
Ergativity in Tongan 
 

by 
 

Yuko Otsuka 
 

Linacre College, University of Oxford  
 submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Trinity Term 2000 
 
 
 
` 

Abstract 
 
 
 
In  an  ergative  case system, the subject of an intransitive verb (S) and the object of a 
transitive verb (O) receive the same case, absolutive (ABS), while the subject of a 
transitive verb (A) receives a special case, ergative (ERG). Given the Principles and 
Parameters approach (Chomsky and Lasnik 1993), ergative case marking should be 
derived from a UG parameter. The objective of this thesis is to postulate such a 
parameter that can account for various case-related phenomena. 
 
In Tongan, an ergative pattern exists also at the syntactic level: S and O are treated as 
equivalent in some syntactic operations such as relativisation and coordination. I 
propose that this arises because ERG is a structural case associated with a structural 
position [Spec, Agrs]. Following Chomsky (1993), I assume that a structural case is 
assigned by feature checking in a Spec-head configuration. I also assume that only one 
Agr can be active in intransitive constructions: Agrs in accusative languages and Agro 
in ergative languages (Bobaljik 1993). However, the current approach differs from the 
standard account in that case features [ERG/NOM] and [ABS/ACC] are considered to 
be intrinsic to Agr(s), and not T and V. In effect, each case is associated with a unique 
structural position: ERG with [Spec, Agrs], ABS with [Spec, Agro] and Null with 
[Spec, TP]. The Tongan data show that syntactic ergativity arises because the relevant 
syntactic rules are sensitive to these structural positions. 
 
There are also some phenomena in which S and A are treated as equivalent. I argue 
that such an accusative pattern arises in ergative languages when a syntactic rule is 
sensitive to theta-role. The accusative case system demonstrates relative stability 
because the contrast between the internal argument (O) and the external arguments 
(S/A) happens to show the same pattern. This hypothesis is also supported by the 
Tongan data. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Acknowledgement 
 

 
 
 
 
 
First and foremost, my profound gratitude shall go to my supervisor, James 
Higginbotham, for his invaluable advice and encouragement. He taught me how to 
think critically and helped put my incoherent ideas into a thesis. I am also deeply 
grateful to Gillian Ramchand for being an excellent teacher.  
 
I owe special thanks to many other people. First, to Katrina Hayward and William 
O’Grady for reading the early draft and making many helpful suggestions. I am 
indebted to Charles Randriamasimanana, who answered my questions regarding 
Malagasy with incredible efficiency and patience. Special thanks also go to Anoop 
Mahajan, Albert Schütz, Michael Forman and Lawrence Reid for sharing their 
expertise. Hisashi Morita is thanked for his comments.  
 
Acknowledgement goes out to the following individuals, who enthusiastically helped 
me with Tongan: ‘Aisea Hingano, Ingrit Hoeft, Popua Mafi, Mailei, Manu Puloka, 
Siosifa Hopo Teumohenga, Ilifileti Tovo, Tupou Vi’inga, Fatima, Winston Halapua, 
‘Ana and especially Lakai Koloamatangi, Lile Fifita, and Saluni Mafi for many 
discussions. In particular, I am grateful to ‘Alisi  Mataele Fineasi for being a 
wonderful friend. Special thanks are also due to Naoko Matahira Afeaki, Mana Latu, 
and Don and Norie Blanks, for facilitating my field research. I would like to thank 
Vehitau, Melenaite, Viliami, Tali and Lepa Hafoka for providing a loving home for 
me in Vava’u. 
 
My research was partly funded by the Matsushita International Foundation (grant 99-
351). I am also grateful to the Linacre House Trust and the University of Oxford for 
helping me continue my research through the time of hardships. 
 
Finally, my deepest personal thanks to my parents, Yoko and Takeshi Otsuka, and 
sisters, Setsuko and Hisako, for their constant love and support. I am very thankful to 
my friends: especially, Kritsadarat Wattanasuwan and Oduor Oloo for their 
inspirational friendship and emotional support.  
 
 


	Ergativity in Tongan
	
	Yuko Otsuka
	Linacre College, University of Oxford




