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The Japanese Causative-Passive Construction from a
Chinese Speaker’s Viewpoint: Why Can One Say “I Was
Made to Eat Spinach”?

Fei Li

Abstract

I had long been puzzled by a remark my Japanese family often
made: “I was made to eat spinach again.” This puzzled me because I
never actually forced them to eat spinach; I merely used spinach in my
cooking. If they chose to eat spinach by their own will, why did they say
that they had been “made” to eat it? This paper examines the non-coer-
cive use of the Japanese causative-passive expression, saserareru (“be
made to do”). Previous studies have focused primarily on the coercive
use of the Japanese causative-passive construction. However, this con-
struction is not limited to situations involving actual coercion. When
speakers feel inconvenienced, dissatisfied, or negatively affected by a par-
ticular outcome or situation, they may use the causative-passive con-
struction to attribute responsibility to someone who was in a position to
prevent that outcome. In such cases, the speaker conceptually construes
the situation as if it had been imposed upon them, even when no direct
coercion was involved. This non-coercive, responsibility-attribution can
be regarded as an extended use of the Japanese causative-passive con-
struction. Similar extensions can also be observed in Japanese causative
and passive constructions more generally, suggesting a grammatical phe-
nomenon characteristic of the Japanese language. By contrast, the Chi-
nese verb rang (“to make” or “to allow”), which corresponds in many
contexts to the Japanese causative marker saseru, does not exhibit com-
parable usage. The reason I long found expressions such as “I was made
to eat spinach” puzzling is that the equivalent Chinese sentence, Ni rang
wo chi bocai le (“You made me eat spinach”), is not acceptable in a con-
text where no actual coercion has taken place.
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(13) In both [true and permissive causative] constructions, the ante-
rior event (or its agent) has some control over whether or not the effect
is realized: with the true causative, the anterior event/agent has the
power to bring the effect about; in the permissive, the anterior event/
agent has the power to prevent the effect from coming about. In both
types, the realization of the effect is, at least partially, within the control

of the causer/permitter. (Comrie 1989: 171)
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