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KAMBERA HAS NO PASSIVE"

Marian Klamer
Vrije Universiteit/HIL/Royal Academy of Arts and Sciences

The passive construction does not seem to occur in a number of Central Malayo-
Polynesian languages in Eastern Indonesia such as Leti, Rotinese and Kambera. In
Kambera the functional equivalent of the passive voice in other languages is expressed
by using two strategies. The first is a process of focusing/inversion where the syntactic
status of the subject and object does, not change, the pronominal marking and
morphological shape of the verb remains the same, but the adjunct NP that is coreferent
to the object is focused while the subject adjunct NP is defocused. The sécond strategy
uses an object relativisation as a nominal predicate. I will argue that the latter structure
resembles a ‘canonical’ passive most closely both in form and function and suggest a
structural account of the insight that Kambera provides us with, namely that (object)
relative structures are related to passive-like structures because a relative marker can be
reanalysed as a passive morpheme.

1. Introduction

Voice distinctions like the active/passive one are a very significant feature of the
Western Malayo-Polynesian languages. Strikingly, however, the passive construction
does not seem to occur in a number of Central Malayo-Polynesian languages in Eastern
Indonesia. Examples are Leti (Jonker 1932, Van Engelenhoven 1995) and Rotinese
(Jonker 1915) both spoken in the Timor area, and Kambera, spoken on the island of
Sumba.

The aim of the present paper is descriptive: I will discuss the formal strategies that
Kambera, as one of the languages lacking a passive, employs as functional equivalents
to the passive construction and/or verb form in other languages.

Kambera is spoken on the eastern part of the island of Sumba in Eastern Indonesia and has
approximately 150,000 speakers. Klamer (1994) provides a detailed description of this language. I
gratefully acknowledge the help of Umbu M. Maramba Hau during fieldworks from 1991-1994.
Abbreviations (see also note 4 below): ART = article (na singular, da plural), CAU = causative, CNJ =
conjunction, EMP = emphatic modality marker, IMPF= imperfective aspect marker, LOC = locative, NEG
= negation, RM = relative marker. ) =
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One of the main functional motivations of the passive construction is to defocus the
Agent (e.g. Shibatani 1985). In many languages this has the effect of reducing the
valency of the verb. The standard structural account for this is to assume (in generative
terms) that the external (AGENT) theta-role and structural (objective) case are absorbed
by the passive morphology of the verb. Since surface subjects are obligatorily present
in syntax, this will force the remaining NP, the PATIENT, to become the subject, i.e.
the NP with the internal theta-role moves to subject position because the only way it
can survive the case filter is by moving to a position where it can get (nominative)
case.

Lacking both a syntactic construction and a morphological verb form for the passive,
Kambera employs two other constructions to defocus an Agent or foreground a Patient.
The first is to change the order of the NP constituents within a clause, a type of adjunct
NP-inversion or focusing. An illustration is given in (1), where the distinction between
the two sentences lies in the fact that the object NP na lau ‘the sarong’, postverbal in
(1a), has ‘changed places’ with the subject NP nyuna ‘she’’ in (1b) without a change in
the morpho-syntactic form of the verbal cluster na-tinu-nya:

{1) a. Ka nyuna; na-; tinu -nya, na lau,
CNJ she 3sN- weave -3sD  ART sarong
‘So that she weaves the sarong (lit. she she-weaves-it the sarong)’

b.Ka na lau, na-; tinu -nya,  nyuna,
CNJ ART sarong 3sN-  weave -3sD  she
‘So that the sarong was woven (by her) (lit. the sarong she-weaves-it she)’

This focusing process is distinct from so-called topicalisation/left-dislocation in
Kambera. The latter process involves moving arguments to non-argument positions at
the periphery of the clause (cf. section 2 below), putting contrastive stress on the
dislocated NP and an intonational break between the dislocated NP and the rest of the
clause. In what follows I will use the term left-dislocation (not topicalisation) for this
process, reserving the term ‘topic’ for the information status of an NP in discourse (cf.
section 3 below).

The second construction used to background the subject and foreground the object is

2 The third nerson singular pronoun and pronominal clitic have a male, female or neuter

translation. Usually I will simply give the male form, unless the female form is contextually determined,
as it is in (1) because only women weave sarongs on Sumba.
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a relative construction as the nominal predicate of a matrix clause. Kambera has two
types of relativisations: subject relativisations that are marked with the proclitic ma-
and object relativisations marked with the proclitic pa-.*> In object relativisations the
object of the embedded verb is the head of the relativisation, the relativised noun that is
the obligatorily missing argument (a ‘gap’) in the relative clause. More than focusing.
it is the object relativisation that is functionally most related to a passive in other
languages, as we will see below. An illustration of its use is given in (2):

2) Pa- palu -ka
RM- hit -1sA
‘I was hit (lit. (the one) hit (was) I)’

This paper is organised as follows. In section 2 I provide some basic information
about Kambera sentence structure and about how the language marks subjects and
objects on the verb. In section 3 I discuss how focusing is used to convey voice
distinctions. Next, I will discuss how relativisations can be used as nominal predicates
and thus be the functional equivalent to passives in other languages (section 4). I Wlll
conclude by drawing some general conclusions in section 5.

2. General information on the language

Kambera is a head-marking language (Nichols 1986) in the sense that it has rich
marking on the head of the clause — the verb — of pronominal, aspectual and modal |
clitics. Definite verbal arguments are marked for person, number and case® by
pronominal clitics on the verb. Definite NPs are crossreferenced on the verb, they are
optional and can be used for disambiguation or emphasis. I assume that the pronominal
clitics which crossreference these NPs have argument status while the coreferent NPs

2 In what follows the notions ‘subject’ and "object’ are used as syntactic, not semantic, notions.

The thematic content of the head of a subject relativisation may be AGENT, THEME or POSSESSOR, in an
object relativisation it may be the PATIENT, RECIPIENT, BENEFICIARY, MALEFICIARY, GOAL that is :
relativised. Cf. Klamer 1994: 303-326. ‘

3 Abbreviations for pronominal elements: N =Nominative, G =Genitive, D=Dative,
A=Accusative; 1s, 2s, 3s =first, second, third person singular; 1p, 2p, 3p = first, second, third person
plural.
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are adjuncts.4 Kambera word order facts suggest that the verb forms one syntactic
constituent together with its clitics and adverbs. | will use the term “nuclear clause' to
refer to this constituent. A nuclear clause may on its own constitute a complete
~sentenceand |s thus the core of every clause. If a clause contains (definite) NPs, |
assume them to be adjoined to the nuclear clause. These adjunct NP positions are called
focused position' in the diagram in (3). They are distinct from the left-dislocated
position' because they are adjacent to me nuclear clause, within the scope of the
conjunction, whereas the topicalised position is not:5

(©)] Sentence
Left dislocated position Sentence
Conjunction Clause

Focused position  Nuclear clause Focused position
for oined NPs for adjoined NPs

Sentence (Ib) above had the definite NP nu /au in focused position, following the
conjunction ka. A focused NP does not necessarily get contrastive stress and is not
separated from the nuclear clause by an intonational break or a pause. In contrast to
this, consider sentences with left-dislocated NPs like (4)-(6):

4 In this section and the next | will be concerned with definite subject and object NPs only and
will not consider indefinite NPs. Definite subject and object NPs are always crossreferenced on the verb
and can al be considered adjuncts. The grammatical status of indefinite arguments in Kambera is much
less clear cut: indefinite subjects may or may not be crossreferenced in addition to being expressed by an
NP. Indefinite objects are never crossreferenced. This, in addition to the restricted number of positions
for indefinite NPs inthe sentence, seemsto suggests that most indefinite subject and objects NPs have
argument status, but the details are till unclear.

$ In (3) the notion sentence' is roughly equivalent to CP, clause, to If and nuclear clause, to
VP (with subject, negation and aspectual markers).



