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WHAT IS A SUBJECT? NON-NOMINATIVE SUBJECTS IN ICELANDIC*

Blizabeth A. Cowper

University of Toronto

The notion of subject is not primitive in the theory of
government and binding. However, certain properties have been
traditionally associated with subjects: nominative case, participation
in inversion processes, superiorily of various kinds. If the theory is
correct in treating subjecthood as a derived notion, then the possibility
arises that subject properties might not all be observed to hold of the
same element in a sentence. In this paper, I will argue that icelandic
provides an example of this.

It has been claimed (Thrainsson 1979, Andrews 1982, Zaenen,
Maling and Thrainsson 1985, Yip, Maling and Jackendoff 1986) that
there are non-nominative subjects in Icelandic. Specifically, these
authors claim that in sentences like those in (1), the clause-initial
argument is nol a topicalized constituent, but rather is the subject of
the sentence, despite the fact that it is not nominative, and that the
verb fails to agree with it.

{1} a. mig sekir syfja
melacc.} seeks{3sg) sleepiness(nom.)
‘I am sleepy’

b. mér bybur vid setningafraedi
me{dat.) is-nauseated(3sg) at syniax
‘I abhor syntax'

Zaenen, Maling and Thrainsson (1985) demonsirate that what they
term ‘oblique subjects’ have properties which are characteristic of
subjects but not of topics. Some of their examples are given in (2} -
{7).

(2a) shows that an oblique subject may serve as the antecedent
of a reflexive pronoun, while (2b) shows that a topicalized constituent
cannot bind a reflexive pronoun.

{(2) a. Hennij bykir br68ir sinn;j/*hennar; leidinlegur
her(D) thinks brother{N) her(*-REFL) boring
‘She finds self's/*her brother boring’

b. Siggu;j barbi ég med dikkuni hennar;/*sinni;
Sigga(A) hit 1{N} with her(*+REFL) doli
Sigga, | hit with her/*self’s doit’

Obligue subjects participate in subject-verb inversion, whereas
topicalized constituents do not, as shown in (3) and (4). In (3), the
oblique subject henni inverts with the auxiliary verb 1o form a
question, while in (4), the topicalized object Haraldi cannot participate
in inversion. Thus (4b) is ungrammatical.

(3} a. Henni hefur alitaf bott Ofafur leﬁ:inlegur
she(D) has aiways thought Ofaf(N) boring

b. Hefur henni alitaf b6tt Olafur leidinlegur?
has her(D) always thought Olaf boring
‘Has she always thought Olaf boring

(4) a. Haraldi hafdi Sigga aldrei hjilpad
Harald(D), Sigga(N) had never helped
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b. *Hafdi Haraldi Sigga aldrei hjilpad?
had Harald(D), Sigga(N) never helped

Oblique subjects, but not topicalized constituents, occur clause-
initially in an extraction domain, as shown in (5).

(3) a. Hvenzer; tetur Jon {ad henni hafi pott Olafur leidintegur t;]
when betieves J.(N) that she(D) has thought 0. boring?
‘When does John believe that she thought Olaf boring?’

b. *Hvenzr; telur Jon lad Harald hafi Maria kysst t]?
when believes J.{N) that H.(A) has M.(N) kissed
‘When does John believe that Harald, Mary kissed?’

Oblique subjects but not topics undergo indefinite-subject
postposing, as shown in (6).

(6) a. Dad hefur einhverjum poétt Olafur leidinlegur
there has someone(D) thought Olaf(N) boring
‘Someone has found Olaf boring’

b. *Dad hefur hjéli bjofurinn stolid
There has a bicycle(A) the thief(N) stolen
‘A bicycle, the thief has stolen’

Finally, oblique subjects may surface as controlled PRO. This is
ittustrated in (7).

(7) a. Mig vantiar peninga
me(A) lacks money(A)
‘T need money’

b. Eg vonast tit ab PRO vanta ekki peninga
1 hope for to PRO lack not money
‘T hope not to need money’

There is thus a systematic difference between oblique subjects and
topicalized constituents in Icelandic. Oblique subjects are clearly more
subject-like than topicalized constituents. However, it is insufficient
simply to say that they are subjects. In the works mentioned above, it
is stipuiated that the verb does nol agree with the subject. It agrees
with the nominative case-marked argument if one is present, and is
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marked third person singular otherv)ise,

It is my aim to come up with an anaiysis of these Icelandic facts
in which neither the subjectiike properties of these oblique NP's nor
the verb agreement facts need io be stipuiated.

1 begin by claiming that in lcelandic, all verbal arguments
originate inside VP {see Fukui 1986). The D-structure of a sentence
tike (8) is thus as shown in {9).

(8) Hann lamdi hana

he(N) hit her(A)
‘He hit her’
(9) P
— T —
INFL VP
bP v
hann \4 pp
lamdi hana

The specifier of IP is therefore not a O-position.

The S-structure of (8), given in (10), results from the movement
of the nominative DP o specifier position in IP, and the movement of
the verb to INFL.

(o) 1
L S
hann; INFL . L
tamdix I
ti A DP
ig hana

Secondly, I would like to propose that case is invariably
assigned to the right. This claim will be refined below. For the
moment, however, this means that INFL will assign nominative case,
not 1o the specifier of IP as in English, but rather to VP. Since VP
cannotl bear case, the nominative case feature is realized on the
argument in the VP specifier.! In (10), this means that hann 'he’
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receives nominative case from INFL through its trace in the VP
specifier. Thus the specifier of IP seems not to be a case position.

The S-structure of (1a) is given in (11). Mig, in the IP specifier,

receives case from its trace in the verb phrase. Syfja, in the VP
specifier, receives nominative case from INFL.

(1p 1P
/\—

R
mig; INFL S |
sekiry DP v
" T =
syfigm V'~ DP
') DP
g im

The structure of a topicalized sentence, on the other hand,
involves CP. The S-structure of (2b), an example of topicalization, is
given in (12).

(12) cp
F_———_'«‘\—-

DP C
A
Siggu; C /L
bardig DP I
—
égm INFL VP
-/’\

11 DP v’
-——"A\-.
m V PP
T [
VvV DP P DP
1 i med dukkuni
hennar/
*sinni
Before discussing any further details of this analysis, | will
briefly show how the struciures in (11) and (12) might account for the
data in (1)-(7). The verb agreement in (1) is accounted for if we
assume that AGR in INFL must share person and number features
with the argument which INFL governs and casemarks. In (1a), this

element is the DP syfja ‘sleepiness’, while in (1b) there is an empty
expletive pronominal in the VP specifier position.
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The binding facts in (2) are relatively straightforward. Consider
the S-structure of (2a), given in (13).

(13) 1P
henniy INFL "____/VP\___.
pykir; DP v

//\\-
brodir sinnw V' pp
——— T ——

Vv SC ik
— T —
ti P AP
tm leidinlegur

Henni, in specifier position in 1P, and also its trace in the verb phrase,
are in a position to bind the reflexive. Boih henni and the trace
c-command the refiexive and are sufficiently focal, being within IP.
The situation in (2b), shown in (12), is rather different. The O-trace of
the topicalized constituent does not c-command the reflexive and
therefore cannot bind it. The topicalized constituent c-commands the
reflezive, but occurs outside IP in an A-position. As such, it cannot
locally A-bind the reflexive.

Let us now turn to the inversion facts in (3). [ assume that
inversion invoives the movement of a verb from INFL to COMP. In
{32,b}, henni is in specifier position in IP, and hefur moves from INFL
in {3a) 1o COMP in (3b). In (42}, on the other hand, Haraldi is in
specifier position in CP whife hafdi is in COMP. There is thus no
further possibility for movement of hafbj to the left of Haraldj, and
(4b) is ungrammatical.

Leaving aside for the moment the data in (5), let us look at
indefinite-subject postposing. By my hypothesis, ‘someone’ in (6a)
must occupy the IP specifier position. This means thal the auxiliary
verb has moved to COMP, and that the expietive bab occupies the CP
specifier position. The uagrammaticality of {6b) is thus accounted for,
since hjbli, the topicalized constituent, sccupies the (P specifier. Just
as with the inversicn cases, there is no way to move ihe auxiliary to
the left of the topicalized constituent, and in addition there is no
position for bad to cccupy.

Thus it seems that the structures I have proposed for oblique
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subjects and for topicalized constituents provide a basis on which to
distinguish their behaviour. However, there are many details still to
be worked out.

First, if the IP specifier is neither a G-position nor a case .

position, why does a sentence like (2b} unambiguously invoive
iopicalization? By the hypothesis I have just outlined, it ought to be
possible for ég to remain in the VP specifier, leaving the IP specifier
free 10 receive the accusative object. Second, why are oblique subjects
in [celandic as limited as they are? The fact is that oblique subjects
occur with a restricted class of verbs, all of which assign quirky case,
and are either ergative verbs or psych verbs. The answer to these
guestions will invoive a close ook at the nature of case assignment in
Icelandic, and in particular at how case is assigned in sentences
involving oblique subjects.

I make the following assumptions about case assignment. First,
a particular verb may be lexically associated with one or more
morphological case features. When present, such features are linked
to the verb’s 6-grid. Thus, for example, a verb like pykir has the
representation given in (14).

(14) <experiencer, theme>
DATIVE

Second, a verb may have what ] shall refer to as a structural case grid,
consisting of one or more structural case positions. The verb lamdi,
which lacks quirky case but assigns case to its object, has the
representation in (15).

(15) <agent, theme>
)

There is a system of defauft rules which fills in the appropriate
morphological case features for a verb such as lamdi. My final
assumption is that at S-structure, an argument must be associated
with both a morphological case feature and a structural case position.

Given these assumptions, there are various possibilities for the
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case-assigning properties of a verb. A verb might assign morpho-
logical case, but not structural case, or it could assign structural case
alone, leaving the morphological case to be specified by defauit. A
third possibility is that the verb assigns both structural and
morphological case.

I will claim that verbs taking oblique subjects assign morpho-
logical case, bui no struciural case, to the argument which surfaces as
the obligue subject. This argument cannot remain in its D-structure
position, but must move so as to receive structural case. The case-
assigning properties of INFL are as follows. INFL has two structural
case positions associated with it. Following Cowper (1987), this means
that structural case will be assigned both to the specifier and to the
complement of INFL. However, the default rules spelling out morpho-
logical case are incomplete in the case of INFL. Nominative case is
filled in only for the structural case associated with the complement of
INFL, and is therefore realized on the argument in the VP specifier.

Let us now see how the analysis just outlined will account for
sentences with oblique subjects. An example is given in (16).

(16) Mér brestur kjarkur
me(D) lacks(3sg) courage(N)

‘I lack courage’
(17) D-structure:
1P
e
P_/—'_\‘\-
INFL YP
/\-
pres -- \A
‘—-—_\
) v DpP
"_’—‘\-
Y DP mér
brestur kjarkur
<eixp.th>
DAT

The verb brestur ‘lack’ is a psych verb, and following Belletti and Rizzi
(1986), has no externai argument. It has one morphofogical case
feature associated with it, but no siructural case. The dative feature is

101
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linked to the experiencer. The only possible S-structure is given in
(18).

(&) 1P
Dp I
———//—\%
mérg, INFL ___’_"VP\M
bresturj  DP /IV\
kjarkurg |V DP
i ——
v P tn
1 iy

Kjarkur receives neither morphological nor structural case from the
verb. As such, it must move to a position to which both structural
case and defauit morphological case are assigned, namely the VP
specifier position. Mér, on the other hand, receives (dative) morpholo-
gical case, but no structural case, from the verb. It must therefore
move to a position to which onfy structural case is assigned. If the
positions of the arguments were reversed in (18), kjarkur would lack
morphological case and mér would receive two morphological case
features.

Let us now look at an example without an oblique subject.

(19) hann lamdi hana

he(N) hit her(A)
(20) a. D-structure

1P

/‘\-1,

- '-/’*\—o
INFL _’/\Lﬂ
past DP v
(,_) hann V DP

famdi hana
{ag, W
()
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(21) S-structure:

iP
A
I S
hann; INFL VP
\ T —
lamdiy P \A
\ e ——
ti v DP
\ \
ty hana

Here, the verb, or more properly its trace, assigns structural case to
the direct object. The accusative case feature arises by defauit speci-
fication. INFL assigns structural case to the trace of hann in the VP
specifier, and the nominaiive case feature arises by default. However,
it would seem that hann should receive a second structural case from
INFL in the IP specifier position. Why is this sentence grammatical?

In order to answer this question, let us think for a moment
about what structural case is. A reasonable view is that structural
case is simply a relationship, expressed by coindexing, between an
argument and a case-assigner. Thus, if an argument receives struc-
tural case from a particular case-assigner, it is coindezed with that
case-assigner. If the same argument receives structural case again
from the same case-assigner, the representation wili not change in any
way. It thus does not matter that hann receives structural case iwice
from INFL.

Let us now return to senience (2b), repeated here as (22).

(22) Siggu bardi ég med dukkuni hennar
SiggalA) hit I{N) with dol! her
'Sigga, I hit with her dofi’

The question was why (22) can only be interpreted as an insiance of
topicalization. {23) shows the S-structure that would arise if Sigeu
were treated as an oblique subject.
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@3

0P I
Siggu; INFL P
bardix DP v
v e
y pP med
tx i dikkuni

hennar

In this example, the trace of Siggu receives structural case from the
trace of the verb. The accusalive case feature arises by default.
However, Siggu also receives structural case from INFL. This example
is very different from the preceding one. There, the nominative
argument received structural case twice {rom the same case-assigner.
Here, Sigau is receiving structural case once each from two distinct
case-assigners, giving an ill-formed representation.

1 have ouilined a system of case assignment which aliows the
theory to distinguish oblique subjectis from iopicalized constituenis in
a principled way, and which accounts for the fact that the only oblique
elements which behave like subjects are those which receive lexically
specified morphological case from the verbs of which they are
arguments.

Several questions remain. First, why is it that only ergative and
psych verbs have oblique subjects? There are other verbs whose
objects receive lexically specified morphological case. An example is
given in (24).

(24) a. Gubrun saknar Haraldar
Gudrun(N) misses Harald(G)
‘Gudrun misses Harald’

b. Haraldar saknar Gubfun
Harald(G) misses Gudrun(N)
‘Harald, Gudrun misses’

According to Zaenen, Maling and Thrainsson (1985), (24b) is unam-
biguously an instance of topicalization. It seems that this verb must
be analyzed as assigning structural, as well as morphological case, to
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its object, giving it the representation in (25).

(25) <exp, u|:>
GEN
()

The movement of Haraldar to the IP specifier would give Harajdar two
structural cases, one from the verb and the other from INFL. (24)
thus represents essentially the same situation as (22).

Another question which must be answered is why oblique
subjects can surface as conirolied PRO. Controlled PRO occurs in infini-
tival clauses, wher INFL, we assume, has no structural case to assign.
The embedded clause in (7b), repeated here as {26), has the structure
in (27).

(26) ...til ab PRO vanta ekki peninga

... to that PRO jack not money
". .. not to lack money’

(27) PP

P
til c
e
[ IP
v ——— e —
ab  DP N
PRO; INFL YP
——/’\
[-AGR] -- v
'—‘———_\N
v bp

T T —— A
v DP ¢
| mm——

vanta ekki peninga

The verb vania assigns lexical accusative case, but no structural case
to the trace of PRO. Whether or not PRO moves through the VP speci-
fier, it will not receive structura! case from INFL, since INFL has no
structural case to assign. Given that a lexical argument must have
both structural and morphological case, and assuming that any argu-
ment lacking either or both of these can be non-lexical, we have ac-
counted for the presence of PRO in this example.
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Finally, fet us return to the extraction data in (5), repeated here
with some additions as (28-29).

(28) a. Jon telur icp ad [1p henni hafi pétt Olafur leidinlegur ]}
John(N) believes that she(D) has thought Olaf boring

b. Hvenzr; telur Jonlt;jlad henni hafi pétt Olafur feidinlegur ;]
when believes Jon(N} that she(D) has thought Ofaf boring?
‘When does John believe that she thought Olaf boring?’

(29) a. Jon telur [ad [Haraldg hafi Maria kysst tg]]
John(N) believes that Harald({A), Mary(N) kissed.

b. *Hvenzr; telur Jon [ad Harald hafi Maria kysst t;]?
when believes J.(N) that H.(A) has M.(N) kissed
‘When does John believe that Harald, Mary kissed?'

The analysis of (28a), which contains an oblique subject, is straight-
forward. The A-chain headed by hvenzr is well-formed, with ante-
cedent government holding between all chain links. The problem
arises with (29). 1 have stated that topicalization in Icelandic involves
the movement of the verb to COMP, and the movement of the topic-
alized constituent to the CP specifier position. The difficulty in (29a) is
that the topicalized structure is clearly embedded inside another CP
headed by ad. This problem is by no means confined to Icelandic;
English sentences like (30) are grammatical for many people.

(30) John said that Mary, he would never hire.

A possibility one might consider for Eaglish, but not, as we shall see,
for Icelandic, is that the topicalized constituent is adjoined to IP in
some way. However, assuming the properties of adjunction structures
given in Chomsky (1986), IP-adjunction does not create an additional
barrier. It therefore predicts that it should be as possible to extract
from a topicalized structure as from a non-topicalized structure. This
prediction is false, as shown in (31).

(31) a. *When do you think that John, we should hire?
b. When do you think that we should hire John?

IP-adjunction is nol even a possibility for Icelandic, since topical-
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ization also triggers inversion of the finite verb with the subject. We
are thus stuck with a CP analysis for Icelandic. However, a CP treat-
ment of topicalization does neatly account for the extraction facts,
gince the presence of a second CP with a filled specifier position will
constitute an impenetrable barrier for antecedent government.

To summarize, I have argued that obligue subjects in lcelandic
are, indeed, subjects in a sense. The assumption that INFL in Icelandic
assigns nominative case to its compiement, and purely structural case
to its specifier, provides a non-stipulative account of exactly which
subject properties are exhibited by oblique subjects. The conclusion to
be drawn from this is that the notion of subject is not necessarily a
unified one. The usual characteristics of subjects follow either from
their structurally prominent S-structure position, or from the fact that
they are governed and case-marked by INFL. When these two criteria
pick out different arguments, as they often do in Icelandic, then there
are two apparent ‘subjects’, neither of which has all the properties
traditionally associated with subjecthood.

I am indebted to Diane Massam for heipful discussion, and to
Joan Maling for comments at the conference. All remaining
errors are of course My own.

1 1 am assuming a theory of barriers in which no mazimal
projection is a barrier for its own specifier.
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GEORGIAN COMPLEX SEGMENTS

Viviane Deprez

MIT

The complexity of Georglan onsets, allowing up to 6
consonants preceeding the nucleus (p'rckna : to peel) presents a
chalenge for recent theories of syllable structure. In this paper,
I will argue that certain groups of obstruents in Georgian arc
better analysed as Complex segments that is as simultaneous
constriction at different points of articulation linked onto a
single timing slot. I will review the properties of these groupn
and I will show that these properties are elegantly explained 11
we adopt the view that these groups are complex segments in Lhe
sense of Sagey (1986).Clement's (1985) hierachical organization ol
features provides a distinction between class nodes which
represent groups of features and terminal nodes which represent
individual features. On the basis of this distinction Sagey (19Uh)
has arqgued for the existence of articulator nodes viewed as «laun
nodes. She proposes that the place node is subdivided into thren
subconstituents, each corresponding to a different active
articulator: the coronal node , the dorsal node and the lablal
node.
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