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It is generally acknowledged that modern Hindi ergative marking and agreement in perfect 
tenses stem from nominative passive marking and agreement, as illustrated in (1) and (2) 
respectively: 
 
(1)   mayà   naro   màritaþ        [Old Indo-Aryan] 
  I-instr. man-nom. kill-Past Passive Participle 
  ‘the man was killed by me.’ 
(2)  maiü-ne  àdmi-ko   màra      hai   [Hindi] 
  I-erg.  man-acc. kill-Past Participle be-pres.3sg. 
  ‘I killed the man.’ 
 
We conjecture that the language change at hand goes as follows. Originally in Sanskrit, past 
tense was expressed with a synthetic verb form. At a later stage there was an increasing use of 
a periphrastic form to express the perfect, consisting of a passive past participle, with an agent 
in instrumental case (cf. example 1). This way of constructing a transitive sentence with an 
instrumental agent even spread to intransitive sentences (analogical levelling). For instance, 
(4) is a later manifestation of (3), expressing the same meaning: 
 
(3)  ahaü  gataþ             [Old Indo-Aryan] 
  I-nom. gone-Past Passive Participle 
  ‘I went.’ 
(4)   mayà   gatam              [Old Indo-Aryan] 
  I-instr. gone-Past Passive Participle 
  ‘I went.’ 
 
In Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA) the periphrastic form was used more frequently (allegedly com-
pensating for the disappearance of several other old Sanskrit past tenses), while at the same 
time there was a raise of case syncretism. At this stage, the construction could be interpreted 
in two ways, viz. as a passive sentence with an instrumental agent or as an active sentence 
with an ergative subject. Eventually the differences between ergative subject and instrumental 
agent disappeared in MIA; in Hindi a new ergative marker -ne appeared, sometimes with an 
additional copula in perfective phrases (cf. example 2).  
 Building on previous scholarship on the diachrony of Indo-Aryan languages, we argue 
that the change from instrumental case to ergative should be explained by taking into consi-
deration the whole construction consisting out of a verb and its arguments. In particular, we 
distinguish two related evolutions: (i) a shift in the meaning of the passive construction from a 
proper passive meaning to an active perfect meaning, and (ii) the change of an instrumental 
case marking to an ergative one. The latter change (ii) has been interpreted as a case of 
grammaticalization (on the basis of unidirectionality and desemanticization), most notably by 
Lehmann (2002: 97), who argues that this transition represents grammaticalization of case, 
the “semantic” instrumental case being reanalysed as a “syntactic” ergative case (change ii). 
However, Lehmann’s account does not consider change (i) and can therefore not be accepted 
as a full explanation of the rise of Hindi ergative marking. In particular, it does not do justice 
to change (i), involving the verb, which is fundamental to allow a change in the entire 
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construction. Moreover, we argue that change (i) is a case of reanalysis (in the sense of 
Campbell 2001), and that only change (ii) is a case of grammaticalization proper. 
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