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1 Introduction

Research has established that syntax tends to be rather well preserved in
heritage languages, but that case marking is vulnerable and that an
extensive use of the unmarked case is common (Benmamoun et al. 2013).
This has been shown for instance for both Russian and Spanish heritage
languages, as the inherent subject dative is replaced by the nominative
(Benmamoun et al. 2013). This seems also to be the case in Heritage
Icelandic, which has shown increased tendency to replace oblique
subjects with nominative subjects (Arnbjornsdottir 2006; Oskarsdottir &
Prainsson 2017; Bjornsdottir 2018).

So, what about constructions that require syntactical change and are
morphologically complex, such as the passive voice? In many languages,
the transformation from active to passive voice includes word order
change. The functions of subject and object are reversed, making it more
difficult to parse and produce (see e.g., Rodriguez et al. 2017). In
Icelandic, the morphology is also complex as the auxiliary and the past
participle behave differently based on the case, requiring two different
strategies; dynamic features of number, person, and gender come into
play with structural case but do not with lexical case. Because of this
complexity, passives cross-linguistically are acquired rather late in first
language, generally around the age of 6 to 7 (e.g., Marinis 2007; Kirby
2010). This is also the case in Icelandic as research shows that Icelandic
pre-school children have difficulties comprehending the passive
(Sigurjonsdottir 2015). As Tsimpli (2014) has pointed out, late acquired
phenomena are often more affected by reduced input, and the passive can
therefore be difficult for heritage speakers, and research has shown that

" When it was time to write my thesis I couldn’t choose between Hotze and Lisa. I knew
they were both great and that they would both contribute enormously to my work, making
it better and making me better. However, they had somewhat different styles and
approaches, and I knew that I needed both to succeed. I had taken classes from Hotze,
and I had been his teaching assistant, so I knew he would be supportive and encouraging,
but I also knew he would push me, not let me get away with slacking off and scold me
when needed — and I knew I needed that. Fortunately, they agreed to co-supervise me
and for that I'm forever grateful. Thanks for all you did for me, Hotze, and you Lisa both.
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young heritage speakers of Spanish simply avoid the passive (Silva-
Corvalan 2014). So, what is the status of the passive in Heritage
Icelandic, a language spoken by the descendants of Icelandic immigrants
to North America, bilinguals who live in an English-dominant language
environment?

The goal of this paper is to explore the passive voice in Heritage
Icelandic as it pertains to the syntactic structure and case assignment, to
see whether the passive is stable or vulnerable in the language. For this
purpose, 29 speakers of Heritage Icelandic participated in a task-specific
examination, where they had to choose their preferred version of a
passive sentence. Results show that the syntactic structure of the passive
is still rather strong, as suspected, but that there are definite signs of
attrition in case marking.

2 The passive in Icelandic

The passive in Icelandic is formed with the auxiliary verb vera ‘be’ plus
a past participle of the main verb:'

(1) Jon var kysstur.
John was.PAST kissed.PAST PART
‘John was kissed.’

The subject of the passive sentence corresponds to the object of a similar
active voice sentence. It is base generated in object position and moved
to a specifier position with an NP-movement (e.g., Prainsson 2005). Case
assignment then depends on the case. If the original object is not assigned
a lexical case, it is assigned structural case in its object position, which
in Icelandic is the accusative. Then, when it is passivized into subject
position, it is assigned the nominative.

(2) a. Jon Dbardi Guomund.
Jon beat GuOmundur.ACC
‘John beat Guomundur.’

! The following abbreviations are used in this paper: ACC = accusative, DAT = dative,
DET = determiner, GEN = genitive, NOM = nominative, NT = neuter gender, P = person,
PAST = past tense, PAST PART = past participle, PL = plural, SG = singular.
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b. Guomundur var barinn.
GuOomundur.NOM was beaten
‘Guomundur was beaten.’

If the original object is assigned a lexical case (dative or genitive), it does
not undergo a change in case when passivized, resulting in an oblique
subject.

(3) a. Madurinn ytti Gudmundi.
man.DET pushed Gudmundur.DAT
‘The man pushed Guomundur.’

b. Gudmundi var  ytt.
Gudmundur.DAT was pushed
‘Gudmundur was pushed.’

(4) a. Hann saknadi Gudmundar.
he missed Gudmundur.GEN
‘He missed Gudmundur.’

b. Guomundar var saknad.
Gudmundur.GEN was missed
‘GuOomundur was missed.’

In addition to this different behaviour in case assignment, there is also
difference in agreement. With structural case the subject and the verb
agree in case whereas with lexical case they do not; the auxiliary is
always in third-person singular and the past participle in the neuter.

5 a. Konunni var yit.
y
woman.DET.3P.SG was.3P.SG pushed.NT
‘The woman was pushed.’

b. Meér var ytt.
L.1P.SG was.3P.SG pushed.NT
‘I was pushed.’

c. Ykkur var yit.

you.2P.PL.  was.3P.SG pushed.NT
“You were pushed.’
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In Icelandic, the agent is usually not present in a passive sentence
although it can be introduced in a prepositional phrase:

(6) Konunninni var ytt af manninum.
woman.DET was pushed by man.DET
‘The woman was pushed by the man.’

One of the most noticeable changes in Icelandic syntax in recent years
is the so called “New Passive”, first mentioned in print in 1979 (Jonsson
1979). In the “New Passive”, the object doesn’t raise to the subject
position but stays in object position and keeps its case, whether it is
structural or lexical. Instead, the expletive pad ‘it’ is inserted into the
subject position:

(7) a. Jon Dbardi mig.
John beat me.ACC

‘John beat me.’ [Active]
b. Eg var barinn.

ILNOM was beaten

‘I was beaten.’ [Passive]

c. bad var barid mig.
it  was beaten me.ACC
‘It was beaten me’ = ‘I was beaten.’ [“New Passive”]

This “New Passive” construction is extremely common among young
people but hardly used by anyone over the age of 30 (see e.g.,
Sigurjonsdottir & Maling 2001; Sigurjonsdottir 2018). The reasons for
the change are not clear but this new construction is obviously much
simpler than the original passive as it does not require NP-movement of
the object, nor a change in case; the object stays in-situ, in its original
case.

When comparing the Icelandic passive to the English passive, we see
the same NP-movement of the object from object position to the subject
position, and when the object/subject is the first-person pronoun, we even
see a change in structural case (8), something that is not visible in any
other instance (9):

(8) a. John beat me.
b. I 'was beaten by John.
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(9) a. John beat the woman.
b. The woman was beaten by John.

As English has all but lost its case marking, speakers of English do
generally not have to think about a change of case in their passives; this
is something that might affect the passives in Heritage Icelandic. We
might therefore expect the syntactic structure of the passive to be rather
stable in Heritage Icelandic but the case assignment to be affected.

3  The current research

Heritage Icelandic is a language spoken by the descendants of Icelandic
immigrants to North America from approximately 1870 till the First
World War. The speakers today are generally third or fourth generation
speakers and they are getting old; many of them haven’t used the
language on regular basis for decades. Of those speakers that can still be
considered fluent speakers of the language, most live in Manitoba,
Canada, particularly in the area called New Iceland. There are also still
some speakers in Saskatchewan and North Dakota, but fluent speakers in
other provinces or states are usually people that grew up on the prairies
and moved away during their adult years.

Data used in this study were elicited in 2014 from 29 speakers, 13
men and 16 women. Of these 29, 14 were from Manitoba, 4 from
Saskatchewan, and 8 from North Dakota. Average age was 75.18,
ranging from 35 to 97. All but the youngest speaker had spoken Icelandic
from birth, but it varied at what time English took over as the dominant
language. In general, the people from Manitoba only spoke Icelandic
until they went to school around the age of six, but the speakers from
Saskatchewan and North Dakota were more likely to have been exposed
to English earlier, even from birth. Considering that children do not
acquire the passive until around 6 to 7, as previously stated, this means
that English had already taken on a leading role for most speakers by the
time they had fully acquired the passive in their heritage language.

The speakers took a judgement test where they were asked to choose
acceptable sentences from a list of various passive sentences. First, they
would see a context sentence and then three or four options were given
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for the test sentence.” These sentences would vary in case and in
syntactical structure.

(10)  bad kom upp leidinlegt atvik.
‘There was an unpleasant incident.’

a. Straknum var hrint. ‘The boy (DAT) was pushed.’
[Regular passive]

b. Strakurinn var hrintur. ~ ‘The boy (NOM) was pushed.’
[Passive with NOM]

c. bad var hrint straknum. ‘It was pushed the boy (DAT).’
[“New Passive™]

d. bad var hrint strakurinn. ‘It was pushed the boy (NOM).’
[“New Passive” with NOM]

There were two different tests used, each including six passive sentences,
three that required a nominative subject and three that required a dative
subject. Genitive was not tested as very few verbs that assign genitive
can be passivized and they are very rare in the language. They may
therefore not be in the vocabulary of a heritage speaker.

In addition to differences regarding case, the test sentences differed
in syntactical complexity such that two sentences had direct word order,
two included an interrogative pronoun in subject position, requiring a
V2-inversion, and two sentences included an AdvP or PP in subject
position, which also requires a V2-inversion. Even though the syntactic
structures of the passives in Icelandic and English are rather similar,
English does not have V2-inversion, so the more complex of these
sentences might cause the speakers some problems.

Based on what we now know, three predications are made for
Heritage Icelandic:

Prediction 1: The passive construction is rather well preserved but
there will be signs of confusion.
Prediction 2: The “New Passive” is not common.

2 Three sentences were given for structural case as there were no sentences with an
accusative subject. However, four sentences were given as an option when the original
object was in the dative case.
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Prediction 3: There will be a tendency for the nominative to
replace oblique subjects.

4 Results
4.1 The syntax

As the syntax of the English passive doesn’t differ much from that of
Icelandic, and as syntax is generally not much affected in heritage
languages, we didn’t expect the syntax of the passive in Heritage
Icelandic to show much sign of weakening. In fact, the correct syntactical
structure, including an NP-movement, was chosen 76% of the time
whereas the syntactical structure of the “New Passive”, with the object
in-situ, was chosen 24% of the time. Furthermore, eleven speakers, or
38% of all speakers, always picked the correct sentence structure,
indicating no syntactical confusion with the passive for them.

However, 18 speakers (62%) did pick the in-situ version at least once,
indicating that their passives may be at least somewhat shaky, and
Rodriguez et al. (2017) showed that the passive can indeed cause heritage
speakers some confusion, particularly in production. When the data from
these 18 speakers are examined, we see not only inter-speaker variation
but also intra-speaker variation as some of the speakers only picked the
in-situ version once or twice whereas others seemed to prefer that
version. Six speakers chose the in-situ version more often than the NP-
movement version, although all but one chose the regular passive
construction at least once. That speaker correctly chose the regular
passive in the pre-test sentence but never in the actual test.

Interestingly enough, when we look at the syntactical structures of
these passive sentences, one might have speculated that the heritage
speakers would do better with simple constructions than those that
require a V2-movement, particularly since there are signs of weakening
of the V2-system in Heritage Icelandic (Arnbjornsdottir et al. 2018).
However, the sentences that started with an interrogative pronoun,
requiring a V2-inversion, had the highest accuracy rate, 86.4%, whereas
the simple construction and the construction with an AdvP or PP in the
initial position, also requiring a V2-inversion, had an accuracy rate just
over 74%. There are therefore no signs of the simpler constructions
faring better when it comes to the passive.
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For some speakers the passive seems still strong.> However, as 62%
of the speakers show some signs of affected passive, and some of them
seem to choose the in-situ version over the one that includes an NP-
movement, there might be reasons to speculate that Prediction 1 might
be underestimating the situation.

Pl:  The passive construction is rather well preserved but there will be
signs of confusion.
The correct construction is picked 75% of the time, but 62% of the
speakers nevertheless pick the incorrect construction at least once.
= P1 borne out?

Now, one might believe that 24% is a rather high number for problems
with the syntax, particularly when the two languages are so similar, and
that it might indicate that the “New Passive” also exists in Heritage
Icelandic, but before we jump to conclusions, we should look at the in-
situ sentences in more detail.

4.2 The “New Passive”

As discussed in Section 2, the so-called “New Passive” has become
increasingly common in the language of younger Icelanders, and the fact
that 62% of the speakers pick the in-situ-version at least once might
indicate that a similar change is taking place in Heritage Icelandic, even
though there has been no new immigration to talk of for over a hundred
years. However, when we look at our heritage data, we see one major
difference between Icelandic and Heritage Icelandic — case. The thing
to remember here is that in the “New Passive”, the in-situ object includes
no case change, meaning that a dative object stays dative, and an
accusative object stays accusative, as seen in (7c). However, when we
look at the in-situ sentences in Heritage Icelandic, we see quite a different
pattern. In 73% of the cases, the speakers choose the nominative object
and only in 27% of the instances the “New Passive” version with an
accusative or dative object. This means that the “New Passive”
construction is only chosen in 7% of the instances, by only nine speakers.
What we have here can therefore hardly be the rise of a “New Passive”,

3 We should nevertheless keep in mind that Rodriguez et al.’s (2017) study indicated that
recognizing the correct passive is easier than producing it correctly and as this study only
required the speakers to pick out the correct passive, we might see stronger outcomes
than if we asked the speakers to produce the passive.
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like that in Icelandic, but instead we seem to have indications of an
expanded use of the nominative case. Prediction 3 is therefore borne out:

P2: The “New Passive” is not common.
Only 7% of the sentences chosen are of that construction.

4.3  The case system

Case is much more vulnerable in heritage languages than syntax and, in
the passive, the Icelandic case system is much more complex than that of
English. One would therefore expect the passive in Heritage Icelandic to
show more attrition regarding case.

In the sentences where a dative subject is expected, 68% of the
speakers correctly pick the sentence with the dative subject and the
nominative is only picked 32% of the time, indicating a rather strong
position of the dative in passive sentences. However, as 16 speakers
(55%) chose a nominative subject over a dative one at least once, it also
tells us that just like with the syntax, there is both inter-speaker variation
and intra-speaker variation when it comes to case.’

As we see strong signs of intra-speaker variation, it is interesting to
see whether it is completely random when the dative is kept or whether
there is any pattern to it; that is, whether the structure of the sentence
might affect the choice of case. The data show that the dative keeps its
position best in a direct word order, 76% accuracy rate, but least with an
interrogative pronoun, 62% accuracy rate. The sentence structure with an
AdvP or PP falls in between with 67% accuracy rate. The fact that V2-
inversion didn’t seem to affect the accuracy rate of the NP-raising might
make it less likely that the complexity of the syntax is affecting case
assignment here, and a much bigger data pool would be required for any
such claim. However, Icelandic is a V2-language and V2 is more
vulnerable in topicalization structures in Heritage Icelandic
(Arnbjornsdottir et al. 2018), so we cannot rule it out that syntax is
affecting the case assignment in some way.

The fact that 55% of the speakers chose a nominative subject over the
dative subject when the syntax was otherwise correct might indicate a
more general tendency for the dominance of the nominative which would
be in line with English, a language that has all but lost its case marking.
As we generally don’t get any accusatives in the subject position of the
passive in Icelandic, and the test sentences didn’t account for any such

4 Only one speaker always picked the nominative subject.
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cases,” we can only compare sentences where the speakers chose the in-
situ version. Here the results show that the nominative replaces the
accusative in object position 77% of the time and the dative 64% of the
time, meaning that the nominative replaces the accusative more often
than the dative. As the accusative is seen as the unmarked case of the
Icelandic object, we would have expected this to be the other way around.
However, Arnbjornsdéttir (2006), who reported a confusion in case
marking in Heritage Icelandic, pointed out that there didn’t seem to be
any signs of it being regular or consistent and there was even a tendency
of using the dative where there should be an accusative. Bjornsdottir
(2018:355) reported a similar tendency of the dative replacing accusative
and genitive objects. On the other hand, Dehé and Kupisch (2021) saw
increase in the use of nominative and accusative case at the expense of
the dative. These contradicting results indicate that the case system in
Heritage Icelandic is quite vulnerable and that there is some confusion as
to which case to use. Therefore, it seems that Prediction 3 is borne out:

P3:  There will be a tendency for the nominative to replace oblique
subjects.
55% of the speakers pick a nominative subject instead of dative
subject at least once, indicating a clear tendency for the nominative
to replace an oblique subject.

This is in line with other studies that show that case assignment is
vulnerable in heritage languages and that the unmarked subject case has
the tendency to replace the dative in subjects (Benmamoun et al. 2013).
What we have here is perhaps even increased confusion with more
complex syntax.

5 Conclusion

The syntax of the passive is rather strong in Heritage Icelandic, but it
nevertheless shows some signs of vulnerability as to whether the object
rises to subject position or not. There are also indications of changes in
the case marking where the nominative seems to be overextending, not
only as the subject case but in some instances also as an object case. This
is in line with previous research that shows that the syntax of heritage

3 It would have been interesting to see if the speakers would ever have picked a sentence
with an accusative subject, indicating that they treated the structural case in the same way
as the lexical case, but such sentences were not included in the test.
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languages is rather strong but that the case system is vulnerable
(Benmamoun et al. 2013). When a heritage speaker is faced with a rather
complex linguistic process, such as the passive, it is natural that they may
show some vulnerability, not only in their production but also in
comprehension. This may not necessarily mean a reduction in the case
system but possibly new semantic domains. Even though these speakers
may not perform exactly like the speakers of the base-language, Heritage
Icelandic is a completely grammatical system which shows some signs
of reanalysis of the structural system.

References

Arnbjornsdottir, Birna. 2006. North American Icelandic. The life of a
language. Winnipeg, MB: University of Manitoba Press.

Arnbjornsdéttir, Birna, Hoskuldur Thrainsson, & Iris Edda Noweinstein.
2018. V2 and V3 orders in North-American Icelandic. Journal of
Language Contact 11:379-412.

Benmamoun, Elabbas, Silvina Montrul, & Maria Polinsky. 2013.
Heritage languages and their speakers: Opportunities and challenges
for linguistics. Theoretical Linguistics 39(3—4):129-181.

Bjornsdottir, Sigridur Mjoll. 2018. “Hun er svo montin af ad vera
islenskt.” Malbreytingar i sendibréfum Vestur-Islendings. Sigurtunga.
Vesturislenskt mal og menning. Reykjavik, Iceland: Haskolautgafan,
341-360.

Dehé, Nicole & Tanja Kupisch. 2021. Prepositional phrases and case in
North American (heritage) Icelandic. The Nordic Journal of
Linguistics 45(3):254-280.

Jonsson. Gisli. 1979. Islenskt mal. 1. pattur. Morgunbladid, 20. May, p.
14.

Kirby, Susannah. 2010. Passives in first language acquisition: What
causes the delays? University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in
Linguistics 16(1):109-117.

Marinis, Theodoros. 2007. On-line processing of passives in L1 and L2
children. Proceedings of the 2" Conference on Generative
Approaches to Language Acquisition North America (GALANA),
265-276.

227



JOHANNSDOTTIR

Oskarsdottir, Salbjorg & Hoskuldur Prainsson. 2017. Hann pétti gott i
staupinu. Um breytingar 4 aukafrallsfrumldgum i vesturislensku. In
Hoskuldur brainsson, Asgrimur Angantysson, & Einar Freyr
Sigurdsson (eds.), Tilbrigdi i islenskri setningagerd. 11l Sérathuganir.
Reykjavik, Iceland: Malvisindasstofnun Haskola Islands, 101—124.

Rodriguez, Estrella, Kristina Bustamante, Carla Wood, & Gretchen
Sunderman. 2017. A comparison of the grammatical production of
child heritage speakers of Spanish across language and grade:
Kindergarten and grade 1. Languages 2(27).

Silva-Corvalan, Carmen. 2014. Bilingual language acquisition: Spanish
and English in the first six years. Cambridge Approaches to Language
Contact. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Sigurjonsdottir, Sigridur. 2015. Acquisition of the new impersonal
construction in Icelandic. In Elizabeth Grillo & Kyle Jepson (eds.),
Proceedings of the 39th Annual Boston University Conference on
Language Development. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press, 385-397.

Sigurjonsdottir, Sigridur. 2018. Nyja polmyndin na og pa. Samanburdur
4 milli tveggja kannana. In Hoskuldur brainsson, Asgrimur
Angantysson, & Einar Freyr Sigurdsson (eds.), Tilbrigdi i islenskri
setningagero. 17 Sérathuganir. Reykjavik, Iceland:
Malvisindastofnun Haskola {slands, 241-272.

Sigurjonsdottir, Sigridur & Joan Maling. 2001. Ny setningafredileg
breyting? Um hina svokolludu “nyju polmynd” 1 islensku. Mdlfregnir,
20. URL: http://hdl.handle.net/10802/982

Tsimpli, lanthi. 2014. Early, late or very late? Timing acquisition and
bilingualism. Linguistic Approaches to Bilingualism 4(3).

Prainsson, Hoskuldur. 2005. Setningar. Handbok um setningaficedi.
Reykjavik, Iceland: Almenna bokafélagid.

228



	_frontmatter
	title page alternative font
	back of title page
	table of contents Nov 25
	preface

	_papers
	Aonuki-final-Nov4 18 pages
	1 Introduction
	2 Language background and previous literature
	3 Comparative and superlative constructions
	3.1 Basic pattern
	3.2 Probing the contributions of g̱ay `instead', k'aa `exceedingly', and the preposition a
	3.2.1 G̱ay `instead'
	3.2.2 K'aa `exceedingly'
	3.2.3 a is more than a standard marker

	3.3 Minimum-standard gradable adjectives
	3.4 Measure phrases

	4 Other degree constructions and use of gradable nominals
	5 Conclusion

	AonukiHall-final-Nov4 20 pages
	1 Introduction
	2 Motivation for incorporating sign language data
	2.1 Sociocultural and empirical perspectives
	2.2 Theoretical perspectives

	3 Practical considerations
	3.1 Sociocultural contexts
	3.2 Sources of linguistic data
	3.3 Presenting data to students

	4 Conclusion

	Armoskaite final 14 pages
	Babel et al final 12 pages
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Participants
	Materials and procedures

	Results
	What type of multilingual?
	What languages are represented?
	Self-ratings

	Conclusion

	Bochnak-final-Oct20 14 pages
	1 Introduction
	2 The mood system in Wá·šiw and predictions of previous analyses
	3 The texts and methodology
	4 Results
	5 Discussion

	BrownDavis-final-Oct20 16 pages
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Preamble
	1.2 Introduction to the puzzle

	2 The syntax of content questions and the wh-clitic
	2.1 The structure of content questions
	2.2 The wh-clitic as illocutionary mood

	3 Phonology
	4 Linearization
	5 Interim conclusion

	Chen final 14 pages
	Csipak-final-Nov3 10 pages
	1 Background
	2 Discourse particles in echo questions
	3 Stress on wh-words with multiple syllables

	DavisBrown-final-Nov4 12 pages
	1 Recapitulation
	2 Toward an explanation
	3 =Da
	4 Conclusion and Further Implications

	Dwivedi final 14 pages
	Fintel-final-Nov3 12 pages
	1 Introduction
	2 The notional category of sufficiency
	2.1 Too and enough
	2.2 The SMC
	2.3 Connections
	2.3.1 Scalar only
	2.3.2 Anankastic conditionals
	2.3.3 Conditional conjunction
	2.3.4 Maximizing all
	2.3.5 Sufficiency conditionals
	2.3.6 Nouwen's puzzle


	3 Conclusion

	Griffin final 14 pages
	Hoeksema final 12 pages
	Hohaus et al final 14 pages
	Huijsmans final 20 pages
	Introduction
	Language background
	Theoretical background
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