is) 

hozkaifu guztiak saldu dira 'all the refrigerators 

19. 'Zyrsar 1978'. 
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(refrigerator) (all+det+abs) (sold) (are) 
have been sold' 20. 

3. He calls these construccions 'autotive constructions', for according 
to him, there is an emphasis of che accion. 

But coming back to the rules under discussion, we can say chat ir 
seems rather undesirable to have cwo different rules for producing passive 
sentences, 35 and 42. Besides, we do not yet have a way to generare the 
so-called truncaced passives, since che sencences thac we get through che 
rule 42 never have a specified ergacive phrase. Therefore, if we keep 
going on this crack, we still need to posit an ergacive phrase deletion rule: 

44 X 

1 
1 

pp abs y 
2 3 
2 3 

pp erg 
4 

(/) 

V+ /-a(k)/ ve 
5 6 
5 6 

z 
7 
7 (where X, Y and Z 

are variables and 
'V+ /-a(k)/a verbal 
adjetive with the 
marker decerminer) 

The most striking poinc, however, is that any time we delete the ergacive 
phrase, we do not have any trace at all that could tell us that che 
corresponding 'truncated S' is a passive one. But, in fact, ir is a cruncared 
sencence that looks disturbingly like a IE passive. 

b) Another problem to the passive approach is represenced by che 
apparently passive sencences without active councerpart, namely, che 
sencences in which che ve is only occupied by the auxiliary. 
For example: 

4 5 liburua Kepak irakurria da 
(book+det+abs) (Kepa+erg) (read+det+abs) (is) 

a rather good proof, I think, that they are not pass1ve. 

c) This approach, on che other hand, does not explain che loss of 
scrambling freedom of che ergative phrase, one of che crucial faces in che 
whole discussion as we saw befare. le tells us where to put che ergacive 
phrase, but not why we cannot move ir around. 

d) We also have a minor problem with che dative phrases that cannoc 
be passivized for they always have the dacive markers and therefore they 
cannot become subjeccs, in other words absolutive phrases of chose 
sencences: 

20. The normal Basque reflexive is construcred ]ike in sorne other languages, Geor-
gian and a number of African languages for instance, by means of che word burua 'head': 
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Kepak bere burua hil du 
(Kepa+erg) (his) (head +det+abs) (killed) (has) 
'Kepa has committed suicide'. 

[ 16] 



ON THE S0-CALLED PASSJVE IN BASQUE 

46 Edurnek Kepari liburua eman dio 
(Edurne+erg) (Kepa+dar) (book+der+abs) (given) 

(she+ir+to) 
him+ha) 

'Edurne has given rhe book to Kepa'. 

*liburua Kepari Edurnek emana 
(book+der+abs) (Kepa+dar) (Edurne+erg) (given+det+abs) 
izan zaio 'the book has been given to Kepa by Edurne' 
(been) (ir+to him is) 'Kepa has been given the book by Edurne' 

e) Finally I would like to add an idea of 'Langacker and Munro 1975' 
rhar could also be used as argumenr againsr the exiscence of passive 
senrences in Basque. They say 21 : 

'It is o/ten observed that passive sentences are used when the speaker 
wants to say something about the logical object o/ the predicate.' 

This affirmarion is in direcr conrradiction with che facc chac in che Basque 
senrences under discussion che ergacive phrase is che one which occupies 
rhe focus posirion, namely, che position in front of the verb. 

5.2. Because ir creares more problems chan ir solves we can discard 
as absolucely unsuirable che passive approach to che problem. I propose 
chat we acrempt to generare che senrences of 3. by means of a phrase 
srruccure grammar rhac looks like chis: 

4 7 S - - - - - - ~ (PP) (PP) ... (Adv) Ve 
PP - - - - - - ➔ NP P 
ve - - - - - - ➔ (V) Aux 
NP------ ➔ N (Adj) Det 

Adj (Dec) 

By means of chis grammar we can derive rhe senrences menrioned above: 

7 gizona gaixoa da 'the man is sick'. 
gizona zoroa da 'che man is crazy'. 

13 gizona gaixo da 'the man is sick'. 
gizona zoro da 'che man is crazy'. 

15 liburua irakurria da 'rhe book is read'. 
16 liburua irakurri da 'che book has been read'. 
18 gizona trenaz etorria da 'che man has come by crain'. 
20 gizona etorri berria da 'rhe man is newly arrived/come'. 
22 gizona etorri da 'che man has come'. 
24 liburua Kepak irakurria da 

Bue apart from che obvious necessicy for grearer accuracy in the proposed 
phrase scructure grammar (a problem chac we are noc going to worry about 
now), we still need to accounr for che facr of the loss of freedom of 
movemenr by rhe ergacive phrase and the participial adjeccive thac appears 
wich ic. The tree presenred in 3. 7. yields no explanation for chis pheno
menon. Therefore ir seems reasonable to generare those phrases (Kepak 

21. 'Langacker and Munro (1975: 820)'. 
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irakurria) by meaos of a small reform of our phrase srruccure grammar, 
namely: 

48 NP P 
pp - - - - ➔ NP p erg (Adj Der) 

[

+Verb ] 
+NORK 
+NOR 

where rhe fearures NORK and NOR, as explained above, refer ro the 
possibiliry and necessiry for thar verb ro have a subjecr marked with 
ergarive and an objecr wirh absolurive. The rree would look rhen like the 
one 10 31: 

49 

s 

pp p ve 

N{\ ~ pp pp 

/\ A /~ 
N Der NP P NP P V 

liburu a (/) 

/\ /~ 
N Der Adj Der 

)! k iraLi l (/) da 

where automarically by meaos of rhe 'Complex NP Constraint' defined by 
'Ross (1968: 66-68) or rhe subjacency principie of 'Chomsky (1973: 138) 
rhe problem disappears, for rhere is no way to move either Kepak or 
irakurria without producing a violation of either one. 

Why, then, such a strange PP? The explanation could be che following: 

50 liburua S [Kepak irakurri duen liburua] da 

where Kepak irakurri duen liburua 
(Kepa+erg) (read) (has+relative marker) (book+der+abs) 
'the book that Kepa has read'. 

has been embedded 10 the main sentence: 

5 1 liburua da 
(book+det+abs) (is) 

chereafter we can delete liburua out of che relacive clause and attach che 
decerminer to rhe auxiliary+relative marker, as ir occurs every moment in 
che language: 
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52 [!ibura [Kepak irakurri duena] da] 

that can also be expressed in the two following ways: 

5 3 1/iburua [Kepak irakurritakoa] da J 
or [liburua [ Kepak irakurririkoa] da] 

if now we delete the relative marker and the auxiliary as it is normal at 
least in the Eastern dialects we get: 

54 ~iburua [ Kepak irakurria] da] 

where of course the determiner has been attached to the participial 
adjective, and where we already have the desired phrase with the corres
ponding explanation for the impossibility of breaking it, namely, that both 
NP's of the set (Kepak and irakurria) are attached to the same node, to the 
same NP. 22 

lt is interesting to point out that if one speaker would say such a 
sentence as the following one: 

5 5 artikulu hori nik idatzia da 
(article+det+abs) (that) (1 +erg) (written +det+abs) (is) 
'that article has been written by me'. 

the most normal intuitive paraphrase of it would be: 

56 artikulu hori nik idatzi 
(article) (that) (1 +erg) (written) 

dudan artikulua da 'that article is 
(have+relative marker) (article+det+abs) (is) the one/article 

that I have wri
tten'. 

lt goes without saying that we do not need the rule 48. If in addition 
to this explanation we take into consideration that this type of sentences 
are much less used than the straightforward active ones, that all the 
surrounding languages have passive constructions and the strange situation 
caused by the appearance of an ergative phrase in a sentence where it 
cannot be reílected in the verb, as it is normal in Basque, we can see the 
ambiguities of the discussed constructions and understand the tendency to 
explain them as mere passive transforms. 23 

Now, I think, we can say that there are no passive sentences in 
Basque, that there are only normal nominal predicate sentences in which 
under the iníluence of the surrounding Romance languages, an ergative 
phrase has been generated. 24 

22. 'Bouda (1973: 27)'. 
23. I should also poinr our, rhar in rhe rype of senrences discussed in rhis paper, rhere 

is an inronarion break precisely where rhe embedded 'ergarive phrase' begins char can 
represenr a nice confirmarion of rhe proposed analysis. 

24. See 'Weinreich 196'. 
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LABURPENA 

Lan honen bidez euskaraz egitura pasiborik ez dagoela erakusten saiatu 
naiz. Bestela esateko, zenbait gramarikalarik eta linguistak hau bezalako 
esakuntzak lekuko hartura: 

umea gizonak harrapatua da 

zera baieztatu dure, euskal gramatikan transformazio pasibo bar dagoela. 
Adibiderik berriena 'Bollenbacher 1977' dugu. Ene aburuz hori ez da 
egia. Esakuntza horren egitura ez da ongi ulertu eta euskal gramarikan, 
hala deskribaketarekiko egokia den gramatikan, nola azalpenaren alderik 
egokia denean, 'pasibotasuna'ren kontzeptua ez da beharrezkoa. Inter
pretazio pasiboak hizkuntzalariak berak eginiko azterketa fa!tsua dugu. 
Haatik, ba daude esakuntza batzu Euskal Herriaren inguruan mintzarzen 
diren dialektu erromanikoen eragipen sintaktikoen ondorio jo daitezkee
nak. Azrerketa transformazional baten bidez hori agerian uzten ahalegindu 
na1z. 

252 [20] 



ON THE SO-CALLED PASSIVE IN BASQUE 

RESUMEN 

Por medio de este trabajo he intentado demostrar que no existen 
construcciones pasivas en vasco. Es decir, que la afirmación hecha por 
algunos lingüistas de que existe una transformación pasiva en la gramática 
de esta lengua basados en frases del tipo: 

u mea gizonak harrapatua da 
(niño+det+abs) (hombre+det+abs) (cogido+det+abs) (is) 

me parece incorrecta. El ejemplo más reciente lo constituye 'Bollenbacher 
1977'. En mi opinión la estructura de esas frases ha sido mal interpretada, 
por lo que la noción de una transformación pasiva parece innecesaria para 
una gramática vasca adecuada tanto descriptivamente como desde el punto 
de vista de la explicación. Sin embargo existen determinadas estructuras 
que sí pueden ser interpretadas como casos de contaminación sintáctica 
por parte de los dialectos románicos que rodean el territorio de habla 
vasca. Para demostrar todo ello me he valido de una análisis dentro del 
modelo de la gramática generacional. 
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