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On the New Passive

Halldér Armann Sigurdsson

Abstract. The so-called New Passive in Icelandic takes the form ‘it was elected us’ (or, e.g.,
‘then was elected us’, without an expletive), instead of the standard passive form ‘we were
elected’. It has neither A-movement to subject nor ACC-to-Nom conversion, which are otherwise
diagnostic of the canonical passive in Icelandic and related languages. Some researchers have
argued that “passive” is in fact a misnomer and that the construction should instead be
analyzed as an active one, with a nominative pro. This paper argues instead in favor of a
minimalist analysis, where the New Passive is closely related to the impersonal P passive (with
a PP, type ‘then was shouted at us’), which is highly common and productive in Icelandic. On
the approach pursued, ACC-to-NoM conversion involves case-star deletion, absent from the New
Passive (much as from so-called psych and fate (un)accusatives in standard Icelandic).
Additionally, the New Passive has a strong vP phase edge, blocking A-movement, in contrast
to the defective vP edge in the canonical passive. The paper argues that A-grounding or
“freezing” is brought about by ¢-minimality, A-islands thus arising in a parallel fashion with
A’-islands.

1. Introduction: The Traditional Passive(s)

Icelandic has several types of passives, as illustrated in (1). Agreement-triggering
arguments are set in boldface, whereas agreeing verbs and participles are underlined.'

(1) The traditional passive(s)

a. Peir voru bardir. NOM passive
they.N.M were.3PL hit.N.M.PL
‘They were hit.’

b. beim var hrint. Quirky (DAT) passive
them.D was.DFT pushed.DFT
‘They were pushed.’

c. beirra var leitad. Quirky (GEN) passive
them.G was.DFT looked-for
‘They were looked for.’

d. Henni voru gefnar baekurnar. DAT-NOM passive
her.D were.3PL given.N.F.SG books.the.N.F.SG
‘She was given the books.’

I thank Thorhallur Eythorsson and Joan Maling for detailed comments on a draft version, and I am also
grateful to Terje Lohndal and Einar Freyr Sigurdsson for discussions and comments, as well as to three
anonymous reviewers for their useful remarks. The research for this paper was supported by a grant from
the Swedish Research Council, VR 421-2006-2086.

"I use the following abbreviations in glosses: capital N, A, D, G for nominative, dative, accusative, and
genitive; small capitals M, F, NT for masculine, feminine, and neuter; SG, PL for singular and plural; DFT for
both “default” finite verb forms (3sG) and “default” past participle forms (N/A.NT.SG), even though some
such forms are taken to be agreeing forms in the present approach. Grammatical features that are directly
translatable by the English glosses (e.g., the tense of verbs and the number of most arguments) are not
specifically pointed out.
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On the New Passive 149

e. bar voru gefnar bokasafninu. NOM-DAT passive
they.N.F.SG were.3PL given.N.F.SG the library.D
‘They were given to the library.’

f. bad var talad hatt. Impersonal passive (plain)
it  was.DFT talked.DFT loudly
‘There was loud talking.’/*Someone spoke loudly.’

g. b4 wvar talad hatt  til peirra. Impersonal P passive
then was.DFT talked.DFT loudly to them.G
‘They were then spoken to/addressed loudly.’

h. bad var talad um ad fara. Impersonal P passive
it  was.DFT talked.DFT about to go (+ infinitive)
‘People talked about going.’

i. P4 var talad um ad ég feri Impersonal P passive
then was.DFT talked.DFT about that I went (+ finite clause)

‘Then people talked about that I would/should go.’

These facts are well known and have been discussed and described by many
(including Zaenen, Maling & Thrainsson 1985, Sigurdsson 1989, Thrainsson 2007).
The corresponding active sentences take various shapes, as sketched in (2), where
the case correlations between the active and passive are highlighted in boldface,
whereas the object-controlled agreement in the DAT-NOM passive is indicated by
underlining:

2) Passive Corresponding active
a. Nom; V/AGR; Pcpl/AGR; Nom, V/AGRy Acc;
they were  hit we hit them
b. Quirky; V/DFT Pcpl/DFT Nomy V/AGRy Quirky;
them was  pushed we  pushed them
c. Dat; V/AGR, Pcpl/AGR; Nom, Nomy V/AGRy Dat; Acc
her were  given they we gave her  them
d. Nom; V/AGR; Pcpl/AGR; Dat; Nomy, V/AGR, Dat; Acg
they ~were  given her we gave her them
e. X V/DFT Pcpl/DFT (P...) Nomy V/AGRy (P...)

then was  talked (about...) we talked  (about...)
X = usually the expletive pad ‘there, it’ or an adverbial, e.g., pa ‘then’

Note the following general patterns (partly stated in relational-grammar terms for
descriptive clarity only):

(3) Passive generalizations
a. In all cases the active subject, Nomy, is demoted.
b. Agentive af- ‘by’ phrases are relatively rare, or at least much rarer and
more marked than in English, often even unacceptable (especially in the
impersonal passive).

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



150 Halldér Armann Sigurdsson

c. “First” objects are (usually) promoted to subject and usually also A-moved,
whereas “second” (direct) objects in the double-object construction usually
remain unpromoted. In certain cases, though, direct objects can be promoted
and A-moved across indirect ones, yielding a NOM-DAT pattern, as in (1le).

d. Accusative objects in the active voice show the familiar ACC-to-NoM
conversion,” even when they are not promoted to subject, as in the DAT-NOM
passive. Dative and genitive case are always preserved in the (dynamic)
passive—that is, promoted DAT objects show up as DAT passive subjects and
promoted GEN objects show up as GEN passive subjects.

e. In the absence of an object in the active voice there is no promotion, a
subjectless impersonal passive showing up instead (the expletive pad ‘there, it’
is just an optional placeholder, confined to the first position of finite clauses).
In particular, Icelandic has no (dynamic) pseudopassive of the English type
‘They were spoken to’; thus, there is never any promotion out of PPs, a full
PP subtype of the impersonal passive showing up instead, as in (1g).

f. Both finite verb agreement and past participle agreement is with Nom only.
Even in the DAT-NOM passive, the (third person) Nom object controls
agreement, as in (1d). In the absence of a Nom argument, both the finite verb
and the passive past participle show up in forms that are traditionally referred
to as default forms, 3SG in finite verbs and NOM/ACC.NT.SG in participles.
However, the approach pursued here suggests that some such forms should
be analyzed as agreeing with silent expletive ¢-bundles.

The impersonal passive is very common and highly productive, basically applying
to any intransitive unergative main verb, including verbs that take prepositional
complements (‘then was run over/under/nearby/past/ahead of/with/along/out of it’,
etc.), transitive verbs when optionally intransitive (‘then was hunted/cooked/eaten
every day’, etc.), and also including even aspectual verbs like vera ‘be’ (progressive
and durative, much like English be V-ing) and fara ‘begin’ (literally ‘go, leave, travel’)
as well as many control verbs, like reyna ‘try’:

(4) Impersonal passives of aspectual verbs and control verbs
a. Hér er verid ad vinna.
here is been to work
‘People are working here.’/There is ongoing work here.’
b. bad var farid ad vinna.
it  was gone to work
‘People began to work.’
c. b4 wvar reynt ad vinna.
then was tried to work
‘Then, somebody tried to work.’

2  use the term ACC-to-NoM conversion for expository convenience, but it is a slight misnomer. What is
“converted” is the clausal argument structure and not the morphological ACC feature (which is not assigned
until in PF morphology; see further below and Sigurdsson 2009).

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



On the New Passive 151

It is also worth noticing that the personal passives in (la—d) have a “less personal”
subtype, in which the passivized subject is indefinite and does not raise to Spec,TP.
This is illustrated in (5). The “late” indefinite subjects are set in boldface:?

(5) Indefinite passives

a. bess vegna voru bara kosnar konur i stjornina.
that for were.3PL only elected.N.F.PL women.N to board.the
‘Therefore only women were elected to the board.’

b. bad var bara bodid konum i veisluna.
there was.DFT only invited.DFT women.D to party.the
‘Only women were invited to the party.’

c. b4 var leitad tveggja kvenna.
then was.DFT looked-for.DFT two women.G
‘Two women were then being looked for.’

d. bad voru bara tveim konum  gefnir prir  pennar.
there were.3PL only two  women.D given N.M.PL three pens.N.M.PL
‘Only two women were given three pens.’

From all these facts, it is evident that Icelandic passive morphology commonly
combines with three phenomena that are absent from canonical NP-movement
passives of the English type.

(6) Common traits of Icelandic passives (absent from the English passive type)
a. Absent NP movement
b. Absent NoM
c. Hence also absent agreement (agreement being contingent on structural
case marking)

3 Depending on specificity, quantifier scope, and other poorly understood factors, indefinite subjects may
also show up in several intermediate positions, above the basic object position but below the canonical
subject position (Spec,TP). This Subject Floating is illustrated for a nominative indefinite subject in (i)
(adapted from Sigurdsson 2003:253) but parallel facts pertain to quirky subjects. Bare indefinites and NPs
modified by other quantifiers are somewhat differently constrained, but the type in (id), with the NP
between two nonfinite verb forms, is ungrammatical for all NP types.

(1) Indefinite Subject Floating

a. bad mundu einhverjir batar pa  sennilega verda seldir a
there would.3PL some boats.N.M then probably be sold N.M.PL at
uppbodinu.

auction.the
‘Some boats would then probably be sold at the auction.’
b. Pad mundu pa einhverjir batar sennilega verda seldir 4 uppbodinu.
c. Pad mundu pa sennilega einhverjir batar verda seldir & uppbodinu.
d. *Pad mundu pa sennilega verda einhverjir batar seldir & uppbodinu.
e. bad mundu pa sennilega verda seldir einhverjir batar a uppbodinu.
Even some definite quantifier-containing NPs can raise to some of the intermediate positions, whereas
pronominal subjects have to raise all the way to Spec, TP (see Thrainsson 2007:313ff.).

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



152 Halldér Armann Sigurdsson

2. The New Passive

The canonical Nom passive in Icelandic is similar to the regular English/Germanic
type passive. Most importantly, as we just saw, it is subject to the familiar ACC-to-NoM
conversion, a fact further illustrated in (7).

(7) Acc-to-NoM conversion in the canonical passive
a. Strakarnir bordu pa i ger
boys.the.N hit.3pL them.A.M in yesterday

‘The boys hit them yesterday.’
b. Peir voru bardir i geer.

they.N.M were.3PL hit.N.M.PL in yesterday
‘They were hit yesterday.’

However, some speakers can also use a substandard passive type, in addition to the
standard Nom passive in (7b). This additional type, commonly referred to as the New
Passive (or the New Impersonal) is illustrated in (8), where the percent sign indicates
that the construction is acceptable to only some speakers.

(8) The New Passive

a. "°bad var barid  pa i ger
it  was.DFT hit.DFT them.A.M in yesterday
‘They were hit yesterday.’

b. 71 gar var (*pad) barid  pa.
in yesterday was.DFT (*it)  hit.DFT them.A.M
‘They were hit yesterday.’

c. "*Var (*pad) barid pa i gar?
was.DFT (*it)  hit.DFT them.A.M in yesterday
‘Were they hit yesterday?’

d. *Var pa barid i ger?
was them.A.M hit in yesterday

Notice that expletive pad is confined to clause-initial position even in this

substandard construction; that is, it is a placeholder of some sort and not a subject.
This construction has some seemingly striking properties:

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
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(9) Innovative properties of the New Passive
a. It has no NP movement of (DAT, ACC, or GEN) direct objects, cf. (8d),*
b. it has no ACC-to-Nom conversion (seemingly violating Burzio’s
Generalization/the Sibling Correlation),
c. hence it has no verb and participle agreement, either.

As we have seen, absent NP movement and absent NoM assignment are typical of
common subtypes of the standard Icelandic passive. Here, these characteristics are
found in the “wrong type” of passives, but the ground for their spread is plausibly
the extensive use of impersonal constructions in the language, including imper-
sonal, indefinite, and nonnominative passives (see also Kjartansson 1991, Thrainsson
2005:5691t.).

Maling & Sigurjonsdottir (2002; henceforth M&S) studied the geographical and
social distribution of the New Passive in considerable detail. Their major results and
conclusions can be summarized as follows:

(10) Major conclusions and results of M&S
a. The construction is a recent innovation—the oldest attested examples are
from the middle of the twentieth century, and it was first mentioned in the
linguistic literature in the 1980s.

4 This does not extend to indirect objects of ditransitive verbs, at least not across the board. As pointed
out by Arnadottir & Sigurdsson (2008) and Jonsson (2009:303), raising of indirect objects is acceptable to
some speakers of the New Passive variety, in at least some cases, yielding examples like (i).

(i) *Var peim ekki einu sinni synt ibudina fyrst?
was them.D not one time shown apartment.the.A first
‘Were they not even shown the apartment first?’

The corresponding standard Icelandic passive also raises the DAT indirect object and has exactly the same word
order, but instead of a preserved ACC it has an agreement-triggering Nom direct object (synd ibudin
‘shown.N.F.SG apartment.the.N.F.sG’; cf. (1d)). This suggests, first, that indirect objects are licensed in a
different fashion than direct objects (DAT, ACC, or GEN), say, by a secondary Voice head or an Appl(icative)
head, as has been widely assumed (see, e.g., Pylkkdnen 2008, Schéfer 2008, and references cited there).
Second, it illustrates that nonnominatives sometimes undergo passive A-movement in the New Passive
variety, thereby showing that case and passive A-movement are independent of each other, not only in
standard Icelandic (as has long been known), but also in the New Passive variety. These facts tally well with the
analysis pursued here, but, for reasons of space, I will not discuss the double-object construction any further.

5 M&S (p. 129) also mention that the oldest person known to them to have expressed a New Passive
clause was born in 1941, but I heard an example uttered by a (highly educated and eloquent) person born in
1903 (on a radio program from 1973, rebroadcasted by RUV, Rés 1, June 17, 2008):

(i) En pad hefur ni ekki verid leitad hennar.
but ity has  well not been looked-for it.G[a grave]
‘But, well, it has not been looked for.’

In standard Icelandic, in contrast, pronominal NPs must raise (regardless of case); see (3) and the discussion
in section 5.

For a historical change the New Passive is unusual in being more widespread in rural than in urban areas.
Actually, it is not evident that it is a recent innovation (although it seems to be presently on the increase);
that is, the fact that it was not discussed by linguists until in the 1980s might be coincidental or have social
explanations that have nothing to do with the phenomenon itself. It might even have been a marginal,
stigmatized phenomenon for centuries (even in Iceland, the language of adolescents and “common per-
sons” has not been generally “visible” until recently). For the analytical purposes of this article, however,
this is unimportant, so I will keep on referring to the phenomenon as the “New” Passive.

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



154 Halldér Armann Sigurdsson

b. It was widely accepted by 15- to 16-year-olds (in 1999-2000), while adults
generally rejected it. In a written test (questionnaire), the acceptance ratio
was commonly around 50% for the adolescents (28—73%, depending on
constructions, areas, and social class),® whereas it was commonly around
5% for the adults (1-9%). The construction was least commonly accepted in
Inner-Reykjavik, which has the highest education level in the country.

c. All speakers accept the standard Nom passive.’

M&S suggest that the construction is in the process of being reanalyzed as an
active construction in the disguise of passive morphology, and hence that “passive”
is a misnomer. Under the active analysis, the structure of a New Passive clause
would be roughly as sketched in (11) (see the slightly different presentation in
M&S, p. 100).

(11) The active analysis
[cp -..[tp Provou. .. Voice [vp ...V-V NP,cemaraenl]]

Extending the general approach of Kratzer 1996 and much related work, I assume that
any predicate is embedded under some Voice head, matched by the v head of the
predicate (and indirectly matched by the highest argument of the predicate, via v, see
shortly). Voice is thus the lowest category in the T system, from where it enters an
Agree relation with the v-V complex.® This assumption is of central significance for
the analysis I will pursue, so I need to take a short detour here, in order to briefly
explain it before I proceed to discuss the active analysis.

Voice “regulates” argument structure. It may be expletive, as for instance in
anticausative structures (Schifer 2008, see further below), but it is commonly
“contentful,” licensing for instance an agent or an experiencer. Case marking is
closely tied to Voice and argument structure, simple predicates containing either no
or only a single argument (most commonly NOM), monotransitive predicates adding
one more argument and one more case (typically yielding NOM-ACC), ditransitives
adding a third argument and commonly also a third case (yielding, e.g., NOM-DAT-
ACC). Voice itself may license certain cases. Thus, agentive Voice canonically
licenses ergative case in ergative languages. More commonly, however, Voice
licenses case only indirectly, via v heads. As will be discussed in section 4, there is

¢ Despite these high acceptance numbers, the New Passive is infrequent in writing, on the internet for
instance (and some of the examples nonetheless found there are actually from linguistic discussions about
the construction). Googling (April 11, 2009) gave seven results for var tekid hana ‘was taken her/it. ACC’ as
compared to 25,600 results for the standard /un var tekin ‘she/it.nom was taken’.

7 It has not been studied whether there are any aspectual or functional differences between the standard
passive and the New Passive.

# In addition to the tense feature itself (“plain” T), the T system minimally contains Mood, Person and
other ¢-heads, higher than “plain” T, and Voice, lower than “plain” T; see section 5 (alternatively, Voice
could be seen as the highest category in the v system). For a number of slightly different approaches to
Voice and vP structure, see, for example, Alexiadou, Anagnostopoulou, and Schifer 2006, Pylkkanen 2008,
Ramchand 2008, and, in particular, Svenonius 2006 and Schéfer 2008, two works that have been important
sources of inspiration for the approach I am pursuing.

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
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evidence that different Voices alter the case licensing properties of v heads in
different ways.’

In accord with mainstream minimalism, then, I conceive of C and T as cover terms
or “surrogates for richer systems” (Chomsky 2000:143, n. 31; see also Chomsky
2001:43, n. 8). I also follow Chomsky (2000, 2001), rather than, for example, Kratzer
(1996), in assuming that the external argument is generated in the left periphery of the
v system. However, Voice enters an Agree relation with little v, hence an extended
Agree relation (Agree chain) with the external argument, via little v (in line with the
control theory in Landau 2004, 2008 and related work).'® Thus, the external argument
is jointly licensed by the Voice-v “connection.” Subsequently, its 6-role gets an
interpretation at the Conceptual-Intentional interface as an Agree chain, involving
Voice, v, and V.

The term Voice is a cover term (much as Aspect in Cinque 1999 and related work).
Voice types, including the following ones, are mutually exclusive:

e Voice,c/+ag (In structures with agentive predicates)

o Voice,cr/_ag (With nonagentive predicates)

o Voicepass+ac (With passive agentive predicates)

o Voicepassac (With passive nonagentive predicates)

e Voiceusycy (With psych predicates)

e Voice.,rp (With unaccusative predicates with a fate reading, like drift, swamp,
etc.)

e Voice.yp, (With anticausative predicates and regular unaccusatives)

The sense of these terms will become clearer as we proceed. There are more Voice
type heads than just these, but these are the ones that matter for my present
purposes.'!

Now, let us return to the active analysis in (11). The presence of an arbitrary or
expletive Nom pro in Spec,TP would explain the otherwise mysterious ACC
preservation without any further ado, so that aspect of the analysis would seem to
be rather attractive. It would also account for the fact that the New Passive (of
monotransitives) is exempted from A-movement, hence also from the Definiteness
Effect (cf. M&S, pp. 117-118).

(12) No A-movement to subject (hence no Definiteness Effect)
a. "bad hefur  oft  verid barid mig.
it has.DFT often been hit.DFT me.A
‘T have often been beaten up.’

° However, more categories than just Voice can affect the case assignment properties of v-V, such
as negation in languages like Russian and Finnish.

19 Introducing the external argument into clausal structure is distinct from its “final” positional licensing,
tri%gering high NP movement (see the discussion of NP movement in section 5).

" Nonagentive passive predicates (like be missed) are few and atypical of the Icelandic passive (see
Sigurdsson 1989:chap. 6). Many active transitive predicates take a nonagentive subject. Some such
predicates (acquire, experience,...) seem to be embedded under other Voice head types than Voice,cr/ ag
(Sigurdsson 2009), but I put this aside here.

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
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b. *Pad hefur mig oft wverid barid.
it  has.DFT me.A often been hit.DFT

The active analysis was first tentatively suggested by Sigurdsson (1989:356),
precisely for the reason that it would simply explain away the ACC preservation,
henceforth the accusative problem. M&S develop further arguments in favor of the
analysis, claiming that the New Passive shares the following properties with regular
active clauses:

(13) “Activeness” tests

Agentive af- ‘by’ phrases are disallowed.
Anaphoric binding is possible.

Control of subject-oriented adjuncts is possible.
The main verb may be unaccusative.

/a0 o

However, as argued by Eythorsson (2008), the results of these tests are rather vague,
indeed so vague that they do not sharply distinguish the New Passive from traditional
passives, in particular the standard impersonal passive (agentive af- ‘by’ phrases, for
instance, usually being awkward or unacceptable in the impersonal passive). I will
not review Eythérsson’s arguments here, but they seem sound to me."'?

It is very true, as argued by Maling (2006), that passive morphology does not
necessarily entail “passive syntax” (not any more than, say, past tense morphology
always has to signal “past tense syntax”). However, showing that a construction
partly passes the tests in (13) for some speakers does not amount to showing that it is
“nonpassive.”

Arguing that a construction is “passive” or “nonpassive” is, in fact, not as
innocent or simple as it might appear to be. The “passive” is not a syntactic primitive
(see Chomsky 1981 and much related work) but a complex of variably salient
characteristics, such as nonfinite passive morphology (commonly past participles),
usually combined with a copula of some sort, a “missing” agentive overt subject, a
silent agentive 6-role, and NP movement from V object to subject or, more rarely,
from P object to subject (pseudopassives). Not a single one of these characteristics is
exclusively found in constructions that are traditionally referred to as “passive.”

Similarly, “active” is a term that is commonly used to refer to a complex of
characteristics, but [ believe it is fair to say that “active constructions” prototypically
involve a spelled out vP-external agentive or at least “active” subject (usually in
Spec,TP) and no hidden agentive 0-role. By excluding unaccusatives, unergatives,
and other predicates that do not take an argument acted upon by an active or agentive
subject, one could also take transitivity to be a defining property of active
constructions, at least in a narrow sense (see Trask 1993:5).

With the potential exception of transitivity (depending on how one understands that
notion), the New Passive lacks the salient properties of “active constructions,” while

12 Jonsson (2009) presents some additional arguments against the active analysis. See also the discussion
in Thrainsson 2007 (p. 273ft.).

© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.
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having many of the common characteristics of “passives.” Thus, in addition to
passive morphology, it has the hidden agent reading typical of the passive and
disallows the suppressed agent to be lexicalized outside of vP. The hidden agent
reading is evident in the translations in (8) and (12a), and, as seen in (14), the agent
cannot be spelled out in Spec, TP, no matter how semantically vague it may be (as also
pointed out in Eythorsson 2008).

(14) No subject in Spec, TP
*Var [tp einhver/folk/madur  [,p barid hana...]]?
was somebody/people/one  hit  her

Moreover, subject control of secondary predicate agreement is excluded in the New
Passive, (see also Jonsson 2009), whereas object-controlled agreement is well formed:

(15) No subject control of secondary predicate agreement
a. “Var barid hana (*fullur)?
was hit herA  drunk.N.mM.sG"
‘Was she hit (by somebody who was drunk)?’
b. “Var barid hana (fulla)?
was hit  her. A drunk.A.F.sG
‘Was she hit (when she was) drunk?’

In regular active clauses, on the other hand, the subject may control secondary
predicate agreement, no less (or even rather) than the object:

(16) Secondary predicate agreement in active constructions
a. Hann bardi hana (fullur).
he hit  her  drunk.N.M.SG
‘He hit her (when he was drunk).’
b. Hann bardi hana (fulla).
he hit  her  drunk A.F.SG
‘He hit her (when she was drunk).’

Much as in the New Passive, agent-controlled agreement is impossible in the standard
passive, whereas it is well formed in active arbitrary PRO infinitives (showing that the
reason why agreement is ill formed in (15a) is independent of “subject silence’’). This
is illustrated in (17).

(17) Agent-controlled agreement in standard passives vs. active PRO infinitives
a. Var huan barin (*fullur)?
was she hit drunk.N.M.SG
Intended: “Was she hit (by somebody who was drunk)?’

13 Elements that agree with a covert subject commonly show up as masculine singular; see below on
PRO infinitives and impersonal pro constructions.
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b. A0 berja hana fullur var skammarlegt.
to hit her drunk.N.M.SG was shameful
‘To hit her when (one was) drunk was shameful.’

All these facts suggest that the New Passive has more properties in common with the
standard passive than with regular active predicates.

Icelandic has an active construction with arbitrary/generic pro, the so-called
Impersonal Modal Construction (IMC: Sigurdsson 1989:163ff., Sigurdsson &
Egerland 2009; see also, e.g., Thrainsson 2007:311ff.). As suggested by Sigurdsson
(1989:356), this construction would seem to be structurally related to the New
Passive, hence perhaps a model for it. However, a closer look reveals that the two
constructions have different properties. Thus, the IMC tolerates both an optional overt
subject and pro-controlled agreement, as illustrated in (18).

(18) The IMC
a. M4 (maodur) ekki vera hérna?
may (one) not be here
‘Is it not allowed to be/stay here?’
b. Ma ekki vera hérna fullur?
may not be here drunk.N.M.SG
‘Is it not allowed to be/stay here drunk?’

Even though the Icelandic impersonal pro is not just a null version of impersonal
madur ‘you, one’ (Sigurdsson & Egerland 2009), it normally triggers M.SG agreement,
like madur.

In line with traditional generative approaches (Jaeggli 1986, Chomsky 1981 and
much related work; see the discussion in Collins 2005), one can think of passives as
being “defective,” such that the agentive 0-role is trapped inside vP, hence blocked
from being lexicalized in Spec,TP. Assume that this is brought about by passive
morphology, structures containing v-V,,gs in turn being merged with Voice,,ss (see
Schifer 2008).'* If so, (19) illustrates the core structure of passives in general (in
Germanic and many other languages).

(19) The passive analysis
[CP’ .. [Tp. . .VoicepAss. .. [Vp. . 'V'VPASS- . ]]]

“To be passive,” then, is to have v-V,,ss morphology that matches Voicep,gs (under
distant Agree), nothing more and nothing less. The New Passive shares these core
properties with the canonical passive.

The vP internal agent role is partly active in syntax. Thus, it can bind an AdvP-
internal anaphor, as illustrated in (20a). As seen in (20b), on the other hand, an
argument that raises to subject cannot contain an anaphor. Both examples are

14 There are several ways of technically implementing this basic idea. I assume a simple incorporation
analysis, under which the participle suffix is the lexical representation of the external argument.
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representative of standard Icelandic (impersonal passive in (20a), NoMm passive in
(20b))."

(20) Binding
a. Eftir vinnu var bara farid heim til sin.
after work was just gone home to self.REFL
‘After work you just went home (to your own place).’
b. *Eftir vinnu voru bilarnir sinir bara keyrdir heim.
after work were cars.N self’s.REFL.N just driven home

These facts follow, if the binding agent role is trapped within vP, hence able to bind
vP-internal constituents, like heim til sin in (20a), but unable to bind NPs (like
bilarnir sinir in (20b)) that have raised out of vP, to Spec,TP.'®

This analysis suggests that (21) should be an acceptable New Passive sentence.

(21) Binding in the New Passive
“Eftir vinnu var bara keyrt bilana sina heim.
after work was just driven car.A self’s.REFL.A home

This prediction gets some support from M&S’s results (see p. 120ff.), but, as their
results for binding were rather vague, the support is not as strong as one might have
wished.

The suppressed or silent agent role can also control into infinitives (Sigurdsson
1989, Maling 2006), as illustrated in (22a,b).

(22) Control

a. Pad er dansad til ad skemmta sér hér.
it is danced for to amuse  self.REFL here
‘People dance in order to amuse themselves here.’

b. DPad er reynt ad dansa hér.
it is tried to dance here
‘People try/are trying to dance here.’

c. *bad er reynt ad vera dansad hér.
it is tried to be danced here

'S Only 39% of the adults accepted a similar example in M&S’s study (see p. 121). Their example is
just plain Pad var fario heim til sin ‘It was gone home to self’, which is also not really felicitous to my
ears. The scene-setting adverbial eftir vinnu ‘after work” and the focalizer bara ‘only, just’ make the
example in (20a) fully acceptable to me. This is illustrative of how delicate judgments in impersonal
constructions can be.

'® This is not an entirely innocent reasoning. It is based on the assumption that the AdvPs in question are
c-commanded by the vP-internal agent role in a kind of a Larsonian VP-shell structure, rather than right-
adjoined to vP. However, the assumption that the agent role is trapped VP internally in passives gains
support from a number of facts, one of them being the fact discussed earlier that the agent role cannot
control secondary predicates, such predicates being vP external, hence not c-commanded by the vP-internal
agent.
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As seen in (22c), however, the silent agent role of vera dansad ‘be danced’ cannot
itself be controlled. Presumably, it is too low in the structure (trapped inside vP) and
hence “too far away,” in some sense not formalized here, for being successfully
probed by the controller (the silent matrix agent; see Holmberg 2005 on similar facts
in Finnish impersonal constructions).

The “half-active” status of the silent agent is further highlighted by examples like
(23), with simultaneous overt subject binding and silent agent control.

(23) Overt subject binding + silent agent control

Hann; var handtekinn-[6,] heima hja sér; til ad PRO, hindra
he was arrested home by self.REFL for to prevent
upppot.

riots

‘He was arrested in his home to prevent riots.’

Whereas the overt passive matrix subject “arrestee” binds the reflexive sér, it is the
silent “arrester” that controls into the infinitive, as indicated. In general, the silent
agent can only be syntactically active in the (local) absence of a more prominent
syntactic “participant.” Thus, it can bind an anaphor in the impersonal passive, but
not in the personal (A-movement) passive, because the latter has an overt (passivized)
subject that is a more prominent “participant” than the agent role. This is illustrated
in (24).

(24) Variable activity of the implicit agent
a. Eftir vinnu var bara keyrt-[0;] heim til sin,.
after work was just driven home to self.REFL
‘After work you just drove home (to your own place).” (= the driver’s place)
b. Eftir vinnu var félk, bara keyrt-[0;] heim til sinys.
after work was people just driven home to self.REFL
‘After work you were just driven home (to your own place.)’ (# the
driver’s place).

A simple comparison of the syntactic activity of the implicit agent in the personal
passive and in the impersonal passive, including the New Passive, is thus bound to
yield misleading results.

In short, it seems safe to conclude that the New Passive is a “passive
construction,” sharing the properties in (19) with other passives in Icelandic. It
follows that we need to develop some new understanding of the accusative problem
and of the absence of A-movement in the New Passive. I will discuss the accusative
problem and case assignment in sections 3 and 4, turning to A-movement 