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Abstract

The present study aims to investigate the semantic factors affecting the

passivizability of 66 morphological causative verbs in Persian (based on

the list provided by Dabir-Moghaddam.The research adopts a

descriptive-analytical method, and the data were collected and analyzed

using the "past participle + shod" passive construction test, the passive

infinitive test, the linguistic intuition of the two authors, and a search in

the Hamshahri Corpus (version 2). The results indicate that although all Keywords:

these verbs are expected to be passivizable from a grammatical

standpoint, in actual usage, approximately 65% of them occur in passive | Passivizability
constructions within specific semantic contexts. The novelty of this = Morphological Causative
research lies in the integration of Hopper and Thompson's (1980) }r/gr?sitivity
transitivity theory and Halliday and Matthiessen's (2014) process types, Halliday

as well as emphasizing the role of semantic networks and context in | Hopper and Thompson
explaining this phenomenon. The findings reveal that verbs with an

agentive, animate, and volitional subject are passivizable; however,

verbs with a non-animate and non-volitional agent subject, as well as

verbs with an experienced subject (mental/ cognitive), are not

passivizable. It was also found that many causative verbs, particularly

material process verbs, can be passivized in specific contexts with the

presence of a volitional human agent.
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Introduction
Passiveness is a universal syntactic process whereby the object of a transitive sentence is promoted to
the position of grammatical subject, and the subject of the active sentence is either omitted or demoted
to a peripheral obligue phrase. Many transitive verbs, despite possessing the requisite syntactic valency,
never appear in the passive voice. This raises fundamental questions about the role of meaning in
determining the feasibility of syntactic constructions. In Persian, morphological causative verbs—
formed by adding the suffix -&n to the present stem of intransitive or semi-transitive verbs—constitute
a concrete example of this theoretical and practical inconsistency. These verbs, which from a
morphosyntactic perspective should be fully passivizable, in practice exhibit heterogeneous behavior.
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Some, such as “xandandan” ‘to make laugh’, “davindan” ‘to make run’, and “larzdndan” ‘to make
tremble’, show no passive usage in written or spoken corpora, while others like “ke$dndan” ‘to
pull/drag’, “resdndan” ‘to deliver/reach’, and “Carxdndan” ‘to rotate’ are frequently used in the passive
construction. This apparent contradiction between grammatical rules and corpus evidence forms the
central problem of the present article, prompting researchers to adopt a semantic-contextual approach,
grounded in modern theories of transitivity and process, to explain the reasons for this behavioral

heterogeneity.
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Materials & Methods

The present study is designed and conducted using a descriptive-analytical method, aiming to
systematically identify the semantic factors affecting the passivizability of 66 morphological causative
verbs in Persian (based on the list provided by Dabir-Moghaddam, 2005). Data were collected from
three complementary and cross-validating sources to enhance reliability and avoid methodological bias:
(1) the syntactic test of “past participle + Sod (become)” as the primary test, (2) the supplementary test
of “passive infinitive” for doubtful cases, and (3) the linguistic intuition of the two authors, validated by
extensive corpus searches in the Hamshahri written corpus (version 2, containing 318,000 news
documents and over 150 million words). In the background section, key perspectives are reviewed:
Dabir-Moghaddam (1985) on the role of “volitionality of the subject,” Mansouri (2009) on the influence
of agentivity and patienthood, and Safavi (2018) on semantic components of specific verbs. However,
none of these approaches alone could explain the wide behavioral variation among causative verbs.
Hence, the present article aims to fill this research gap by integrating two complementary theoretical
frameworks—Hopper and Thompson’s (1980) theory of transitivity and Halliday and Matthiessen’s
(2014) classification of processes—with a special emphasis on semantic networks and context.

Results & Discussion
The research findings indicate that morphological causative verbs can be divided into three
distinguishable categories based on three main semantic factors: “absolutely passivizable”, “absolutely
non-passivizable,” and “context-dependent passivizable”. The first category, comprising about 20% of
the verbs, includes verbs with material processes and inanimate patients (such as “keSdndan” 'to
pull/drag', “Carxandan” 'to rotate', and “jusandan” 'to boil"), which accept the passive construction in any
context, without the need for a volitional human agent. In contrast, the second category (nearly 35% of
the verbs) includes verbs with an experienced (mental/cognitive) subject, such as “fahméandan” 'to make
understand' and “Senasandan” 'to make know/introduce', or verbs with an involuntary natural subject,
such as “ruyandan” 'to grow (tr.)' and “vazidndan” 'to blow', which, due to the lack of physical energy

transfer and volition, never passivize in any context, and serve as a confirmation of Halliday and
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Matthiessen's theory regarding the low transitivity of mental processes. However, the most important
and most meaningful finding of the research is the identification of the third category, comprising about
45% of the verbs, whose behavior is entirely dependent on the context and the semantic network of the
sentence. Verbs such as “xisandan” 'to soak', “xoSkandan” 'to dry', “davandan” 'to make run', and
“resandan” 'to deliver/reach' passivize only when there is a volitional human agent present in the context;
but in the absence of such an agent (for example, when the cause is a natural phenomenon like rain or
drought), their passivization becomes completely ungrammatical. For instance, the sentence "Baran Ali
ra xis kard" (The rain soaked Ali) can never become "Ali xisdnde $od" (Ali was soaked), while "Ali
lebas ra dar &b xisand" (Ali soaked the clothes in water) easily transforms into "Lebé&s-ha dar ab xisande
Sodand" (The clothes were soaked in water). This subtle but fundamental difference demonstrates that
passivizability depends not only on the inherent properties of the verb, but also on the type of agent and
its role in the semantic network of the sentence, thereby explicitly contradicting the mere application of
the grammatical rule of “transitivity”. Furthermore, corpus analysis showed that Group “B” (animate
agentive subject) with 49% and Group “A” (self-benefactive transitive) with 38% have the highest
passivization rates, while Group "P" (inanimate non-volitional subject) accounts for only 13% of passive
occurrences.

Conclusion

By providing documented quantitative evidence from the Hamshahri corpus and a systematic analysis
of 66 morphological causative verbs, the present article clearly demonstrates that passivizability in
Persian is not a purely syntactic phenomenon, but is strongly governed by three determining semantic
factors: (1) the semantic role of the subject (including agentivity, volitionality, and animacy), (2) the
semantic role of the object/patient (including animacy/inanimacy and degree of physical affectedness),
and (3) the dominant process type (material vs. mental/cognitive). For the first time, this research
empirically proves, using corpus data, the decisive role of “linguistic context” and “semantic network”
in the Passiveness or non-Passiveness of verbs, especially for the majority group (about 45%) that
exhibit fully context-dependent behavior. These findings align with Dabir-Moghaddam’s view on the
central role of “volitionality of the subject” while refining and complementing it by emphasizing two
other factors, namely “materiality of the process” and “inanimacy of the patient.” At the same time, they
pose a new theoretical challenge to Hopper and Thompson’s transitivity framework. By stressing the
necessity of simultaneously considering meaning, context, and conceptual networks in the analysis of
syntactic phenomena, this article takes an effective step toward integrating semantic-contextual
approaches with grammar and opens up new horizons for future research.
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