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Abstract 

This study aims to describe the causative constructions in modern standard Arabic (MSA) and discuss their 
analyses. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to discuss the causative constructions in MSA. This 
study shows that there are three different types of causatives in MSA: the lexical causative, the periphrastic 
causative, and the morphological causative. We discuss the three types of causatives in MSA and the associated 
thematic roles of arguments, especially the morphological causatives, where the number of arguments and their 
thematic roles are changed after the derivation. The role of the causee is always patient, and the role of the 
causer is always an agent of the event even if the basic verb requires a subject with a different role. The last 
section of this study presents a syntactic analysis of the three structures of causatives in MSA within the lexical 
functional grammar framework. 

Keywords: causatives, causer, causee, caused event  

1. Introduction 

Causative constructions usually contain two events, one of which causes the other. The agent of the first event 
usually forces or causes the subject of the second event to perform the event. As we will see in this study, there is 
more than one type of this structure. This study will discuss three types of causation: lexical causative, 
periphrastic causative, and morphological causative. We will show that the three types of causative 
constructions are possible in MSA. 

This study is divided into five sections: The first and last sections are an introduction and a conclusion. Section 2 
provides an overview of two important topics, causative constructions and argument structure. In the first 
subsection, we discuss the meaning of causation using some examples from the English language. This subsection 
differentiates between the three types of causative constructions: lexical, periphrastic, and morphological 
causatives, and we will argue that all three types are possible in MSA. In the first type, a verb gives a causative 
meaning based on its lexical meaning. In the second type, there are two verbs: The first gives the causative 
meaning and the second gives the result. The third type contains a causative verb derived from another verb. The 
second subsection explains the argument structure because this study will show the changes in thematic roles 
between the basic verb and the derived verb in the morphological causative construction. 

Section 3 discusses the three types of causative constructions in MSA and provides some examples of each type 
of causative in MSA. This section also discusses the arguments of causative verbs and the thematic roles of these 
arguments, focusing on the change in the arguments and their thematic roles in morphological causatives between 
the basic and derived form. This section discusses the types of verbs that have causative counterparts, and this 
discussion includes intransitive and transitive verbs. 

Section 4 discusses the syntactic analysis of causative constructions in MSA within the lexical functional 
grammar (LFG) framework. This study discusses three types of structures that illustrate causative constructions in 
MSA. The analysis of the three structures shows the syntactic differences between them and between the basic 
form and the derived form in morphological causative constructions. 

2. An Overview 

This section is divided into two subsections, the first of which provides an overview of causative constructions 
and shows the three structures of causation that will be discussed in MSA. The second subsection discusses the 
argument structure because we show the change in thematic roles between basic forms and derived forms when 
we discuss morphological causatives in MSA. 
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2.1 Causatives 

The following three examples illustrate the meaning of causative constructions: 

(1) a. John eats. 

b. Mary caused John to eat. 

c. Mary feeds John. 

The example in (1a) contains a single clause that has a simple event involving one argument, which is John (this 
predicate requires one argument in one use). The example in (1b) is different because it contains two clauses that 
show two events. The complement clause in this example describes the same event shown in (1a), which is John 
eats. The main clause in (1b) expresses a different event, in which Mary does an unspecified action to cause the 
event in the complement clause. There is a relationship between the two events in this example, and it is a 
causative relationship, meaning that the event in the complement clause is the result of the event in the main 
clause. The example in (1c) is similar to that in (1b) with some differences. Example (1c) indicates that Mary 
personally feeds John, whereas the example in (1b) is more appropriate if the event of eating is an indirect result 
of some action that was done by Mary. However, there is an overlap between the second and third sentences in 
that both imply a causative relationship between the two events. The causing event in both examples is something 
that was done by Mary, and the result is the event shown in the example (1a). 

Both examples in (1b) and (1c) illustrate causative constructions in English. A causative construction contains a 
complex situation involving two events, one of which is caused by another, or is the result of another. The name 
of the actor in the first event is the causer, while the argument enforced to do the second event is called the 
causee. Additionally, the event that is the result of the first event is called a caused event. 

The two examples in (1b) and (1c) illustrate that causative constructions differ in their grammatical structures. 
While the example in (1b) shows the causative meaning by using two verbs in two clauses, providing the cause 
and result separately, the example in (1c) shows the causative meaning by the semantic meaning of a single verb 
that is used in a single clause. 

Causative constructions are usually divided into three types based on their differences in grammatical structures. 
The first type is the periphrastic causative, which contains two clauses. This type of causation is illustrated by 
the aforementioned example (1b), and is found in English and other languages, including MSA, as shown below. 

The second type of causative construction is the lexical causative. This type of structure contains one verb that 
includes the meaning of causation in its semantic meaning. The lexical causative is illustrated by the 
aforementioned example (1c), where the verb feed means to cause someone to eat. However, the two verbs feed 
and eat have no morphological relationship. There are other verbs in English and other languages that have the 
same sort of meaning, including kill, which means to cause someone to die, and inform, which means to make 
someone or something know. Additionally, some causative verbs have phonological similarity with the basic 
verbs, such as seat and sit, walk (cause someone to walk) and walk, fell and fall, and lay and lie. However, this 
phonological relationship is irregular because there is no morphological relationship between these verbs, meaning 
that the causative verb is not derived from the basic verb. 

The third type of causative construction is the morphological causative. In this type, a causative verb is derived 
from another verb, meaning that there is a morphological relationship between the causative verb and the basic 
verb. This derivation can be achieved by adding a prefix or suffix. In English, the causative form can be derived 
from the basic form by adding a suffix to a basic verb, such as adding the suffix en to the verb short, and the 
result will be the causative verb shorten, or adding the suffix ize to the word normal to obtain the causative verb 
normalize. The third type of causative construction involves some changes in the argument structure of the basic 
verb because the causer should be a new participant in the causative construction. This means that the semantic 
valence of the verb that indicates the causative meaning will be greater than that of the basic verb. The changes 
in the argument structure should be related to other changes in syntactic functions. The causer usually functions 
as the subject of the causative verb, while the causee should be assigned a new function, which differs from one 
language to another. 

2.2 Argument Structure 

There is a relationship between the semantic roles of arguments and the syntactic functions of these arguments. In 
this study, we will discuss the changes in syntactic functions and semantic roles between causative verbs and 
their basic forms in the morphological causatives present in MSA. Semantic and syntactic structures differ and 
have separate constraints. The difference between the two structures can be shown by discussing verbs such as 
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eat and rain in English. At the semantic level, the verb eat requires two semantic roles, namely, an agent and a 
patient. The first is the individual who eats, and the second is the food that is eaten. At the syntactic level, the 
verb eat can function as a transitive and an intransitive verb in English, meaning that both examples below are 
grammatical (see Dalrymple, 2001): 

(2) a. I ate chicken. 

b. I ate. 

The verb eat is transitive in example (2a) and intransitive in example (2b). In the second use, this verb has one 
argument which is the agent, while the patient, which is semantically required by this verb, is understood. This 
requirement is different in syntax because the second argument is not expressed, meaning that this verb requires 
only a subject. There is evidence that this verb is used as an intransitive verb, which comes from out-prefixation. 
As stated by Bresnan et al. (1980), only intransitive verbs can be used in out-prefixation. This means that the 
following example, which is a grammatical example and shows that the verb eat is used with the prefix out, 
demonstrates that this verb can be used as an intransitive verb. 

(3) Mary outate John. 

This means that the verb eat can be used as monovalent in syntax, requiring one argument, which is the subject, 
but in this use, the verb is bivalent in semantics, requiring a relation between an agent and a patient. 

In contrast, verbs such as rain in example (4a) requires one argument, which is a subject, but this verb does not 
denote any semantic roles, meaning that the argument of this verb does not play any semantic role; therefore, if 
we replace the subject of this verb in (4a) by another subject, the result will be an ungrammatical sentence, as 
shown in (4b) below: 

(4) a. It rains. 

b. *He rains. 

The requirement of the verb rain shows the same fact that the syntactic valence differs from the semantic valence, 
which means that the syntactic structure and the semantic structure are different and should be represented in 
separate forms. However, the semantic structure should have some influence on the syntactic structure, and this is 
clear when we do not accept a subject or object in the syntactic structure because of the semantic meaning. 
Pinker (1989) has two hypotheses about aspects in semantic structure that constrain the syntax. The first 
hypothesis claims that any semantic aspect can be reflected in syntax and constrains the syntactic form. The 
second hypothesis shows that one type of semantic feature can constrain syntactic structures, which are argument 
structures. 

Linguists usually agree about the kind of information that should be included in the argument structure, which 
should be semantic information, but the literature debates about the amount of this information. Some linguists 
claim that the argument structure should include very little information, while others argue that the argument 
structure is rich in semantic information. We can find different information and different presentations in a 
framework such as LFG, as shown in Jackendoff (1983), Jackendoff (1990), Dowty (1991), Ackerman (1992), 
Zaenen (1993), Alsina (1996), Butt (1996), Broadwell et al. (1998), and Ackerman and Moore (2001).  

For the purpose of this study, we will represent the information of argument structure as shown in Kaplan and 
Bresnan (1982), which is a simple presentation that shows the relation between syntactic functions and semantic 
roles. For example, a transitive verb such as hit in the following sentence requires two arguments, and the 
thematic roles of these arguments are agent and patient. The subject, Mary, is the agent and the object, John, is 
the patient. This relation between the syntactic functions and thematic roles can be represented as shown in (5b) 
below:  

(5) a. Mary hit john. 

b.        SUBJ   OBJ 

  ‘HIT < (——),  (——)>’ 

       AGENT  PATIENT 

Additionally, the list of thematic roles may differ between syntactic and semantic analyses (see Radford, 1988; 
Carnie, 2007; Kearns, 2011; Aarts, 2017). Despite the fact that these roles come from the same system, they may 
differ in their usage. We use the following list of thematic roles, which are briefly shown with some examples in 
(6) below: 

(6) a. Mary hit John. Agent/ Patient 
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