
Malagasy Participant Nominalizations: A Structural Account 
 
This paper present evidence from Malagasy supporting the implementation of structures of 
different sizes in the derivation of agentive and instrumental nominalizations. The use of similar 
forms for agentive and instrumental nominalizations is a cross-linguistic tendency (Comrie & 
Thompson, 1985). In Malagasy both these nominalizations use the Active Voice (AV) form of 
the verb, i.e. the form associated with the promotion of the external argument (1.b). The agentive 
nominalization can be formed by either adding the definite determiner ny in front of a clausal 
string containing a finite verb in AV-form (1.c), or by prefixing the AV-form of the verb with 
mp- (1.d). This latter form is interpreted exclusively as [+HUMAN]. The instrumental 
nominalization, is formed by prefixing f- to the AV-form (1.e). Only the agentive 
nominalizations allow for independent expression of the internal argument (2.a-2.b). This 
internal argument is marked with accusative case, morphologically realized when replacing the 
DP with a pronoun which is inflected for case (2.c). Furthermore, both agentive nominalizations 
always imply an event. More specifically mp- nominalizations have either an episodic or a 
habitual interpretation depending on the context while clausal nominalizations force exclusively 
an episodic reading. On the other hand, expression of the internal argument is not possible with 
the instrumental nominalizations (2.d) unless the argument forms a compound with the verb 
(2.e.). Furthermore, in these nominalizations no event is implied (a ‘needle’ is interpreted as 
‘something one sews with’; no event of ‘sewing’ has necessarily taken place).  
 
The above facts can be captured if we assume three distinct attachment sites for nominalizers of 
AV verbs in Malagasy. The verbal domain is assumed to have a number of aspectual layers that 
project between VP-shells:  
 
[CP [ …(1) …[TP [T … (2)… [EVENTP [ EVENT [vP [ v [ASPECTP [ASPECT… (3)… [VP [V NP]]]]]]]]]]] 

 
There is a low ASPECTP where the internal argument of the verb is case-licensed. If this level is 
not available, the internal argument cannot be licensed and it can only appear incorporated on the 
verbal head forming a compound. There is also a higher EVENTP where the external argument is 
licensed. Following van Hout & Roeper (1998), it is proposed that when the nominalizer attaches 
immediately above VP (position (3) in the structure), the nominal can only denote an instrument 
and does not imply an event. Furthermore, the internal argument cannot be licensed and it is 
allowed to surface only in a verb-object compound. When the nominalizer attaches immediately 
above EVENTP (position (2) in the structure), the nominal is obligatorily interpreted as the Agent 
([+HUMAN]) of the entailed event. Since this attachment site encloses a lower ASPECTP the 
internal argument of the verb can be licensed in the specifier of ASPECTP, and appear marked 
with accusative case. The attachment site is below tense and thus mp- nominals are unspecified 
for tense/aspect. However, episodic meanings of these nominals can become available if forced 
by the context (3).  Finally, clausal nominalizations contain an event projection and a tense 
projection (note the past tense marking in (2.a)) and thus force an interpretation of the event as 
anchored in time, giving rise to an episodic reading. In these cases we can assume a null 
nominalizer/complementizer merging above TP (position (1) in the structure) and projecting a 
relative clause structure, as in Kayne (1994). It is proposed that all three nominalizations can be 
unified under the [DP [D [CP]]] structure assumed for clausal nominalizations. Evidence supporting 
this assumption comes from the fact that the verbal form in these nominalizations is identical to 
the form of the verb when the external argument is relativized in the language.  



1.  a. Root:     zaitra     ‘sewing’    
b. Active Voice:  m-an-jaitra   ‘to sew’  
       EV-AV-sew   
c. Agentive1:   ny manjaitra  ‘the sewer’  (episodic reading) 
d. Agentive2:   mpanjaitra    ‘tailor’   (episodic or habitual meaning)   
e. Instrumental:  fanjaitra    ‘needle’  (instrument used habitually to sew)   

 
2.  a. nahita ny  nanjaitra   ny  lamban-dRabe  aho 
   saw  the PST.AV.sew the clothes.GEN.Rabe I 
   ‘I saw the one who sewed Rabe’s clothes’ (episodic reading) 
 
  b. nahita ny  mpanjaitra  ny lamba aho 
   saw  the tailor   D clothes I 
   ‘I saw the tailor of the clothes’ (habitual reading) 
 

c. nahita ny  mpanjaitra  azy  aho 
   saw  the tailor    3.ACC I 
   ‘I saw the tailor of it’  
 
  d.* nahita ny   f-an-jaitra    ny lamba aho 
    saw  the  NML-AV-sew  D clothes I 
   ‘I saw the instrument used to sew clothes with’  
 
  e. nahita ny  f-a-mono    (*ny)  vato  aho 
   saw  the NML-AV-break   D  rock  I 
   ‘I saw the instrument used to break rocks’ 
 
3.   sosotra  ny  mp-an-deha  t-any    Antsirabe fa … 
   frustrated  D  NML-AV-go  PST-there  Antsirabe because… 
   ‘The ones that were going to Antsirabe were frustrated because…’ 
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