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This paper explores the construal of passive events in Irish Sign Language (ISL), providing an overview of the range of environments where passive constructions occur, outlining the functional features of these constructions and considering their cognitive underpinnings.

Passive constructions have only begun to be recognised in signed languages (Janzen, O’Dea and Shaffer 2001 for American Sign Language (ASL), Saeed and Leeson 1999, Leeson 2001, Leeson and Saeed 2003, for Irish Sign Language). ISL marks passive constructions in two ways, with the following providing descriptions of prototypical instantiations of these structures:

1.  Personal Passives: Here, typically the Undergoer is foregrounded and the Actor is Backgrounded or omitted, with focus on the impact of the event on the Undergoer. The foregrounded Undergoer is co-referential with the signer’s locus (the “c-locus”). The action of the actor has an onset point at a locus in signing space that has not been specified as co-referential with any Actor. This contrasts with the strategy signers use in establishing typical active utterances: there the signer introduces a referent and allocates a locus to that referent. While loci may change as a referent moves through an event frame, it is generally expected that a locus is co-referential with a referent. Liddell (1990), for example, identifies four functions that a locus performs including a referential equality function, which broadly corresponds to the description outlined here. For further discussions of this feature, see Engberg-Pedersen (1993) and Van Hoek (1996). The offset of action in a passive construction is typically co-referential with the Undergoer’s locus, which is typically the c-locus. This marks the Undergoer as the entity most affected by the action of the Actor. The lack of volition of the Undergoer as the affected party is typically encoded in these constructions by use of averted eyegaze.

2. Impersonal Passives:  Here the actions of an Unspecified Actor are foregrounded, with focus on the action that is carried out. The c-locus , typically associated with the actions of the signer (or a pre-established referent in the discourse) can be associated with an unspecified Actor. That is, the default setting of ‘c-locus as co-referential with the signer’ is over-ridden in this kind of passive construction. In these constructions, the unspecified Actor carries out an action/s on a named Undergoer or Undergoers. Metonymic relationships seem to play a part in the way these constructions are structured. 

In this paper, we will consider the correlation between specific focusing strategies, namely foregrounding, backgrounding and gapping of entities in passive events and the consequences this has for the linguistic construal of such events in ISL. We will also consider the applicability of linguistic labels such as personal and impersonal passives for describing the functional roles fulfilled by these structures in ISL. Data is drawn from a corpus of Irish Sign Language narratives.
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