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Causative morphemes as non-valency increasing devices
Seppo Kittilä
University of Helsinki

Causativization is typically understood as a morphologically signaled process which
introduces an agent to the valency of verbs, thus yielding constructions with n+1
arguments. This clearly constitutes the core of causatives, and many languages across
the globe have means of expressing this function. In addition, causative morphemes
may attach to verbs without affecting the valency of verbs and/or the number of
arguments in clauses in any way. These are examined in this paper. Three types of
non-prototypical uses of causative morphemes will be distinguished, based on
whether causativization has consequences for the number of participants in the
denoted event, the degree of agency associated with the instigator, or the transitivity
of the denoted event in general. These three types are labeled COVERT
CAUSATIVIZATION, AGENTIVIZATION and TRANSITIVIZATION. In addition to providing
a systematic overview of non-prototypical uses of causative morphemes, the rationale
behind the attested types and their relation to the causative prototype will also be
discussed. The goal of the present study is to show that causativization involves more
than the mere introduction of an agent. In so doing, it aims to broaden our
perspective on causativization.
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1. Introduction
Causatives and causation constitute a recurring topic in linguistics (see e.g.
Shibatani 1976a, 2002; Comrie & Polinsky 1993; Song 1996; Dixon 2000, among
many others). Studies of causatives have focused on such areas as grammatical
relations and formal treatment of the causee in causatives, and on the
differences between various semantic types of causation including direct,
indirect and manipulative causation (see Song 1996: 2 for a summary of studies
dealing with causatives during the last three decades; Dixon 2000 also provides a
good overview of causatives). Causativization is typically viewed as a morphologically signaled process (expressed by manipulating the form of the verbal
predicate), which introduces an agent to the valency of verbs yielding verbs (and
clauses) with n+1 arguments. This kind of definition has been proposed, for
example, by Comrie:
If the non-causative verb has a valency n (takes n arguments), then its causative
equivalent will normally take n+1 arguments, since in addition to the arguments of
the non-causative verb, the causative verb also includes reference to the causer of the
action. (Comrie 1975: 2)

An example of causativization, as defined above, is given in (1).
Turkish (Comrie 1975: 5)
ali
(1)
a.
PN:NOM
‘Ali died’
b.
ali
PN:NOM
‘Ali killed Hasan’

öl-dü

die-PAST

hasan-ı öl-dür-dü

PN.ACC

die-CAUS-PAST

The examples in (1) illustrate the (morphological) causativization of intransitive
verbs in Turkish (transitive and ditransitive verbs can also be causativized in the
same way in Turkish). The number of overt arguments increases by one in (1b),
since an agent is introduced by the causative morpheme.
Studies of causatives have in common that they almost exclusively examine
formal and semantic features of valency-increasing causatives, such as those in
(1), which is only natural, since causatives are usually defined in light of these
constructions. However, morphemes used for causativization (agent introduction) have an array of other functions as well. A rather typical example is
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illustrated in (2):
Finnish (personal knowledge)
(2)
a.
henkilö
laihtu-i
4.86 kilo-a
person:NOM
lose.weight-3SG: PAST
4.86 kilogram-PART
‘a person lost 4.86 kilograms of his/her weight (spontaneously,
without conscious effort)’
b.
henkilö
laihdu-tt-i
4.86 kilo-a
person:NOM lose.weight-CAUS-3SG:PAST 4.86 kilogram- PART
‘a person lost 4.86 kilograms of his/her weight (intentionally)’

In (2), the causative morpheme -tt- (see [3] for an example of the use of the
affix as a valency-increasing causative morpheme) does not have an agentadding function, and the number of arguments (comprising all clausal
constituents referring to participants in events) in (2b) is maintained.
Semantically, (2a) and (2b) differ in the degree of agency accorded to the
referent of the subject. In (2a), losing weight is conceptualized as a
spontaneously occurring process, while in (2b), the same process is seen as a
result of a conscious effort by the agent, such as a strict diet combined with
regular exercise, which renders the degree of agency higher in this sentence.
The focus of this paper will be on cases such as (2). In the cases to be
discussed, the verb is (morphologically) causativized as in (2), but in contrast to
typical causativization, illustrated in (1), this does not have consequences for the
number of arguments in the clause. It is, though, important to note that in
addition to the functions discussed below, all the (causative) morphemes
considered in this paper must also have an agent-adding function
elsewhere.They are thus causative morphemes, which also have other (nonvalency increasing) functions. Nevertheless, the current discussion will only
consider morphological causativization and the non-valency increasing uses of
2
causative morphemes. First, morphological causativization represents the
prototype of causativization in many languages (see Section 2 for a more
detailed discussion). Lexical causativization does in some cases denote more
direct causation than morphological causation (see e.g. Shibatani 2002: 109ff),
but it makes little sense to discuss the (potential) non-causative uses of lexical
2

The use of causative morphemes as a marker of passive (as in Korean) is not discussed
in this paper. The focus of this paper is on cases that can be explained by the causative
prototype, while the polysemy of passive and causative requires a different kind of
explanation and thus deserves a study of its own.
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causatives. The same applies to analytic causatives (e.g. make/let someone walk).
The verbs used in these cases usually express causativization only secondarily in
addition to their lexical uses.
Some notes on terminology are in order before we proceed. First, in this
paper causativization is seen as a cross-linguistic primitive. By this I mean that it
is here taken for granted that all languages have some way of formally signaling
the fact that an agent/external causer is introduced into the denoted event.
Languages vary significantly with regard to how this primitive is expressed and
how the notion is divided formally (for example, whether there are formal
differences between direct and indirect causation, see also Dixon 2000: 62–74).
An alternative analysis would be to claim that certain elements, such as
agentivizing affixes, have a causative function in favorable conditions. Yet not
all languages express this function through the use of causative morphemes.
These differences have direct consequences for whether we can assume there to
be a causative prototype or not. In this paper, such a prototype is assumed and
the examined cases are discussed in light of this prototype (see §§2.2–3 for a
definition).
This paper pursues two goals. First, it aims at providing a systematic
overview of the non-valency increasing functions that causative morphemes
may have across languages. Instances of non-prototypical causativization have
been examined elsewhere (see e.g. Kulikov 1993), but a systematic examination
is – to the best of my knowledge – still lacking. The cases examined here are
divided into three main types, based on similarities with and differences from
the causative prototype. The proposed typology is based primarily on the
semantic effects causativization has on the affected clauses. Formal features
associated with causativization are less relevant to the discussion here.
Consequently, subtypes will not be distinguished according to criteria such as
potential differences in causee encoding. On the other hand, cases in which
causativization increases the agency associated with the instigator of the event,
and cases in which causativization has consequences for the affectedness of the
patient, will both be viewed as instances of different types, regardless of whether
these are distinguished formally or not. Second, by examining the semantic and
formal features of non-valency increasing uses of causative morphemes, the
paper aims at broadening our perspective on causatives. Most of the examined
functions are explainable on the basis of the proposed prototype, but the cases
scrutinized only display some features of the causative prototype, and lack
others. This underlines the relevance of the causative prototype, but also shows
that causativization as a whole comprises more aspects than mere agent
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introduction. The taxonomy presented in Section 3 is not meant as a typology
of languages, but as a general presentation of different instances of non-valency
increasing causatives. It should also be noted that this paper is primarily a
theoretically oriented one, whose purpose is to serve as a basis for possible
future studies on causatives. The study presented is not based on a systematic
examination of a carefully selected language sample, and thus cannot be seen as
genuinely typological in nature. Nevertheless, cross-linguistic predictions about
what kinds of non-prototypical functions causative morphemes may have are
made.

2. Defining the causative prototype
2.1. Preliminaries
3

In this section, I will discuss the causative prototype from both a formal and a
semantic perspective. The discussion is based on morphological causativization
of (unaccusative) intransitive verbs and the formal and semantic features
associated with this process (unless otherwise indicated). There are two reasons
for this. First, causativization of unaccusative verbs can be regarded as complete
both semantically and formally. The former means that the event denoted by
the underlying clause lacks all features of agency, including control, willingness
and volition (the only participant of the denoted event is a patient), which are
then introduced via causativization (in case the introduced agent is a canonical
agent, such as in the proto-agent sense of Dowty 1991). The agent introduction
is therefore complete. The latter means that the introduced agent occupies the
subject slot and makes the original subject a direct object, which produces a
canonical transitive clause within the language in question (usually a
nominative-accusative or an ergative-absolutive construction, depending on the
language). The change is from a typical intransitive to a typical transitive
construction. Second, all languages with any kind of morphological causativization permit morphological causativization of unaccusative verbs (see also
3

The label “prototype” is here defined as a construction displaying the highest number
of features potentially relevant to defining the notion in question. This is in line with
Shibatani’s definition of the passive prototype (see Shibatani 1985: 837). Whether this
kind of construction is also the most frequent one across languages is not relevant to the
discussion here.
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Bugenhagen 1995: 174; Rice 2000: 199), while morphological causativization of
other verb classes may be more restricted in nature (see e.g. Nedjalkov &
Sil’nitskij 1969; Song 1996: 174f). The definitions below do not substantially add
to our understanding of causativization, but it is necessary to spell out the
features relevant to the following discussion.

2.2. Formal features
Agent introduction and changes in verb morphology are both recognized
features of causativization, and they are characteristic of causativization
irrespective of the valency of the underlying verb (see e.g. Comrie 1975: 2).
However, as already noted, the discussion will focus on causativization of
(unaccusative) intransitive verbs, and clauses involving this kind of verb. An
example was provided in (1a,b) from Turkish, and another example is found in
(3):
Finnish (personal knowledge)
(3)
a.
ikkuna
hajo-si
window:NOM
break-3SG:PAST
‘a window broke’
b.
henkilö
hajo-tt-i
person:NOM
break-CAUS-3SG:PAST
‘a person broke a window’

ikkuna-n

window-ACC

(3a) exemplifies the canonical intransitive clause pattern of Finnish. The clause
has one argument bearing nominative case marking, and the verb is
morphologically unmarked for valency. (3b) illustrates the causativized
counterpart of (3a); the verb bears a causative affix, which increases verb
valency by one. The introduced external causer (agent) occupies the subject slot
– characterized by the nominative marking and the ability to trigger verbal
agreement – while the subject of (3a) is in the accusative and consequently
serves as the direct object of (3b). With regard to argument marking, (3b)
corresponds to the basic transitive clause pattern of Finnish. The only (minor)
difference is that (3b) illustrates a derived transitive construction.
To summarize: the causative prototype, as it is to be understood in this
paper, can be FORMALLY defined as follows:
1. The verb is overtly marked as a causativized verb by attaching a causative
morpheme (such as an affix) to it.
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2. The valency of the affected verb increases from 1 to 2. The introduced agent
argument occupies the subject slot (i.e. the agent usually occurs in the
nominative or the ergative case depending on the basic alignment of the
language), while the subject of the underlying clause surfaces as a direct
object (in the accusative or in the absolutive).
3. Prototypical causativization produces constructions that correspond
formally to the basic transitive construction of the language in question.
Depending on the language, the construction is usually either a NOM-ACC
or an ERG-ABS-construction (or ERG-ACC in some cases).

2.3. Semantic features
The introduction of an external causer (agent) into events also constitutes the
central semantic feature of prototypical causativization (see also Shibatani
1976b: 1–2; Kemmer & Verhagen 1994: 117–119). Events denoted by
causativized clauses have an external causer lacking in the underlying
intransitive event (see Shibatani 1976b: 1–2). This is the primary difference
between causativized and non-causativized clauses regardless of the number of
arguments in the underlying clause (see Comrie 1975:1–2).
Causativization of unaccusative verbs, and the causation of events denoted
by these verbs, is here taken as the starting point for defining the causative
prototype semantically (see also Lakoff 1987: 54f). The most important reason
for this lies in the degree of (semantic) transitivization associated with this
4
causativization type. All features of high semantic transitivity apart from
patient affectedness are lacking in a spontaneously occurring event, such as ‘The
ice melted’, whereas they are parts of the event denoted by a causativized clause,
such as ‘The professor melted the ice’. Since the underlying event involves an
affected patient, the introduction of the agent thus produces a canonical
transitive event. This is evident also in (3). The event described in (3a) has only
one participant, which undergoes a visible change of state (from being intact to
being broken), and the event is viewed as occurring spontaneously without a
salient causer/agent. In (3b), on the other hand, the introduced agent is
conceived of as directly causing the change of state in the patient. The patient
4

The term “semantic transitivity” is in this paper understood as a multilayered notion,
comprising such features as agency, affectedness of the patient and definiteness (see e.g.
Hopper & Thompson 1980). “Valency”, on the other hand, is used when referring to the
number of arguments a verb can (maximally) take.

Brought to you by | Helsinki University Main Library
Authenticated
Download Date | 10/17/18 1:33 PM

74

Seppo Kittilä

undergoes the same change of state as in (3a), but in (3b) the change of state is
induced externally by a salient agent (see e.g. Lakoff 1987: 54; Givón 1995: 76).
Causativized unaccusative clauses denote semantically transitive events instead
of intransitive events.
The causative prototype can be SEMANTICALLY defined as follows (see also
Lakoff 1987: 54f; Dixon 2000: 77 for similar prototypes):
1. In the causative prototype, an external causer (agent) is added to an
intransitive event denoted by the underlying intransitive clause.
2. All features of agency are introduced into the causativized clause. This
means that the agent’s participation in the resulting event is volitional,
controlled and purposeful, and the agent is clearly the primary cause of the
event in question; the event would not have occurred if the agent had not
induced it. The agent also targets its action directly at the patient and it is
the aim of the agent to cause a change of state in the patient.
3. The agent introduction produces a prototypical transitive event involving a
salient cause (agent) and a salient effect (patient). In canonical cases, the
agent is fully unaffected by the event in which it partakes, while the patient
is thoroughly affected and thus registers the effect of the described event.
Causativization does not have any major consequences for the affectedness
of the patient.

3. A typology of non-valency increasing causatives
3.1. Preliminaries
In this section I will examine three types of non-valency increasing causatives.
These are distinguished using semantic and formal criteria. Similarities with and
differences from the causative prototype, as defined in §2, are illustrated in
Figure 1.
Arg+
Part+
Ag+
Causative prototype
+
+
+
Covert causativization
–
+
+
Agentivization
–
–
+
Transitivization
–
–
–
Figure 1. The causativization continuum, from causative prototype to least canonical
instances

