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ADATLAP 

a doktori értekezés nyilvánosságra hozatalához 

I. A doktori értekezés adatai 

A szerző neve: Csontos Tamás 

MTMT-azonosító: 10048524 

A doktori értekezés címe és alcíme: Word order and passivization in English and German: A Syntax 

First Alignment Approach  

DOI-azonosító: 10.15476/ELTE.2017.154 

A doktori iskola neve: Nyelvtudományi Doktori Iskola 

A doktori iskolán belüli doktori program neve: Angol nyelvészet 

A témavezető neve és tudományos fokozata: Dr. Mark Newson, PhD, egyetemi docens 

A témavezető munkahelye: ELTE BTK, Angol-Amerikai Intézet, Angol nyelvészeti Tanszék 

II. Nyilatkozatok  

1. A doktori értekezés szerzőjeként 

 a) hozzájárulok, hogy a doktori fokozat megszerzését követően a doktori értekezésem és a tézisek 

nyilvánosságra kerüljenek az ELTE Digitális Intézményi Tudástárban. Felhatalmazom az ELTE BTK 

Doktori és Tudományszervezési Hivatal ügyintézőjét, Hevő Pétert, hogy az értekezést és a téziseket 

feltöltse az ELTE Digitális Intézményi Tudástárba, és ennek során kitöltse a feltöltéshez szükséges 

nyilatkozatokat.  

 b) kérem, hogy a mellékelt kérelemben részletezett szabadalmi, illetőleg oltalmi bejelentés 

közzétételéig a doktori értekezést ne bocsássák nyilvánosságra az Egyetemi Könyvtárban és az ELTE 

Digitális Intézményi Tudástárban; 

 c) kérem, hogy a nemzetbiztonsági okból minősített adatot tartalmazó doktori értekezést a 

minősítés (dátum)-ig tartó időtartama alatt ne bocsássák nyilvánosságra az Egyetemi Könyvtárban és 

az ELTE Digitális Intézményi Tudástárban; 

 d) kérem, hogy a mű kiadására vonatkozó mellékelt kiadó szerződésre tekintettel a doktori 

értekezést a könyv megjelenéséig ne bocsássák nyilvánosságra az Egyetemi Könyvtárban, és az ELTE 

Digitális Intézményi Tudástárban csak a könyv bibliográfiai adatait tegyék közzé. Ha a könyv a 

fokozatszerzést követőn egy évig nem jelenik meg, hozzájárulok, hogy a doktori értekezésem és a 

tézisek nyilvánosságra kerüljenek az Egyetemi Könyvtárban és az ELTE Digitális Intézményi 

Tudástárban. 

2. A doktori értekezés szerzőjeként kijelentem, hogy  

 a) az ELTE Digitális Intézményi Tudástárba feltöltendő doktori értekezés és a tézisek saját eredeti, 

önálló szellemi munkám és legjobb tudomásom szerint nem sértem vele senki szerzői jogait;  

 b) a doktori értekezés és a tézisek nyomtatott változatai és az elektronikus adathordozón benyújtott 

tartalmak (szöveg és ábrák) mindenben megegyeznek. 

3. A doktori értekezés szerzőjeként hozzájárulok a doktori értekezés és a tézisek szövegének  

Plágiumkereső adatbázisba helyezéséhez és plágiumellenőrző vizsgálatok lefuttatásához. 

Kelt: Budapest, 2017. 10. 16. 

  

  Csontos Tamás 
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1. Rationale   

 

The passive has received a lot of attention from syntacticians working in different 

frameworks; for example, Government and Binding Theory (e.g. Jaeggli (1986), the 

Minimalist framework (e.g. Collins’s (2004) Smuggling Approach) and Optimality Theory 

(e.g. Legendre et al. (1993), Ackema & Neeleman (1999) and Kiparsky (2013)).      

The passive voice is a peculiar construction: the agent is often optional, unlike in 

active sentences. When it is present, it is accompanied by the preposition by in English and 

von in German. Secondly, even if the agent is absent, the passive sentence is interpreted as 

agentive. Also, it seems that it is not the same set of verbs which undergo passivization in 

different languages, e.g. a wider set of German verbs passivize than in English. In addition, 

while English uses only the auxiliary be, German makes use of two auxiliary verbs, i.e. sein 

and werden. To my knowledge, the issue of why these auxiliaries are selected in these 

languages has not been addressed. 

In the present dissertation, I am going to discuss these problems within the framework 

of Syntax First Alignment (Newson, 2010, Newson and Szécsényi, 2012), which assumes no 

constituent structure and operates with a limited set of constraints. I claim that the present 

model accounts for many phenomena that other, structure-based theories do not.  

 

 

2. The structure of the dissertation 

 

The dissertation has the following structure. Chapter 2 discusses the most important 

background assumptions. I introduce Jaeggli’s ideas - some of which I adopt – as well as their 

shortcomings as pointed out by Baker et al (1989) and Baltin and Postal (1996). The second 

half of the chapter describes the characteristics of verbal, resultative and stative passives, 

following Bruening (2012), McIntyre (2013) and Gehrke (2014). Furthermore, I investigate 

those verbs which can appear in these constructions. Finally, I deal with the by-phrases in 

stative passives. I argue that they are completely different from the by-phrases in verbal 

passives. 

In chapter 3, those frameworks will be reviewed which played a crucial role in the 

development of Syntax First Alignment, i.e. Optimality Theory and Alignment Syntax, and I 

point out the theoretical problems with them. Then the architecture of Syntax First Alignment 

will be introduced including input elements, i.e. conceptual units/features, the definition of 
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domains, the relevant constraints (precedence, subsequence and adjacency) and their 

interaction. I also lay special emphasis on late lexical insertion, which is one of the central 

components of the present system. The principles which determine lexical insertion will also 

be discussed in detail as well as further background issues, for example, predicate 

decomposition. The rest of the chapter concentrates on basic word order phenomena in 

English and German from the perspective of Syntax First Alignment, e.g. the position of the 

verb in German matrix and embedded sentences. These sections rely on Newson (2013). 

Although I adopt many ideas from him, I have to modify some of them, simply because I 

make different assumptions about the members of the argument domain and the definition of 

constraints. 

Chapter 4 is devoted to an analysis of nominal and pronominal arguments in German. 

It is needless to say that these arguments play an important role in passive constructions as 

well, which necessitates their discussion. However, I deal only with German, because the 

order of these arguments is more flexible in this language than in English and has not been 

dealt with yet in the Syntax First framework. I argue that the arrangement of nominal 

arguments is influenced by many factors, e.g. their argument, animacy, and information 

status. These also influence the arrangement of pronominal arguments, with the exception of 

animacy status. My account provides an explanation for this observation. 

Chapter 5 presents a detailed analysis of the passivising constructions in English and 

German. I investigate the nature of the passive morpheme and the possibility of its co-

occurrence with the overt external argument. The features which are present in verbal and 

resultative passives will be introduced along with the constraints which are responsible for 

their arrangement. Then I account for the selection of the auxiliaries and the preposition 

sitting in front of the external argument (i.e. by and von) in both languages after identifying 

the relevant features and constraints. It will be shown that stative passives are completely 

different from other passive constructions in spite of the morphological similarities between 

them. The last section of the chapter puts under scrutiny those verbs which can undergo 

passivization. I will argue against the generally accepted claim that more verbs allow 

passivization in German than in English and provide an alternative account. 
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3. Findings: main theses 

 

1. All domains have a head that other domain members are dependent on, i.e. the root or 

v, which licenses the external argument. If this dependency head is absent, the domain 

is not defined. This decision captures the intuition that the other members of the 

passive domain (e.g. the inflectional element or the perfect feature), for instance, do 

not form a domain without the passive feature.  

 

2. Predicates are decomposed into roots and vs. [arg1] is not the argument of the root. 

Thus it is not part of the argument domain either (DA), as it is not licensed by the root 

but by v. [arg1] constitutes another argument domain (Da) of its own. 

 

3. The default word order in German is subject > direct object > indirect object (Røreng 

(2011)). This arrangement of arguments can be overridden by other factors: animacy 

status, focus status (contrastive or non-contrastive) and topic status (weak or strong). 

Following Nagy (2013), it was argued that the features [arg1, 2, 3], [new], [about], 

[contrast] and [(in)animate] play a crucial role in determining the order of the relevant 

elements. These features are either aligned to the predicate domain or the argument 

domain.  Non-contrastive foci appear towards the end of the clause, because the 

feature [new] which is associated with them is required to follow the predicate 

domain. In case of contrastive foci, the feature [contrast] does not trigger fronting 

because [contrast]PDpred is ranked lower than [new]FDpred. The reason why topics – 

including pronouns –normally occur towards the beginning of the sentence is that the 

feature [about] is aligned to the front of the predicate domain. However, they can be 

preceded by subjects. This is not possible in case of strong topics, because 

[contrast]PDpred outranks [arg1]PDA (and consequently, [about]PDpred as well).    

 

4. The reason why weak pronouns are not sensitive to the animacy constraint which 

forces animate arguments to precede inanimate ones is that these pronouns have no 

animacy features, as these are always realized on root arguments. Weak pronouns are 

inherently assigned the [about] feature in the input.  

 

5. Both verbal and resultative passives contain a covert external argument/ implicit 

general doer, while stative passives never do. This argument is referred to as [GEA], 
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which, just like the overt external arguments, are licensed by a verbal element which 

was equated with the passive feature. The general external argument and the passive 

feature are spelled out together by the passive -en. This captures Jaeggli’s idea that the 

passive suffix is an argument which absorbs the external theta-role of the verb. 

 

6. Stative passives are best analyzed as stative adjectives lacking an underlying event; 

consequently, their input contains no implicit general external argument and no v 

either. This also means that they cannot be regarded as passive constructions. What –

ed spells out is an aspectual feature which is also responsible for the fact that the –ed 

participle is associated with themes. 

  

7. There is a difference between verbal and resultative passives as far as the possible 

verb classes which can appear in these constructions are concerned. Verbal passives 

require verbs with an external argument. Verbs in English do not necessarily have to 

be transitive to undergo passivization, just as in German. As for resultative passives, 

only verbs which involve the BECOME operator, or secondary resultative predicates 

(e.g. adjectives, prepositional phrases, certain verbal prefixes) are allowed.  

 

8. Although v remains associated with the root in passive sentences as well, it is not its 

argument any more. It is replaced by the passive feature. Therefore, the members of 

the argument domain are [pass], the root, [arg2] and [arg3]. In verbal passives, if 

present, v follows the root and precedes [arg1] being realized by the preposition by in 

English and by von in German. German selects the preposition associated with the 

least content to realise v and English by, while not being the minimal preposition, is 

associated with the v feature. 

 

9. Baker et al. (1989) and Baltin & Postal’s (1996) claim that the movement of the object 

to subject position in passive sentences is not motivated by case. The constraints 

√*PDA and √PDA can account for the sentence-initial position of [arg2] in passive 

sentences. These are best satisfied if one member of the argument domain precedes the 

root. The ideal candidate is obviously [arg2]: the passive feature cannot meet this 

requirement, as it always follows the verb due to the higher ranked constraint which 

requires the passive feature to be the last element in the inflection domain as well as 



8 

 

the constraints which ensure that the root is followed by an inflection, i.e. √*FDI > 

√FDI.    

 

10. The fact that [arg1] and [GEA] are not mutually exclusive, i.e. in passives with by-

phrases, was accounted by the assumption that the former is specified, while the latter 

is more general. Thus, there is a whole-part relationship between them, just like 

between in the garage and in the corner in the sentence I put the box in the garage in 

the corner. 

 

11. Auxiliary selection in passives was also a major issue dealt with in the dissertation. 

The input of verbal passives and resultative passives includes the [proc] feature, while 

the main difference between them is that the input of the latter contains the [res] 

feature as well, which is responsible for their resultative interpretation. In English, 

these features are always spelled out on the root, which explains why there are not 

different auxiliaries in verbal and resultative passives. The inflection is spelled out by 

the auxiliary be, as discussed in Newson and Szécsényi (2012). 

 

12. In German when the [res] feature is absent, i.e. in verbal passives, the [proc] feature is 

adjacent to the inflection, which is guaranteed by the constraints [proc]PDpass and 

[proc]AI. [proc] and the inflection are spelled out by werden, because this item – 

similar to other dummy auxiliaries, e.g. have or be - has minimal root content but is 

also associated with a [proc] feature in its vocabulary entry. When both the [res] 

feature and the [proc] feature are present, i.e. in resultative passives, their arrangement 

is the same as in English: [res][proc]√. This order was captured by two high-ranked 

constraints, namely [proc]F/A[res] and [res]P/A√. When the [res] feature is missing, 

these constraints have no effect; therefore, the lower ranked constraints mentioned 

above will determine the position of the [proc] feature. In resultative passives, the 

inflection ‘stands alone’ and is realized by the German equivalent of be, i.e. sein. 

 

13. English and German do not differ with regard to the set of verbs which allow 

passivization. In both languages, verbs with an external argument can be passivized. 

While in German there is no difference between transitive and intransitive verbs, 

English displays two different patterns: transitive verbs are followed by the regular 
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passive morpheme, whereas intransitive verbs are followed by the passive morpheme 

‘–ing’, e.g. in the sentence There was dancing.  

 

14. Reflexive verbs, although most of them have an external argument, cannot undergo 

passivization. I argued that the reason for this is that the reflexive feature is 

incompatible with the passive feature, as their meanings are similar. 

 

 

4. References 

 

Ackema, P. & A. Neeleman. 1998. Conflict Resolution in Passive Formation. Lingua 104, 13-

29. 

Baker, Mark & Kyle Johnson & Ian Roberts. 1989. Passive argument raised. Linguistic 

Inquiry 20. 219-251. 

Baltin, M. & P. Postal. 1996. More on Reanalysis Hypothesis.” Linguistic Inquiry 27: 127-

145. 

Bruening, Benjamin. 2012. By-phrases in passives and nominals. Syntax 16: 1-41. 

Collins, Chris. 2004. A Smuggling Approach to the Passive in English. Ms., Cornell 

University. 

Gehrke, Berit. 2014. Adjectival participles, event kind modification and pseudo-

incorporation. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory. (Available at: 

parles.upf.edu/llocs/bgehrke/publications/. 

Jaeggli, Osvaldo. 1986. Passive. Linguistic Inquiry. Volume 17. Number 4. MIT. 

Kiparsky, Paul. 2013. Towards a null theory of the passive. Lingua 125. 7-33. 

Legendre, Geraldine, William Raymond & Paul Smolensky. 1993. An Optimality Theoretic 

typology of case marking and grammatical voice. Berkeley Linguistics Society. 

McIntyre, A. 2013. Adjectival Passives and Adjectival Participles in English. In: Artemis  

Alexiadou and Florian Schäfer (eds.). Non-Canonical Passives. Amsterdam. 

Benjamins. 21-41. 



10 

 

Nagy, Gizella. 2013. Wh-questions in Syntax First Alignment. In: Péter Szigetvári 

(ed.).VLlxxx. Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest. (Available at: http:// seas3.elte.hu/ 

tmp/vlfs/nagy.html). 

Newson, Mark. 2010. Syntax First, Words After: A possible consequence of doing Alignment 

Syntax without a lexicon. In: László Varga (ed.). The Even Yearbook 9. Eötvös 

Loránd University, Budapest. (Available at: http://seas3.elte.hu/delg/ 

publications/even/2010.html#nm.). 

Newson, Mark. 2013. What you can do with a domain and why they are not phrases. In: Péter 

Szigetvári (ed.). VLlxxx. Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest. (Available at: 

http://seas3.elte.hu/tmp/vlfs/newson.html). 

Newson, Mark and Szécsényi, Krisztina. 2012. Dummy Auxiliaries and Late Vocabulary 

Insertion. In: László Varga (ed.). The Even Yearbook 10. Eötvös Loránd University, 

Budapest. (Available at: http://seas3.elte.hu/delg/publications/even/ 2012.html#nm.). 

Røreng, Anita. 2011. Die deutsche Doppelobjektkonstruktion. PhD Dissertation.  

Universitetet i Tromsø. (Available at  

https://munin.uit.no/bitstream/handle/10037/3377/thesis.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed

=y). 

 


