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Chapter 7
Nonreferential subjects with Intransitive and Transitive Verbs:
The Impersonal Construction
1. Introduction

Nahuatl is characterized by nonreferential markers that, nevertheless, communicate the +human or ‑human nature of the argument (be it object, as explored in the previous chapter, or subject, as will be explored in the present chapter). As was seen, however, though the general association is of tla- with a nonhuman object there are cases (e.g., the verb tlacholo:ltia, ‘to elope with a maiden’) in which an ostensibly -human nonreferential object marker (tla-) implies a human. There seems to be no such potential ambiguity with the marker -lo, which apparently always indicates a human nonreferential subject.



This chapter explores impersonal (subjectless) constructions, starting with those that are associated with verbs that are by nature impersonal (such as kiawi ‘it rains’) and then proceeding to discuss those that involve the use of nonreferential subject markers on intransitive and, finally, transitive verbs. In both intransitives and transitives, the nonreferential subject markers focus attention on the occurrence of the verbal predicative event by backgrounding the participants. 

2. Impersonal verbs
Nonderived impersonal verbs are here defined as verbs that, in the analysis followed here, have no semantic or grammatical subject. They comprise only verbs that refer to weather phenomena and have the following characteristics:
· they exist only in the 3rd-person singular

· they cannot themselves take a nonreferential subject (e.g., tla- or -lo)

· they are nonreferential in that only the predicate event and not a subject may be referred to

· their valency cannot be increased (i.e., they cannot accept a causative or applicative construction)

There are few such verbs and all refer to whether phenomena:
· to:na

it is hot

· se:wa

it is cold

· yeye:ka

it is windy


Apart from the above, impersonal verbs are formed by decreasing the valency of intransitives and transitives. Each is dealt with, in turn, in the following two sections.

3. Intransitive verbs and nonreferential subjects

3.1 Semantics
Referential subject markers are so called because the subject of the predicate can be referred to in following discourse. This is true even when the reference (e.g., in 3rd person) is to a nonspecific entity (e.g., one that it not known to either speaker or addressee):


Yekah o:mik, mo:stla kito:kaseh!


Someone died, tomorrow they will bury him/her!

In the preceding the speaker may know that someone has died (e.g., through a particular pattern to the ringing of church bells that can be heard throughout the village) but not know who died. Nevertheless, this unknown person can be the object of the following clause: ‘Tomorrow they will bury him/her’. In this sense the subject of o:mik is referential.


Note, however, the difference when a nonreferential subject is used:


?O:mikilo:k, mo:stla kito:kaseh!


?There was death, tomorrow they will bury him/her.

This phrase is generally considered to be ungrammatical. The reason is that o:mikilo:k refers exclusively to the action (predicate) and specifically avoids reference to the subject. Thus the subject cannot be referred to in a following clause. However, the effects of the predicate event can be referred to:


O:mikilo:k, mo:stla te:to:kalo:s.


There was death, tomorrow there will be a burial.


The other nonreferential subject marker is tla-. Note that the nonreferential subject prefix tla- is used in this function only with intransitive verbs. It is not to be confused with the nonreferential object marker tla-, which is used as an object of transitive verbs (discussed in a following chapter). The nonreferential subject marker tla- is used when the unexpressed subject is known to be a nonhuman (usually inanimate). Compare the following:


Wa:ki noxo:chiw, nika:te:ki:s.


My flower is drying up, I’m going to water it.


Tlawa:ki, ma kiawi.


There is a drought, I hope it rains.


Nonreferential subject markers, therefore, create a discourse situation where the subject of an intransitive verbal predicate is not mentioned, although information as to whether this subject is human or nonhuman is introduced. If we consider that an intransitive verb has a subject and a predicate, then a nonreferential subject mentions only the predicate, i.e., that the verbal event takes place (has taken place, will take place, etc.). 


Because the impersonals of intransitive verbs (sometimes called impersonal passives) only refer to the event, they are often translated by nonverbal forms and liberty should be taken in the translation. It is often erroneous to translate using ‘someone’ or ‘something/things’ as these subjects are not nonreferential. If for lack of a better solution such terms are used in translation it should be remembered that they cannot be referred to in following clauses. Thus perhaps for want of a better solution one would translate o:mikilo:k (the past tense of mikilo, from miki ‘s/he dies’) as ‘someone died’, but that ‘someone’ cannot be referred to. Note that even a translation of ‘there has been a death’ is problematic as o:mikilo:k says nothing about number. An accurate though awkward translation would be ‘death has occurred’.


Thus intransitive verbs are made impersonal through the use of one of two nonreferential subject affixes (but never both in unison):
 



tla-
referring to nonhuman subjects, unusually inanimate



-lo
referring to human subjects


If we consider that an intransitive verb represents an event in which a subject participates in a verbal predicative event, then the impersonal construction removes this subject from discourse and leaves the verbal event itself. 


Constructions with -lo indicate the occurrence of an intransitive verbal event that involves human subjects. These nonreferential subjects are neither overtly expressed (rather, they are only implied) nor are they available as discourse topics. Additionally, the Nahuatl impersonal gives no indication of number (thus when they are glossed, no number, e.g., sg or pl, should be indicated). Note the following:

	O:mikilo:k, machisti ya: tlatsili:ni.
	There has been a death (e.g., in the village) it is known because there is bell ringing 

	Ne:si nika:n nemilo.
	It appears that there is some inhabitation here 



The fact that number is not indicated is evidenced by the following exchange, which is typical:



O:mikilo:k


There has been a death.



— ¿A:kino:n o:mik?

Who died?



Se: toma:noh, xtiki:xmati.
An elder in the village, you don’t know him.



O:mikilo:k


There has been a death.



— ¿A:kino:n o:mik?

Who died?



Miak, o:tepexiw ka:rroh
.
A lot (of people), a car went over a cliff.


Given that number is not indicated, the parse and gloss should avoid any such reference:



o:mikilo:k



o:-miki-lo:-k



compl-to.die-NRefHumS-perfv  (not perfv.sg or perfv.pl)


O:mikilo:k, nemilo, and any other impersonal of an intransitive verb is deemed to be true even if only one person participated in the event as subject. The only limitation is that the unexpressed subject must be human.

Note also that the impersonal form of intransitive verbs may be used with a specific, but nonreferential subject. For example, in a household where someone has just died, one household member might say to another, who is being sent to the church to advise that the bells should be rung to announce a death:

	¡Xkihli:ti Juan ya: o:mikilo:k. ¡Xkihli:ti ma tlatsili:ni!
	Go tell Juan that there has been a death. Go tell him to ring the church bell!



The identity of the recently deceased is clearly known to both the speaker and addressee. By using a nonreferential subject marker in stating the message to be communicated to Juan, the speaker is acknowledging that the bell-ringer needs only to know that there has been a death in the village. The identity of the person who died is incidental to the desired effect: the ringing of the bells. Thus, in this case, the nonreferential subject is, in fact, specific. Other options would not be used except in special circumstances. Thus ¡Xkihli:ti Juan ya: yo:mik Jorge! (‘Tell Juan that Jorge has died!’) would be appropiate only if Juan knew Jorge and was perhaps expecting his death. Another option, ¡Xkihli:ti Juan ya: yakah o:mik! (‘Tell Juan that someone died’) might be used, but would definitely be unusual given the availability of the impersonal.

Given that -lo refers exclusively to the predicate intransitive verbal event, often the sequence ka:n (where) or a similar adverbial + impersonal (from either an intransitive or transitive verb) is used to indicate a the place where a given action occurs (a locative noun). Thus:


Nika:n ki:salo.

Here is the exit (i.e., place where people emerge)


¿Ka:no:n tlakwa:lo?

Where is the dining area? (i.e., place where people eat)


In addition to forms with -lo, a second intransitive impersonal construction exists, using the prefix tla- (nonreferential nonhuman subject). This use of tla- with an intransitive should not be confused with its use as a nonreferential nonhuman object marker with transitives. Two basic facts of tla- are important to remember:

· intransitive verbs with tla- often refer to a natural phenomenon

· intransitive verbs with tla- often have a culturally determined meaning that is not transparent from the meaning of the verb itself (in this sense they are similar to the context-independent, culturally determined meanings of nonreferential objects or object deletion with transitives).
Note the following:

· tlane:si

it is dawn
· cf. ne:si ‘it appears’
· tlaki:sa

it is the end of the rainy season
· cf. ki:sa ‘it emerges or goes away’; in this case, the rains; cf. ki:sa a:tl ‘the rain stops’
· tlakose:wi
plants (particularly maize plants) are turning yellow (from lack of rain)
· cf. kose:wi ‘it turns yellow’
· tlachi:chipi:ni
it is drizzling lightly
· cf. chipi:ni ‘it drips’
· tlachi:chi:le:wi
it is dawn (from the sky is turning red)

· cf. chi:chi:le:wi ‘it turns red’
· tlamoxte:mi
it is cloudy (this verb is only heard in the impersonal)

· cf. mox- ‘cloud’ and te:mi ‘to fill up’
· tlaxo:tla
it is scorching

· cf. xo:tla ‘it gets red hot’

· tlapili:ni
there is a withering of plants all over (from a drought)

· cf. pili:ni ‘it withers (a plant) from lack of water’

· wa:htlapolihtiw it comes along getting blurry/lost (i.e., a heavy rain coming along through the hills, obscuring them as the rain intensifies)

· cf. poliwi ‘it gets lost


One significant difference between -lo and tla- constructions is that the latter is more prone to have a nontransparent, culturally specific meaning.
3.2 Morphology
The suffix -lo is added to the future stem of the intransitive verb (these stems will be presented and discussed in chapter 9; see Appendix 4). Most intransitive verbs are class 3 or class 4 and as such have a future stem that does not vary from the lexical stem::


Class 3 verbs




tsikwi:ni (it skips)
→
tsikwi:nilo




kochi (he sleeps)
→
kochilo




miki (he dies)

→
mikilo




wetska (he laughs)
→
wetskalo


Class 4 verbs:




tlai (he drinks)

→
tlai:lo




sokiowa

→
sokiowalo




cho:ka


→
chokalo


In many variants of Nahuatl (but not in Oapan) a stem that has /s/ as its last consonant palatalizes IT to /x/ before the impersonal -lo. Thus in Ameyaltepec:




asi (he arrives here)
→
axi:lo (cf. Oapan asilo)



tisi (she grinds corn)
→
tixi:lo (cf. Oapan tisilo)

Ameyaltepec also manifests lengthening of final /i/ in a few cases (as noted in the previous two examples involving palatalization ). The same occurs in the following forms:




kochi


→
kochi:lo




miki


→
miki:lo

Again, Oapan is different and shows no vowel lengthening in the above forms. 

Finally, note that when the verb stem includes the verb i (to imbibe) the /i/ is underlyingly long. All verbs that include this root manifest lengthening (the future stem), both in Oapan and Ameyaltepec, as well as other variants:




tlai (he drinks)


→
tlai:lo




po:ki (he smokes)

→
po:ki:lo




a:tli (he drinks water)

→
a:tli:lo


The prefixation of tla- also manifests some stem changes. The most important is that an initial epenthetic (i.e., supportive) /i/ is lost after tla-. In general an epenthetic /i/ is found before CC stem-initial sequences (e.g., ixwa ‘to sprout’). 




ixwa

it sprouts




tlaxwa

there is sprouting (or, plants sprout up all over)
3.3. The -wa impersonal

In the past Balsas Nahuatl manifested the use of -wa, instead of -lo, with intransitive impersonals. This same suffix, -wa, is found in many other dialects including Classical. For example, in Ameyaltepec in the 1980s certain older speakers still occasionally used -wa with verbs that end in -Ci, e.g. kochiwa instead of kochilo, or mikiwa instead of mikilo. These forms with -wa are no longer recognized by younger speakers. Ameyaltepec Nahuatl has shifted, probably from a situation in which both -wa and -lo were utilized, to one in which -lo predominates to the virtual exclusion of -wa. Interestingly, we can get idea of the recentness of this change by a name given to a place just on the outskirts of town. During the time of the Mexican Revolution or shortly thereafter (i.e. sometime during the second decade of this century) a corn thief was caught in Ameyaltepec. He was were executed at the edge of town and the place were he died has been called ka:n o:mikiwak, literally, ‘where people died’ or ‘where there was dying’ ever since. The utilization of ‑wa at a not-so-distint time in the past suggests that the complete shift to ‑lo is a relatively recent phenomenon in Ameyaltepec.


In Oapan -wa has not been documented. Perhaps asking older speakers would reveal that this impersonal construction was used in the past, but this has not yet been done.


Finally, in Ahuelicán, a village close to Oapan both geographically and historically (they both having once been part of the same subvariant) -wa is still extensively used. The extent of its use remains a topic for further reasearch, but it has been documented both with intransitive (tekitiwa ‘there is working’) and transitives (te:pahti:wa, ‘there is curing’).
3.4 Oblique expression of backgrounded subject
As has already been seen with the antipassive, the impersonal constructions may also take an oblique reference to the subject or object. With intransitives, of course, only the subject is available for such expression. Note the following:

	impersonal with tla- or -lo       +
	ika (Am) / ya: (Oa)    +
	noun (backgrounded subject)


From an example documented in Ameyaltepec:

Sa: tlatsitsikwikatok ika michin. Miák. Sa: kanaktsi:n a:tl. (Am)


(The pond) is just jumping with fish. There are a lot. The water has receded to such a point that it is very shallow.

From an example documented in Oapan:


Ta tlatlakochi ya:n to:to:meh


There is sleeping all over with birds (i.,e., birds have settled down for sleep all over the countryside).


Tsitsikwika is the frequentative (see chap. xx) of tsikwi:ni. As both this phrase and Ta tlatlakochi ya:n to:to:meh demonstrate, activities associated with animals in which the specificity of the subject is not prioritized can easily be expressed through an impersonal with the tla- prefix (indicating that a given action with a nonhuman subject takes place) and a peripheral, obliquely expressed argument (indicating the entities that are involved in the verbal event). 


The oblique construction mentioned above is similar to a subordinate adverbial clause, which also uses ya: / ika after an impersonal. In these constructions the subordinate clause may communicate the reason associated with the action:


Tlatsili:ni ya: o:mikilo:k (Oa)


tla-tsili:ni-ø ya: o:-miki-lo:-k


impers-to.ring.out-pres subord/cause compl-to.die-impers-prerfv


There is church-bell ringing because there has been a death


This construction, which involves an impersonal + ya: / ika + noun, parallels that of the antipassive, in which the object is demoted to a peripheral position and the verb is detransitivized to an intransitive. Compare the following:

	a) Kikwa nakatl.
	b) Tlakwa ya: nakatl.

	c) Kochih to:to:meh.
	d) Tlatlakochi ya: to:to:meh.



The second (b) construction (antipassive) shows the detransitivization of a transitive verb (V2→V1) and the peripheral expression of what was the object (core argument). The second construction (which has not been named in the literature) involves the detransitivization of an intransitive verb (V1→V0) and the peripheral expression of what was the subject (core argument). In both case valency is decreased and the peripheral noun is the argument that has been removed from core position.


Incorporation or compounding may also play a role in defining the backgrounded participants in the impersonal event. Thus one finds the term mihka:tlatsili:ni ‘for the village church bell to toll for a dead person.’ The incorporated mihka: can either be considered a participle form (the participal of miki is mihka:) or an incorporated noun (cf. mihka:tsi:ntli, ‘a deceased person,’ with the reverential ending ‑tsi:ntli). Since subject incorporation is rare, perhaps the best interpretation is that the initial element mihka:- is a verbal participle, here functioning adverbially to modify the impersonal predicate, giving the reason for its occurrence. 


The construction mihka:tlatsili:ni is interesting in that the incorporated participle or nominal stem, mihka:, occurrs before the nonreferential subject prefix tla-. Thus mihka:tlatsili:ni is best analyzed as an incorporated element preceding a impersonal verb formed by tla+intransitive. In other words, tla- in this case is part of a derivational morphological process that creates a new impersonal verb stem, to which a participle or nominal stem may be prefixed..
4. The impersonal and transitivite or ditransitive verbs
4.1 Semantics

Up to now, the derivation of impersonal verbs in Nahuatl has been limited to intransitives, which can form impersonals with either the -lo suffix (for human agents) or the tla- prefix (for nonhuman subjects, often patientive). However, impersonals can also be formed from transitive and ditransitive verbs. In these cases all core arguments must be nonreferential. That is, a subject cannot be nonreferential (impersonal) unless the object or objects are as well. Transitive verbs use te:-, tla-, and no- for nonreferential objects: human, nonhuman, and reflexive, respectively.
 Ditransitive verbs create nonreferentiality through the combination of two nonreferential prefixes—e.g., te:- and tla-, in the order: te:tla‑. Once the valency of the transitive or ditransitive verb has been reduced to one (effectively an intransitive verb), the impersonal subject may be added, as it would be for any intransitive verb. Some examples follow, first of transitive and then of ditransitives.
Transitives → impersonals

	kwa ‘to eat’
	tlakwa:lo ‘there is eating’

	ki:xtia ‘to remove or take out’
	te:ki:xti:lo ‘there is removal of people’

	tla:lia ‘to place down’
	notla:li:lo ‘people are sitting down’

	tsakwa ‘to close’
	tlatsakwalo ‘people have closed things  (e.g., a store) up’

	sawa ‘to fast’
	nosawalo ‘there is fasting’

	pale:wia ‘to help’
	te:pale:wi:lo ‘people help others out’


Note the following uses of the above:

	O:mikilo:k, yo: ya: tlakwa:lo.
	There has been a death, that’s why there is a wake (with people eating).

	O:pe:w te:ki:xti:lo ya: o:pe:w nokwala:ni:lo.
	People have started to be removed because they have started to get angry with each other.

	Nika:n notla:li:lo:s.
	People will sit down here.

	O:tlatsakwalo:k, xok tlakowalo.
	The building (here a store) has been shut up and closed, no one is shopping anymore.

	Mo:stla nosawalo:s.
	Tomorrow there will be fasting.

	Nocha:n milá: te:palewi:lo.
	Where I live people really help out.


Ditransitives → impersonals

	maka ‘to give’
	te:tlamakalo ‘things are given away’

	kwaltia ‘to feed’
	te:tlakwalti:lo ‘people are fed’


And note the following uses of the above:

	Onte:tlamakalo:s.
	People will go to take meals to others (e.g., working in the fields or hills).

	Te:tlakwalti:lo, nona:mihti:lo.
	There is a feast (feeding of people), there is a marriage.


Impersonal verbs derived from transitives and ditransitives always use a nonreferential human subject, -lo. This is not surprising given that Nahuatl favors a human, volitional agent in transitive situations. The following table shows the possiblities of nonreferential subjects with transitive verbs.
	Both arguments nonreferential

	Subject
	Object
	Verbal structure

	Nonreferential human
	
	Nonreferential human
	
	te:pale:wi:lo
	People help people

	Nonreferential human
	
	
	Nonreferential nonhuman
	tlayekwani:lo
	People move things



A nonhuman transitive agent cannot be made nonreferential given that -lo is limited to human nonreferential subjects. When an event that affects nonreferential objects, one must employ syntactic structures such as passive constructions or the impersonal of a patientive intransitive. With patientive intransitives, even though there is no expressed agent, the agent is implied by the patientive nature of the subject of the intransitive verb. In effect such an impersonal construction suggests a nonreferential agent (unexpressed) acting on a nonreferential patient (the nonreferential subject of the patientive intransitive verb):

tlawa:ki

things get dried up (e.g., by the sun or other inanimate agent; the nonreferential subject of the verb tlawa:ki is, in fact, a semantic patient)

Finally, another result of the fact that impersonals derived from transitives only use -lo, which is restrcited to human nonreferential subject is that there is no easy way to express the idea that unspecified animals are engaged in an action. To overcome this lexical gap 3rd-person plural forms are used with animate, non-human implied subjects: Tlakwakwah  (or tlâ:kwah)  yo:lka:meh (Oa) ‘animals are grazing’. This construction is not, however, nonreferential but rather simply nonspecific. That is, the speaker can continue the discourse mentioning the subject: Tlâ:kwah yo:lka:meh, xa:tlih.
4.2 Morphology
In all four verb classes, the -lo suffix is added to the future stem of the verb. Transitive verbs are mostly class 2 although some are class 3 and 4 (see Appendix 4 and chapter xx). There are only three class 1 stems: kwa (to eat), ma:ma (to carry on ones back), and ma (to seize, e.g, in hunting), these three verbs are all transitive and all lengthen the final vowel for the “future” stem.

The significance of the impersonal forms is that a human agent (at least one, but often many) affects a nonreferential and often nonspecified patient in the manner indicated by the verbal predicate. In other words, the predicate event occurs with a human or human agents acting on patients that may be human (if te:- is used), nonhuman (of tla- is used), or reflexive (if no- is used). Note the following examples:

Class 1 verbs




kwa (to eat)

→
tlakwa:lo (there is eating)

Class 2a




tla:lia (to set down)
→
notla:li:lo (people sit down)

Class 2b




polowa (to lose)
→
tlapolo:lo (things get lost [by people])


Class 3




pi:tsa (to blow through
→
tlapi:tsalo (music is played by a band)



     or on)

Class 4



mo:tla (to shoot)
→
te:mo:tlalo (there is shooting [at people]) 
4.3 Oblique expression of backgrounded subject

The same type of oblique expression of objects occurs with nonreferential subjects as with the antipassive. Thus



nitlakwa ya: nakatl

I have a meal that includes meat

becomes




tlakwa:lo ya: nakatl

There is a meal (people eat a meal) that includes meat
5. Summary
The sensitivity of Nahuatl to the distinction between specific and nonspecific (nonreferential) arguments is manifested in the ways in which specificity can combine in regards to the two arguments in a transitive verbal predication. The following tables present a schematic vision of the limitations that Nahuatl grammar imposes on various combinations of agent and patient marking on verbs in which the relevant parameters are specific vs. nonreferential and human vs. nonhuman. The shaded boxes represent combinations that cannot be directly marked on the transitive verb with nonreferential affixes and must instead be realized in ways (e.g., through reflexives or through intransitive verbs) that do not rely exclusively on these nonreferential pronominal arguments marked on the verb. Many such forms involve the impersonal suffix -lo, which will be discussed in chapter 8.

Table 6.2

Argument Structure of Transitive Verbs

(Ameyaltepec forms)

6.2a: Both arguments specific

	Both arguments specific



	Agent
	Object
	Verb structure

	Specific human
	
	Specific human
	
	nimitspale:wia
	I help you

	Specific human
	
	
	Specific nonhuman
	nike:kchi:wa un kahli
	I build that house

	
	Specific nonhuman
	Specific human
	
	ne:chamana tlatsotsonalistli
	The music bothers me

	
	Specific nonhuman
	
	Specific nonhuman
	kipa:tsowa a:tl
	The water gets it wet


The preceding table shows that there are no restrictions in Nahuatl on overt expression of agent and object when both are specific. That is, any combination can be expressed. The following table demonstrates the same lack of constrains when the agent is specific and the object is nonspecific (or nonreferential).

6.2b: Specific agent and nonspecific object

	Referential agent/nonreferential patient



	Agent
	Object
	Verb structure

	Referential human
	
	Nonreferential

human
	
	nite:pale:wia
	I help people

	Referential human
	
	
	Nonreferential nonhumam
	nitlayekchi:wa
	I build things

	
	Referential nonhuman
	Nonreferential

human
	 
	te:pasolowa tlatsotsonalistli
	The music bothers people

	
	Referential nonhuman
	
	Nonreferential nonhuman
	tlapa:tsowa a:tl
	Water gets things wet 


Figure 7.1a

Figure 7.1b
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pred.: laugh








patient: seeds





implied cause





pred.: sprout


























� For a recent innovation in this regard in Oapan, see the end of this chapter.


� Note that tla- can occur as a nonreferential object marker along with -lo as a nonreferential subject marker as long as the verb is  transitive, e.g., tlakwa:lo ‘there is eating’.


� In Classical Nahuatl the corresponding prefixes were te:-, tla-, and ne- (for the reflexive).






