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This paper investigates the behaviour of indefinite subjects of so-called ‘pivot verbs’
in Malay. ‘Pivot verbs’, a term coined by Isamu Shoho, are generally existential or
presentative verbs, including, for example, ada ‘to be/to have’, wujud ‘to exist’, berlaku
‘to happen’, terjadi ‘to occur’ and muncul ‘to appear’. In principle, the subjects of pivot
verbs can appear on both sides of the verb, which is why these verbs are called ‘pivot’
verbs. However, as it is often the case with existential sentences in many languages,
Malay sentences containing such verbs are sensitive to the Definiteness Effect. Thus
definite subjects are restricted from appearing after the verb except in some
environments where the Definiteness Effect is revoked or weakened. This can be
diagrammed as in (1). Some examples are shown in (2).

(1) a. S (definite/indefinite) \"
\Y S (*definite/indefinite)
(2) a. Dua naskhah majalah  (itu) ada di atas meja.

two CLASSIFIER magazine that be at on table
‘(The) two magazines are on the table.’

b. Ada dua naskhah majalah (*itu) di atas meja.
‘There are (*the) two magazines on the table.’

It can be seen from (1) that indefinite subjects are allowed to occur freely. However,
this is not the case. There exists some regularity behind their apparent freedom, of
which the following two tendencies are pointed out in this paper.

3) a. The longer the subject is, the more likely it is to occur after the verb.
b. In adverbial clauses the preferred word order is VS rather than SV.

Both of the above points are supported by quantitative evidence. For (3b), for instance,
75.4% of indefinite subjects of the verb berlaku ‘to happen’ appear after the verb in
adverbial clauses as opposed to 23.0% in main clauses, according to my corpus made up
of more than a million words.

I claim that these tendencies can be explained by means of a functional notion
‘topic’. Specifically, (3a) results from the competition between topicality and
(structural) heaviness of the subject NP and (3b) from a constraint on ‘topic-over-topic’
configuration.



