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SYNTAX AND SEMANTICS OF ERGATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS

d | https:/doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15069197

ABSTRACT

This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the syntactic and semantic properties of
ergative constructions, emphasizing their unique role in English grammar. By delving into key
linguistic theories and scholarly discussions, it explores how ergative verbs function in sentence
structures, transitioning seamlessly between transitive and intransitive forms. The study highlights
the dual behavior of ergative verbs, which can encode both causative actions and the affectedness of
entities within a single linguistic framework. Through this duality, ergative constructions challenge
traditional subject-object alignments, offering insights into agent-patient dynamics, causation, and
syntactic flexibility.

Furthermore, the research underscores the significance of ergative constructions in broadening
our understanding of how language encodes meaning, agency, and event structure. The findings not
only clarify the patterns of ergativity in English but also contribute to the broader discussion on cross-
linguistic syntactic and semantic principles, revealing parallels with other languages. This exploration
of ergative constructions enriches the study of grammar and has potential applications in both
linguistic theory and language teaching, particularly in addressing the complexities faced by non-
native speakers.

Key words: Ergative construction, English syntax, causation, agent-patient roles, transitivity,
intransitivity, unaccusative verbs, syntactic flexibility.
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ERGATIV KONSTRUKSIYALAR SINTAKSISI VA SEMANTIKASI

ANNOTATSIYA

Ushbu magqola ergativ tuzilmalarni sintaktik va semantik jihatdan kompleks tahlil qilishni

taklif etadi hamda ularning ingliz tili grammatikasidagi o‘ziga xos o‘rnini yoritadi. Asosiy
tilshunoslik nazariyalari va ilmiy muhokamalarga chuqur kirib boorish orqali, maqola ergativ
fe’llarning jumla tuzilmasidagi vazifalarini, o‘timli va o‘timsiz shakllar orasida hech bir
qiyinchiliksiz o‘tish xususiyatlarini o‘rganadi. Tadqiqot ergativ fe’llarning ikki tomonlama xatti-
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harakatlarini, ya’ni sababli harakatlarni ham, obyektlarning ta’sirlanishini ham bir til tizimi doirasida
ifodalash qobiliyatini ta’kidlaydi. Bu dualizm orqali ergativ tuzilmalar an’anaviy subyekt-obyekt
o‘zaro bog‘ligliklarini shubha ostiga qo‘yib, agent-patsiyent (ega-to‘ldiruvchi) rollari, sabablilik va
sintaktik moslashuvchanlik haqida yangi bilimlar taqdim etadi.

Bundan tashqari, tadqiqot ergativ tuzilmalarni tilning ma’no, agentlik va hodisa tuzilmasini
qanday ifodalashini kengroq tushunishda muhim ahamiyatga ega ekanligini ko‘rsatadi. Ushbu
natijalar nafaqat ingliz tilidagi ergativlik andozalarini aniqlashtiradi, balki tilshunoslikning kross-
lingvistik sintaktik va semantik prinsiplari bo‘yicha davom etayotgan munozaralarga ham hissa
qo‘shadi.

Ergativ konstruksiyalarni bunday o‘rganish grammatika tadqiqotlarini boyitadi va lingvistik
nazariya hamda til o‘rgatishda, xusussan, chet tili o‘rganuvchilar duch keladigan murakkabliklarni
bartaraf etishda amaliy qo‘llanmalarni taqdim etadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: ergativ tuzilmalar, ingliz sintaksisi, sabablilik, agent-pasient rollari, tranzitivlik,
intranzitivlik, unakkuzativ fe’llar, sintaktik moslashuvchanlik.

IMoxucra KapmmeBa XouKyJ1 Ku3n
HesaBucumslii nccinenoBarels B
CamapkaHACKHI rOCyJapCTBEHHBIN
MHCTUTYT UHOCTPAHHBIX SI3bIKOB

email: shohistagarshiyeva07@gmail.com

CUHTAKCHUC U CEMAHTHUKA SPTATUBHBIX KOHCTPYKIIUI

AHHOTALUSA

B naHHOH craThe NpeacTaBieH BCECTOPOHHMM aHAIN3 CUHTAKCUYECKUX M CEMaHTHUUYECKUX
CBOWCTB HpraTUBHBIX KOHCTPYKLUHMH C aKIEHTOM Ha HUX YHHKaJbHYIO pOJb B TIpaMMaTUKe
aHTJIMICKOTO A3bIKA. Mccnenys KitoueBble IMHIBUCTUYECKHE TEOPUH U HAYUHBIE TUCKYCCUH, aBTOPBI
paccMaTpUBalOT, KaK ApraTUBHBIE TIAroibl (PyHKIIMOHUPYIOT B CTPYKTYpE MPEI0KEHUH, CBOOOIHO
nepexoas MeXAy NepexOoJHbIMH U HenepexogHbIMu ¢opmamu. MccnenoBanue momyepKuBaeT
JBOMCTBEHHYIO IIPUPOJY OHPraTHBHBIX IJIarojioB, KOTOPBIE MOI'YT OJHOBPEMEHHO BBIPAXAaTh
MPUYMHHO-CJIE/ICTBEHHbIE JIEWCTBUS U 3aTPOHYTOCTh O0BEKTOB B paMKaX OJJHOM S3bIKOBOW CHCTEMBI.

bnarogaps 5Tol JBOWCTBEHHOCTH JSPraTUBHBIE KOHCTPYKLHH CTaBAT I0J COMHEHHE
TPaIUIIMOHHOE COOTBETCTBUE CYObEKTHO-OOBEKTHBIX OTHOIIECHUH, TPEeIOCTaBIIsIsl LICHHbIE 3HAHUS O
JMHAMUKE areHT-MAalUeHT, IPUYUMHHOCTH M CUHTakcuyeckoi rubkoctu. Kpome Toro, uccnenoBanue
MOTYEPKUBACT BAKHOCTb 3PraTUBHBIX KOHCTPYKLUI 11t Oojiee TiyOOKOTro MOHMMAaHUS TOTO, KaK
A3BIK KOJUPYET 3HAUEHUs, areHTHOCTb M CTPYKTYpPY COOBITHI. Pe3ynbTaTbl HE TOJIBKO YTOUHSIOT
0COOEHHOCTH APraTUBHOCTHU B aHIJIMHCKOM SI3bIKE, HO ¥ BHOCST BKJIaJl B 00J1€€ HIMPOKYIO AUCKYCCHIO
0 KPOCC-TMHTBUCTHYECKUX CHHTAKCUYECKHX M CEMaHTUYECKMX MPUHIIMIIAX, BBISBIISAA Mapayljiesu ¢
JIPYTUMHU SI3BIKAMHU.

W3ydenue 3praTUBHBIX KOHCTPYKIMH oOOram@aer HCClIeJOBaHWE TpaMMAaTHKU M HMeEET
MOTEHIMAIbHOE NMPUMEHEHUE KaK B JIMHIBUCTUYECKOM TEOpUH, TaK M B MPENOJABAHUM S3bIKa,
0COOEHHO B PEIICHUH CIIOKHOCTEH, C KOTOPBIMU CTAJIKUBAIOTCS M3yYaroIINe SA3bIK KaK MHOCTPAHHBIH.

KiroueBble ciaoBa: »spraTuBHbIE KOHCTPYKIMM, CHHTAaKCHC aHIVIMMCKOTO  SI3bIKa,
IIPUYMHHOCTb, POJIM areHTa M MAalMeHTa, IEPEeXOJHOCTh, HENEPEXOJHOCTh, YHAKKY3aTHBHBIC
TJIaroJibl, CHHTaKcH4YecKast THOKOCTb.

INTRODUCTION

Ergativity is a linguistic concept that has intrigued researchers for its role in distinguishing
language and structuring sentence constructions. Unlike the nominative-accusative alignment found
in many languages, ergative constructions appear in verbs that allow for both transitive and
intransitive usage, where the intransitive form involves an affected subject rather than an acting agent.
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For instance, in “The glass broke”, “the glass” itself undergoes the breaking without an explicit agent,
whereas in “She broke the glass”, an agent (she) is introduced to cause the action.

The study of ergative constructions in English offers significant insights into how syntax and
semantics interact to convey meaning. Although ergative structures are not dominant in English, they
provide a fascinating deviation from typical nominative-accusative patterns and suggest potential
cross-linguistic similarities with languages that use ergativity as their main alignment system.
Linguists have debated the implications of ergativity for understanding agent-patient relationships,
causation, and the broader argument structure of verbs. For example, Dixon [Dixon 1994: 3] argues
that ergative structures highlight a universal tendency in human language to adapt syntax according
to the nature of the event described, especially in languages with a strong focus on event structure
and causation. This study aims to deepen the understanding of how ergative constructions function in
English, both syntactically and semantically. By examining ergative verbs’ ability to transition
between transitive and intransitive forms, the paper explores how these structures reshape traditional
grammatical categories. Specifically, this article will:

1. Analyze the syntactic properties of ergative constructions, focusing on how verb argument
structures adapt.
2. Explore the semantic implications of ergative verbs, particularly their role in encoding

causation and agency.
The article synthesizes the perspectives of prominent linguists to outline the unique attributes of
ergative constructions and contributes to the ongoing conversation regarding the universality and
linguistic function of ergative structures.

METHODS

This study employs a qualitative approach, relying on a comprehensive literature review of
key studies addressing ergativity in syntax and semantics. Given the theoretical nature of ergative
analysis, the research draws upon linguistic theories, grammatical analyses, and syntactic data
examples from scholarly sources. By synthesizing previous findings, the study provides a structured
examination of ergative constructions within the English language.

Data collection

Relevant linguistic studies were selected from both historical and contemporary research on
ergativity. Primary sources include research articles, books, and linguistic analyses focused on syntax
and semantics, particularly works that address ergative structures in English and other languages.
Authors such as Dixon (1994), Comrie (1978), and Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1995) were chosen
for their foundational contributions to understanding ergative syntax and semantics. These sources
were supplemented by more recent studies to incorporate current perspectives on causation and verb
argument structure.

Analytical framework

The study employs a thematic analysis to categorize and interpret findings on ergative
constructions. The analysis focuses on:

1. Syntactic structure: An examination of ergative verbs within sentence structures, emphasizing
transitions between transitive and intransitive forms.
2. Semantic interpretation: Analysis of the semantic nuances conveyed by ergative verbs,

particularly in terms of causation, agent roles, and patient roles. This component draws from
established linguistic frameworks to clarify how ergative structures affect meaning.

The methodological approach allows for a structured synthesis of diverse linguistic perspectives,
helping to contextualize the role of ergative constructions within English and in relation to broader
syntactic and semantic principles.

RESULTS
Syntactic structures of ergative constructions

Ergative constructions in English present unique syntactic properties that challenge the
traditional nominative-accusative alignment. Ergative verbs such as break, open, and sink operate in
both transitive and intransitive forms, with their syntactic roles shifting based on usage. In transitive
sentences (e.g., She broke the glass), the subject is the agent causing the action, while the object (the
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glass) is affected by it. However, in intransitive constructions (e.g., The glass broke), the same noun
phrase — the glass becomes the subject and inherently undergoes the action, thus embodying the
patient role.

This dual behavior reveals an essential syntactic feature of ergative verbs: their ability to align
arguments differently based on causative or non-causative contexts [Dixon 1994: 3]. The syntactic
flexibility allows English speakers to alternate between agent-focused and patient focused
constructions without altering the verb’s core meaning, underscoring the capacity of ergative verbs
to defy traditional subject-object roles.

Another significant syntactic aspect is the pattern of “unaccusativity” observed in many
ergative verbs. According to Perlmutter, unaccusative verbs feature subjects that would typically be
objects in corresponding transitive sentences, making them syntactically analogous to ergative verbs.
In the sentence “The cake baked”, the subject the cake is not an agent but rather the entity affected
by the action. This aligns with unaccusative syntactic patterns where the grammatical subject behaves
as a semantic patient, further illustrating the complex syntactic structure of ergtive verbs in English.
Semantic implications of ergative constructions

From a semantic perspective, ergative constructions contribute significantly to expressing
causation, agency, and the affected state of entities. When ergative verbs appear intransitively, the
absence of an explicit agent often emplies an inherent causative force within the action itself. For
instance, in the sentence “The door opened”, the semantic focus is on the change of state of the door
rather than on who caused the action [Levin and Rappaport Hovav 1995: 6]. The implicit causation
differentiates ergative verbs from purely intransitive verbs, which do not imply an external cause.

Moreover, ergative constructions highlight the affectedness of the subject, as seen in verb like
sink, melt, and freeze, where the semantic emphasis lies on the transformation or effect experienced
by the subject. As Anderson argues, ergative verbs allow languages to foreground the affectedness of
entities, making the change of state a central semantic feature [Anderson 2005: 1]. This affectedness
is particularly noticeable when inanimate subjects undergo an action without a human or animate
agent, as in “The ice melted”. Such constructions present the subject as inherently susceptible to the
action, reinforcing the verb’s patient-like role in conveying the result of an action rather than its
initiation.

DISCUSSION

Findings illustrate that ergative constructions in English occupy a unique syntactic and
semantic space within the language, blending elements of both transitivity and intransitivity. This
dual nature enables ergative verbs to adapt to diverse syntactic roles, allowing for a more nuanced
expression of agency and affectedness. Syntactically, ergative constructions offer flexibility by
allowing the subject to shift from an agentive role in transitive sentences to a patient role in
intransitive ones. This shift aligns English with ergative languages in certain respects, demonstrating
that ergative patterns are not exclusive to languages with ergative-absolutive alignment, but can exist
alongside nominative-accusative systems.

Cross-linguistically, English ergative verbs exhibit parallels with ergative constructions in
other languages, supporting the view that ergativity may reflect universal linguistic principles. For
instance, languages such as Basque and Hindi exhibit ergative alignment in their verb structures, often
prioritizing affected entities over agents. Although English lacks full ergative-absolutive alignment,
its use of ergative verbs indicates that the language possesses latent ergative characteristics. This
finding supports Dixon’s theory that ergative constructions reflect an underlying tendency in human
language to reframe argument structures based on the nature of events being described [Dixon 1994:
3].

The semantic analysis underscores the significance of ergative constructions in encoding
causation implicitly, allowing speakers to communicate causative events without explicitly
mentioning an agent. This feature is particularly useful in contexts where the agent is unknown,
unimportant, or assumed by the listener. The implicit causation within ergative constructions
enhances the expressiveness of language, giving speakers tools to shift focus between the cause and
effect of an action. Levin and Rappaport Hovav argue that this implicit causation is integral to the
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semantics of ergative verbs, as it reinforces their role in denoting changes of state and affectedness
[Levin and Rappaport Hovav 1995: 6].

The implications of ergative constructions extend to practical applications, especially in the
teaching of English grammar. For non-native speakers, mastering ergative verbs can be challenging
due to their dual roles in transitive and intransitive contexts. Jones suggests that understanding
ergativity can improve comprehension and fluency by helping learners grasp the nuanced ways
English encodes agency and affectedness [Jones 2010: 5]. Introducing ergative constructions into
language instruction may enable students to appreciate the versality of English verbs, ultimately
enhancing their grasp of sentence structure and meaning.

Additionally, this study opens avenues for further research into the cognitive processing of
ergative constructions. Psycholinguistic studies could explore whether ergative structures, with their
typical subject-object alignment, impact sentence comprehension differently compared to typical
nominative-accusative patterns. Investigating how speakers mentally process ergative constructions
may reveal new insights into the cognitive mechanisms underlying syntactic flexibility and semantic
interpretation.

Overall, ergative constructions in English offer a compelling lens through which to explore
the intersection of syntax and semantics. By challenging traditional grammatical roles, ergative verbs
broaden the expressive possibilities of language, highlighting the diverse ways in which human
languages can encode meaning and agency.

CONCLUSION

This study provides an in-depth exploration of ergative constructions in English, focusing on
their unique syntactic and semantic properties. Ergative constructions challenge traditional
grammatical roles by allowing verbs to shift between transitive and intransitive forms, where the
subject can alternate between agent and patient roles. This syntactic flexibility offers speakers the
option to emphasize either the initiator of an action or the affected entity demonstrating that English
— typically classified as nominative-accusative — contains structures that align with ergative-
absolutive patterns seen in other languages. The results underscore that ergative verbs, through their
unaccusative properties, introduce a level of complexity and expressiveness to English sentence
construction.

On a semantic level, ergative constructions enable implicit causation, where an action’s effect
is conveyed without explicitly stating the agent. This implicit causative meaning highlights the
affectedness of the subject, making ergative constructions particularly useful in contexts where the
focus is on the outcome or change of state rather than on the actor. By revealing patterns of causation,
agency, and affectedness, ergative verbs play a significant role in enriching English’s expressive
range and providing insights into universal tendencies in human language.

The implications of these findings are broad, suggesting that ergative structures may serve as
a bridge between languages with different alignment systems and offering practical insights for
teaching and language acquisition. For linguists, understanding ergativity deepens our knowledge of
argument structure, syntactic variation, and the cognitive processes involved in language
comprehension. Further research into ergative constructions, especially from cross-linguistic and
psycholinguistic perspectives, will continue to enhance our understanding of how language systems
encode and interpret complex relationships between actions and entities.
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