ELLEN WOOLFORIDD

FOUR-WAY CASE SYSTEMS: ERGATIVE,
NOMINATIVE, OBIJECTIVE AND ACCUSATIVE*

In the context of an analysis of the four-way Case system of Nez Perce, this paper
presents cvidence for three claims concerning Case theory. First, crgative is not a
structural Case like nominative or accusative: instead, ergative is a lexical Case like
the dative. Second, contrary to the usual assumption that UG allows for only one
structural Case for ohjeets, there are, in fact, twa stroetnral ohject Cases available in
UG: one, termed ‘objective Case’” here, is assignedichecked in Spec Agr-O and s
associated with object agreement, if the language has object agreement. There is a
limit of one objective Case per clause. The other, termed ‘accusative Casc’ here, is
assigned/checked by V inside VP and is never associated with object agreement. There
may be more than onc structural accusative Case per clause. The third claim is that
the following descriptive generalization holds universally: in a clause with a lexically
Cased subject (e.g., ergative or dative) the highest object cannot have structural
accusative Case (although that object can have objective Case). That generalization
and Lhe facts that motivated Burzio’s (1986) generalization are manifestations of a
broader generalization governing the maximum number of accusative Cases that a
vorb can assign.

0. INrTrRODUCTION

The development of a theory of Case that accounts for nominative-accus-
ative systems (e.g., Chomsky 1981, 1992) has stimulated a renewcd
interest in the long-standing question of how ergative-absolutive Casc
patterns arc related to nominative-accusative systems and how typolog-
ically diverse Case patterns can be accommodated in a universal theory
of Case. There have been a number of recent attempts to incorporate
ergative-absolutive patterns into standard Case theory, without increasing
the inventory of Cases available in Ulniversal Grammar (UG). These
attempts have proposed that ergative and absolutive arc simply alternate
names for nominative and accusative (e.g., Marantz 1981, 1984; Levin
1983; Levin and Massam 1985; Chomsky 1992; Murasugi 1992; and Bobal
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jik 1993)." While such ‘allernale name’ approaches to crgativity arc
conceptually appealing, this paper will present data from more complex
ergative systems such as Nez Perce and Kalkatungu that show that ergative
is distinct from both nominative and accusative Cases, a position that is
taken in recent work such as Bok-Bennema {1991), Campana {1992), and
Bittner (1994).

As an alternative, this paper will present arguments for an even simpler
and more conceptually appealing way to integrate crgative Case into
Case theory. Case theory already predicts the existence of a Case whose
properties arc exactly those of the crgative Case. Case theory includes,
in addition to its inventory of structural Cases, a serics of lexical (also
called inherent or quirky) Cases that are ossigned at DD structure in con-
junction with é-role assignment. Dative Case is a lexical Casc associated
with goals/experiencers and lexical accusative Case is associated with
themes, Note, however, that there is a missing Case in this serics — the
lexical Case associated with agents. This paper will present both empirical
and conceptual evidence that ergative is this missing lexical Case.”

We will see that ergatives behave exactly like a lexical Case associated
with agents should behave, if we usc the actual behavior and distribution
of the dative Case as a model of what a lexical Case is like, rather
than rclying on a stereotypical impression of how lexical Cases behave.
Although the corrcelation between ergative Case and the agent theta role
is not perfect, it 1s as close as the correlation between dative and goals/
expericncers is, We will also sce that the fact that crgative Case is limited
to transitive clauses in the classic type of ergative language, but not in the
active type, is evidence for, rather than evidence against. treating ergative
as a lexical Case.” The reason is that languages that allow dative subjects
can be divided into exactly the same two types as languages that allow

' In some of these ‘alternate name’ proposals, ergative = nominative and absolutive = accus-
ative, while in others the alignment of Cases is reversed. Although these proposals differ in
their technical details, they all require a syntactic parameter of ergativiry to alter the associa-
tion between arguments and Case positions in different languages. There is another proposal
in the literature that ergative is simply another label for genitive (Johns 1992). These and
other alternative analyses of ergativity will be discussed in section 4.

? The idea thar ergative i a lexicalfinherent Case has heen suggested in a number of recent
works including Mahajan (1989}, Laughren (1989, 1992}, Harbert and Toribio (1991). and
Woolford {1993). To my knowledge, however, this is the first systcmatic attempt to present
a range of evidenee for this position and to explain why several potential objections to this
view arc not valid.

* Active or active-stative languages are characterized by the way they mark intransitive
subjects. Rather than marking al! intransitive subjects in the same way. as most languages
do, active languages mark agentive or volitional intransitive subjects in the same way as they
mark transitive subjects, but mark other subjects differently, In an active-type ergative
language. agentive intransitive subjects are marked with ergative Case while non-agentive
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ergative subjects; vne type allows lexically Cased subjects in intransitive
clauses and the other type docs not. Finally, we will see that ergative and
dative subjects have the same effect on the Casc marking of objects and
that this cffect is typical of lexical Cases, but not structural Cases.

As for the identity of absolutive Case, the parallel behavior of absolutive
objects in ergative constructions and nominative objects in dative subject
constructions strongly suggests that absolutive is simply another name for
the nominative Case (e.g., Bittner 1994; Bok-Bennema 1991; Campana
1992: Harbert and Toribio 1991; Mahajan 1989; Marantz 1984; and Mura-
sugi 1992). Nevertheless, not all ergative languages assign absclutive/nom-
inative Casc to their objects. Some ergative languages have what has been
called a three-way or iripartite Case system, where intransitive subjects
are nominative, transitive subjects are ergative, and objects get a third
Case (Heath 1976; Comrie 1978, 1991, Goddard 1982; Falk 1992). In
fact, some ergative languages even have a four-way Casc sysiem, where
transitive clauses may have a nominative or an ergative subject and transi-
tive objccts may also be marked with two distinct Cases. Based on a
detailed analysis of two languages with four-way Case systems, Nez Perce
and Kalfkatungu, this paper will argue that both of these object Cases are
structural Cascs,

The existence of two structural object Cases in UG is, in a scnse,
anticipated by recent developments in Case theory. In Chomsky (1981),
structural Case is assigned to ohjects ingide the VP. Subsequent work on
agreement, such as Kayne (1989) and Mahajan (1990), lead Chomsky
(1992) to add a structural Casc position for objects (Spec, Agr-O), asso-
ciated with object agreement, paralleling the structural Casc for subjects
(Spec, Agr-S), associated with subject agreement.” Although Mahajan
(1990) argues that there arc two structurally Cased object positions in
Hindi (one in Spec, Agr-O and one inside VP), Chomsky (1992) suggests
replacing the earlicr VP-internal object Casc position with the Spec, Agr-
O position. This paper will present arguments that both structural Case

intransitive suhjacts are marked nominative. The marking pattern in active languages is also
sometimes referred to as a split-intransitive system. Not all languages that have been de-
scribed as active or split-intransitive in the typological literature are necessarily ergative,
however. It is logically possible, and consistent with the theory of Case presented here, that
some split-intransitive languages mark agenl subjeuts with nominative Case and use a lexical
Case such as the dative to mark non-agentive subjects. See Mithun (1991) for a detailed
look at a range of active languages.

* Chomsky (1992) replaces the notion of Case assignment with Case checking. The question
of whether the analysis presented in this paper is compatible with Case checking will not be
explored here.
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pusitions [or objects must be retained in the theory because therc arc
languages such as Nez Perce and Kalkatungu that make use of both.”

The inventory of core Cases in UG thus argued for in this paper is
summarized below (ignoring the genitive):

(1) Structural Cases
a. Assigned/checked by Functional Heads
1. nominative — assigned/checked by Agr-S
{may be associated with subjcct agreement)

ii. objective — assigned/checked by Agr-O
(may be associated with objcct agreement)

b. Assigned/checked by Lexical Heads
accusative — assigned/checked by V, P

(2) Lexical (Inherent, Quirky) Cases [not an exhaustive list|

a. ergative (associated with agents)
b. dative (associated with goals, experiencers)
c. accusative {associated with themes)®

This paper is organized as follows. The main body (sections 1 and 2) is
an analysis of Nez Perce, an ergative langnage with a four-way Case
system, based on data from Rude (1982, 1985, 1986a, 1988, 1991). It will
be shown that the complexities of this four-way Casc system, and its
interaction with a two-way agrcement system, can be accounted for in a
straightforward manner within standard Case theory, with the two addi-
tions to the Case inventory proposed above: that ergative is a lexical Case
and that there are two structural object Cases, one inside and one outside
the VP.

With respect to the question of why the subject and object Cases arc
paired in Nez Perce (ergative-objective and nominative-accusative, but
*ergative-accusative and *nominative-objective), it will be argued here
that ergative-accusative patterns are universally prohibited by the same
principle that prevents dative-accusative patterns. The other non-occurring

 The proposal that there are two structural object Cases available in UG is also supported
Ly data fron: languages such as Turkish and FPalavan, where specific and non-specific objects
get different Cases, occupy different positions, and/or ditferentially trigger object agreement
(see Diesing 1992, de Hoop 1992, and Waoolford 1995).

® Tt is unfortunate that we do not have a different name for the lexical Case associated with
themes. The label ‘lexical accusative’ gives the false impression that every structural Case
should have a lexical equivalent and vice versa.



FOUR-WAY CASE SYSTEMS 185

pairing in Ncz Perce, nominative-objective, is allowed in other languages
and it is argued to occur in languages where accusative Case assignment
is optional.

Section 3 1s an examination of two Australian languages with Case
systems quite similar to Nez Perce. Thangu (Schebeck 1976) has a three-
way Casc system, with nominative, ergative, and objective, but not accus-
ative. Kalkatungu {Blake 1982) has what initially appcars to be a mismatch
between a classic ergative-absolutive Case system and a nominative-accus-
ative agreement system. Blake shows. however, that absolutive is not one
Case, but two distinct abstract Cases which happen to look alike (but
which can be distinguished by the agreement pattern), giving Kalkatungu
at least a three way Case system. It is shown here that Kalkatungu actually
has a four-way Casc system, virtually identical to that of Nez Perce,
except that all three of the structural Cases in Kalkatungu happen to be
morphologically unmarked (and thus look alike on the surface). The
typological differences between the Case systems of Nez Perce, Thangu,
and Kalkatungu are shown to follow if these languages differ only in
assigning ergative and dative Cases obligatorily or optionally. Section 4 is
a brief review of previous approaches to ergativity, and section 5 is the
conclusion,

1. Tue Four-Way Case SysTeEM oF Nez Prrcr

Nez Perce is a Sahaptian language spoken in the northwestern U.S. The
Case and agrecment facts of Nez Perce are described in a series of articles
by Rudc (1982, 1985, 19806a, 1988, and 1991). This section will (i) present
the Case facts of Nez Perce; (ii) analyze these data to the extent possible
with existing theory; and then (iii) motivate and incorporate the two
innovations that are needed to complete this analysis: the treatment of
ergative as a lexical Case and the addition of a second structural object
Case to the inventory available in UG,

Nez Perce uses two distinct Cases for subjects (nominative and ergative)
and two for direct objects (objective and accusative).” Nominative Case
appears on intransitive subjects, as in {3):

7 The Case labels of ergative and objective correspond to Rude’s labels. Rude does not
gloss nominative or accusative Case because these arc not morphologically marked. Nomin-
ative and accusative can be distinguished from each other by the fact that nominatives trigger
subject agreement while accusatives trigger no agreement at all.
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{3 ipi + @ hi t kd | ye.
he + NOM 3+ go + ASP
He went. {Rude 1982, (19))

Transitive examples manifest one of two Casc patterns: nominative-accus-
ative or ergative-objective. The nominative-accusative pattern is shown in
(4). Neither the nominative subject NP nor the accusative object NP has
morphologically overt Case and only the nominative triggers agreement:®

{(4) Nominative- Accusative
Hiama + @ hi +'wi + ye  wewikive + 0.
man + voum 3 + shoot + Asp elk + acc
The man shot an ¢lk. {Rude 1988, (31))

The crgative-objective pattern shown in (5) has an ergative subject
(marked with -am or -nim), which triggers subjcct agreement, and a direct
object marked with objective Case (-ne), which triggers object agreement;”

(3) Ergative-Objective
Héaama + nm pée + 'wi + ye  wewukiye + ne.
man + Erc 373 + shoot + asp elk + oss
The man shot an clk. (Rude 1988, (30))

Thus it is clear from the Case morphology that ergative is distinct from
both nominative and accusative, contra the assumption in the recent work
cited in the introduction to this paper.

The other two logically possible combinations of sihject and ohject

® For theory-internal reasons connected with the relational grammar approach used in Rude
(1982), the nominative-accusative construction is treated therc as an antipassive. However,
there is no antipassive morphology on the verb, nor any oblique Case morphology on the
object, nor any other evidence that the nominative-accusative Construction is an antipassive.
? The agreement morphemes are portmanteau forms {e.g., the gloss 3/3 indicates a third
person subject and a third person objeet). See section 2 for 4 more complete description of
the agreement system of Nez Perce and the features encoded in these morphemes.

Contrary to the situation in more familiar ergative languages such as Hindi, there is no
tense or aspectual difference associated with the choice between the nominative-accusative
and ergative-objective Case patterns. Rude (1982, 1986a) shows that there is a difference in
the tepicality of the objeet, so that objective objeets are generally of higher topicality than
accusative objects. An object of high topicality is one that is established in current discourse.
To the extent that high topicality is similar to the notion of specificity and reflected in syntax
in the same manner, the proposal developed below is consistent with Diesing's (1992}
proposal that specific objects move out of the VP while non-specific objects remain in the
VP.
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Casc arc not possible in Nez Perce: *nominative-objective and *crgative-
accusative.

Ditransitive constructions manifest the same two Case patterns, with
the addition of an accusative for the second object. In the nominative-
accusative-accusative pattern, the nominative subject triggers subject
agreement but neither object triggers agreement:

(6) Nominative-Accusative- Accusative
?aayat-¢  hi-’ni-ye tiim’es-@ hdama-@.
woman-NvoM 3-give-past book-acc manihusband-acc

The woman gave her husband a book.
(Rude, personal communication)

The ergative-objective-accusative pattern behaves like the transitive erga-
tive-objective pattern shown above. The ergative subject triggers subject
agreement, the goal object receives objective Case and triggers object
agreement. The theme object receives accusative Case and triggers no
agreement:

(7) Ergative-Objcctive-Accusative
Pdayato-m pée-?ni-yc  tiim’es-§ hdama-na,
woman-erG 3/3-give-past book-Acc man-oss

The woman gave the man a book.
(Rude, personal communication)

It is not possible to have more than one objective Casc in a clause:
*crgative-objective-objective. However, as in many familiar languages, it
is possible to mark the goal with dative Case. When that happens, the
theme gets objective Case and triggers object agrecment, as if the goal
were not present:

(8) Ergative-Objective-Dative
%4ayato-m pée-“ni-ye haswaldya-na hdama-na,
woman-ErG 3/3-give-past slave-oss FAR-DAT

The woman gave the slave to the man,
(Rude, personal communication)

1.1. A Preliminary Analvsis of Nez Perce

Let us begin the analysis of the Nez Perce system by associating its Cases
with positions in the syntactic structure, with the help of the theory of
agreement outlined in Chomsky (1992). Since nominative and ergative
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subjects both trigger subject agreement, both types of subjects must move
to Spec, Agr-S by the levet of Logical form (LF), for agreement checking.
Since objective objects trigger object agreement, objective objects must
move to Spec, Agr-O by LF."” The fact that accusative and dative objects
trigger no agreement at all suggests that thesc objects remain in the VP.
The tree in (9) summarizes the structural positions associated with NP’s
with these Nez Perce Cases under the proposed account (ignoring the
effects of scrambling).'’

(9} Agr-SP

/N

NP-NOM Agr-y’
NP- ERG

Apr-8 Agr-OF

/N

NP- OBJ Agr-O'

/N

Agr-O VP
/"'\
v NP-ACC
NP- DAT

The structure in (9), which is motivated by the agreement pattern of
Nez Perce, also gives us a start towards an account of the Case system,
Nominative Case is assigned/checked in a Spec-hcad relation with Agr-S
and objcctive Case is assigned/checked in a Spec-head relationship with

W The theory of agreement in Chomsky (1992} does not reguire agreement morphemes to
be generated in functional nodes. [t is possible for fully formed verbs. complete with
agreement morphemes, to be generated under the V node. The agreement checking takes
pilace as the verb raises by head to head movement to Agr-O and Agr-§, which occurs at
LI, if not ketore.

" Other nodes, such as Tense, have been omitted from the tree in (9} for simplicity. The
word order of Nez Perce is extremely free (Rude 1982) and thus cannot be used to provide
additional evidence for these structural relations. Morcover, if Case and agreement checking
is not done until LF, as suggested in Chomsky (1992}, the surface positions of subject and
object need not conform to those indicated in this tree.
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Agr-O, as in Chomsky (1092). Accusative and dative Cases are assigned/
checked by the verb.

This leaves the ergative Case. Section 1.2 below presents arguments
that ergative is o lexical/inherent Case, assigned by the verb in association
with theta role assignment, as suggested in Mahajan (1989), Laughren
(1989, 1992), Harbert and Toribio (1991), and Bhatt (1994)."* Lexical
Case is retained when the subject moves to the cxternal subject position.
That movement s most likely due to the Extended Projection Principle
(EPP), which requires the external subject position to be filled."”

Determining a position and Case assigner/checker for each Case is only
part of the analysis of the four-way system of Nez Perce. We must also
answer the gquestion of why only certain combinations of subject and object
Case are allowed, while other logically possible Casc patterns are not.
This aspect of the analysis is presented in sections 1.3 and 1.4, where it
is argucd that thesc patterns follow from universals of Case theory, inter
acting with the fact that ergative is a lexical Case.

1.2. Ergative: a Lexical Case

Treating ergative Case as a lexical Case is conceptually appealing because
it allows us to intcgrate the ergative into Case theory without complicating
the theory in any way. The notion of lexical Case already cxists in Case
theory and there is a gap in the current inventory of lexical Cases available
in UG, because there is no lexical Case associated with agents. The
ergative Case fills that gap.

"2 Several other researchers have expressed ideas that are very close to the view that ergative
is a lexical Case. For example, Davison (1988) notes that verbs must be lexically marked as
erpative wihject verbs and she calls ergative an ‘oblique, postpositional Case’. Falk (1991,
1992) notes that whether a verb assigns lexical Case or not depends on properties of the
verh and he links the assignment of ergative Case to the assignment of the external g-role.
Massam (1994) argues that ergative in Niuean is not a structural Case, but a morphological
Cuse assigned 10 Spec VP,

'* The forced movement of creative subjects to the external subject position is paralleled by
the forced movement of dative subjects to the external subject position in Icelandic (Andrews
1976; Zaenen, Maling and Thrainsson 1985). Thus, the behavior of ergative subjects parallels
the behavior of dative subjects in this respect as well. However, lexically Cased subjects do
not always move out of the VP (see section 1.2.1).

There are a number of proposals in the literature that try to maintain the standard idea
that all NP movement is necessarily Case driven, by proposing that NPs with lewical Case
also need structural Case (e.g., Cowper 1988; Freidin and Sprouse 1991; Harbert and Toribio
1991), Under that view, a dative subject in Icelandic or an ergative subject in Nez Perce
would be forced to move to the external subject position in order to get nominative Case.
Other scholars such as Harley {19Y5) argue for the position assumed here, that what drives
the movement of lexically Cased subjects is the EPP.
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To show thart ergative is a lexical Case, we must show thart it is theta-
related; that is, that a verb cannot assign lexical Case to an NP unless
that verb also assigns a #-role to that NP (Chomsky 1986, p. 194). There
has been a tendency, however, to assume that the association between
particular lexical Cases and particular f-roles is much stricter than it
actually is, It 1s well known that ergative Case is associated with the agent
@-role, but that this association is not perfect {¢.g., Comrie 1978; Kachru
1987; Blake 1994). Based on this fact, one can argue against the idea that
ergative Case is some sort of direct marker of the presence of an agent
(Comric 1978); nevertheless, the correlation between ergative Case and
agents is strong enough to justify the view that ergative is the lexical Case
associated with agents. When we examine the actual degree of correlation
between the dative Case and the goal/cxperiencer #-role, we find that not
all, nor only, NPs with this #-role get marked with the dative. Although
the class of verbs that mark their subjects with lexical dative Case is
similar across languages, the membership in this verb class is not entirely
predictable. For example, although Hindi and Malayalam hoth mark ex-
periencer subjects with lexical dative Case, there are verbs such as ‘know’
that take a dative subject in Malayvalam, but not in Hindi {(Verma and
Mohanan 1990}. Although lexical Cases such as dative usually mark pre-
dictable §-roles, there is enough idiosyncratic behavior involved to
conclude that a verb’s ability to assign a lexical Case to one of its argu-
ments has to be specificd in that verb’s lexical entrv (Mohanan 1982;
Zaenen and Maling 1984; Zaenen, Maling, and Thrainsson 1985).

Some scholars (c.g., Bok-Bennema 1991} accept the idea that there is
an association between c¢rgative Case and agents in the active type of
ergative language where even intransitive agent subjects are marked with
ergative Case, e.g., Basque (Levin 1989), Lhasa Tibetan (Delancey
1985), but reject this idea for the classic type of ergative language where
only transitive subjects get ergative Case, e.g., [nuit or Dyirbal. There is
d feeling that il the ergative Case were really a fexical Cuse associated
with agents, it would not be limited to transitive clauses. However, that
is not a valid objection becausc this kind of typological split is, in fact,
typical of a lexical Case. When we examine languages that allow dative
subjects, we find that ‘dative’ languages divide into the samc two types:
those that allow dative subijects in intransitive clauses {such as Icelandic
(Levin and Simpson 1981) and Malayalam (Mohanan and Mohanan 1990))
and those that allow dative subjects only in transitive clauses (c.g., Ja-
panese (Shibatani 1977) and Tabassaran (Kibrik 1985)). The fact that
crgative languages divide into the same two types as ‘dative’ languages is
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another parallel between crgative and dative, which lends further support
to the idea that ergative is a lexical Case like the dative.'®

Another reason that scholars have tended to assume that ergative must
be a structural Casc in classic ergative languages is the common assump-
tion that ergative marks all transitive subjects, regardless of their thematic
role. However, when we examine the Case marking patterns of ergative
languages in more detail, we find that non-agentive subjects arc often not
marked with crgative Case. Instead non-agentive subjects may get dative
Case (e.g., Hindi) or they may occur in intransitive constructions with a
nominative subject and a lexically Cased or oblique object (e.g., Samoan
(Mosel 1991)). According to Blake (1994), “therc is often not much
conflation of other roles with the agent” with respect to what is marked
ergative, “often only a conflation of the perceiver of a few verbs like
SEE/.OOK AT and HEAR/LISTEN TO” {p. 137).

To summarize, the association belween the ergative Case and the agent
f-role is as strong as we would expect the association between a lexical
Case and a particular thematic role to be. Let us now turn to other types
of evidence that ergative is a lexical Case.

The striking similarity between ergative subject constructions and dative
subject constructions has led a number of researchers to the conclusion
that ergative is a lexical Casc {c.g., Mahajan 1989; Laughren 1989, 1992;
Harbert and Toribio 1991). Both ergative subjects and dative subjects
typically accur with nominative ohjects and are impossible with structural
accusative (first) objects. The fact that dative subjects cannot occur with
structural accusative objects is one of the primary motivations for the Case
assignment mechanism proposed in Yip, Maling, and Jackendoff (1987).%%

" The only proposal that I am aware of for why dative is prohibited in intransitive clavses
s put forth in Shibatani (1977) for Japanese; but, unfortunately, that account does not
extend to all languages that prohibit lexically Cased intransitive subjects. Shibatani attributes
the ungrammaticality of ingransitive clauses with dative subjects to a requircment that all
clauses have a nominative Case. However, many languages that prohibit dative and/or
ergative subjects in intransitive clauses allow them in transitive clauses, even when there is
no nominative or even any other structural Case present. For example, both Walmatjari
{Hudson 1978) and Tabassaran (Kibrik 1985) prohibit ergative and dative intransitive sub-
jects, vet both languages allow transitive clauses with an ergative-dative pattern. Thus, ne
account that postulates an obligatory nominative, or even an obligatory structural Case, will
work.
" 1 Yip, Maling, and Jackendoff’s (1987) account, crgative constructions require setting a
parameter in the direction of mapping, but that parameter can be eliminated if ergative is
a lexical Case like the dative.

The generalization that an crgative subject cannot be fellowed by a structural accusative
object is noted in Bok-Bennema and Gross (1984), Bok-Bennema (1991), Harbert and
Toribio (1991}, Mahajan (1993), and Bittner {1994).
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While nominative subjects occur with structural accusative objects, as in
the Icelandic example in (10a), a dative subject cannot occur with a
structural accusative object, as we see in (10b).'* Tnstcad, the dative
subject occurs with a nominative object:

(10) Icelandic
a. Konan pyddi bokina.

woman-~voM translated book-acc

The woman translated the book.
(Yip, Maling, and Jackendoff 1987, p. 234)

'® Yip, Maling, and Jackendotf (1987, p. 232) argue that supetficial exceptions to this
generalization in Ieelandic, such as the example below, which have a dative-accusative Case
pattern, involve lexical rather than structural accusative Case:

{i) Mér vantar hnif.
me-DAT lacks  knife-ACC

One argument for this is the fact that when the verb occurs without its experiencer subject,
the theme retains its (lexical) accusative Case, even though it is now the subject:

(ii) Peningana vantar.
the.money-ACC is lacking

Faroese also initially appears to present counterexampies to the claim that sentences with
a dative subject cannot have a structural acensarive ohject  Althongh related to leelandic,
Faroese differs from Icelandic in that most verbs that take the dative-nominative pattern in
leelandic appear with what is labeled in the literature as a dative-accusative pattern in
Faroese:

(i1} Mer likar henda filmin.
me-nayv fikes this  film-acc
I like this film. (Barnes 1986, (12))

Moreover, there is evidence that the Case labeled accusative in Faroese is structurai. rather
than lcxical, because it can be assigned by a matrix verb to an embedded subject in ECM
constructions, If the Case in (iil) is really structural accusative Case, then we must conclude
that the *Dat-Acc generalization is not universal. However, this Case may actually be
objective (the Case assigned/checked in Spec, Agr-Q) rather than accusative (the Case
assigned by V inside VP). If so, then Faroese is not a counterexample to the generalization;
rather, Faroese is like Nez Perce in lacking nominative ohjects and marking objects that
follow lexically Cased subjects with objective Case.

Two other languages that are described as allowing dative-accusative patterns are Russian
(Babby 1991) and Sinhala (Gair 1990). No attempt will be made to analyze cither of
these very complex Case sysiems here, but in general, languages reporting dative-accusative
patterns will constitute counterexamples to the generalization in question only if the Case
labeted accusative is neither a lexical Case nor structural objective Case. If there are genuine
counterexamples, this may indicate that the principle behind this generalization is violable
in the sense of Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky 1993), so that it does not appear
to apply when it conflicts with other more highly ranked principles.
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L. Barninu batnadi veikin.,
child-par recovered-from disease-Nom (*acc)

The child recovered from the disease.
(Yip, Maling, and Jackendoff 1987, p. 223)

We sce the same pattern in both dative and ergative subject constructions
in Hindi {Mahajan 1989, 1990, 1991). As in Icelandic, there are nominat-
ive-accusative constructions where the nominative triggers agreement and
the object cannot:
{11) Hindi
Raam rotii khaataa
Ram(masc)}-xoum bread(fem)-acc eat(imp, masc)
thaa.
be(past, masc)
Ram (habitually) ate bread. {Mahajan 1989, (5))
But when the subject is ¢ither dative or ergative, the object becomes
nominative and triggers agreement:'’
(12)  Hindi
Siitaa-ko larke pasand the.
Sita-pAT boys-noa like  be-past(plural)

Sita likes the boys. {Mahajan 1991, (7))
{13) Raam-ne rotii khaayii thii.

Ram-£ERrG bread{fem)-vou eat{perf, fem) be(past, fem)

Ram had eaten bread. (Mahajan 1990, p. 73}

If the ungrammaticality of a structural accusative object in a dative subject
construction is due to the fact that dative is a lexical Case (as argued in
Yip, Maling and Jackendoff 1987 and Woolford 1993), then this parallel-
ism between dative and ergative subject constructions is further evidence
that ergative is a lexical Casc. (Exactly why constructions with a lexically

7 Alternaiively, the vbjevt way be marked with -&e, if it is specifie. Tf -ko were accusative
Case, as it is traditionally labeled, and structural rather than lexical accusative, then senterces
with a dative subject and a -ko marked object would be counterexamples to the gencralization
that dative subjects are not followed by structural accusative objects. However, if -ko is a
lexical Case, as argued in Mahajan (1990), or objective Case, these would not be counterex-
amples.
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Cascd subject beliave as (hey do s an interesting question that will be
addressed later in this paper.)'®

Let us now consider two additional phenomena that might make one
hesitate to accept the idea that ergative is a lexical Case: syntactic ergativ-
ity and split ergativity.

1.2.1. Syntactic Ergativity

The notion of syntactic ergativity goes back at least to Dixon (1972,
1979). Dixon distinguishes ‘morphological ergativity’, which involves only
morphological Case marking, from ‘syntactic ergativity’. A language is
classified as syntactically ergative if it has syntactic rules that refer to or
apply to ergative NPs or absolutive NPs. There is a general assumption
in the typological literature that languages with syntactic crgativity are
ergative in a deeper. more serious way — that their syntax is radically
ditferent from that of nominative-accusative languages. One might think
that the claim that is being put forth in this paper (that what makes a
language ergative is simply the ability of its verbs to assign a lexical/inher-
ent Case associated with agents) could be compatible only with morpho-
logical ergativity — that is, ergativity confined to the Case marking pattern.
owever, that is not so. In fact, treating ergative as a lexical Case actually
opens up new possibilities for explaining instances of syntactic ergativity,
because it is well-known that NPs with lexical/inherent Case arc syntacti-
cally "inert’ 1 many circumstances,

For example, if we examine the pattern of which objects can passivize
in a language like German, we find something that looks very much like
syntactic ergativity. In contrast to the pattern that we find in English,
where only the first object passivizes, what we find in German is that only
the accusative object passivizes, regardless of whether it is the first or
second object (goal or theme):'*

(14)a. The girl gave the boy a book,
b. The boy was given a book by a girl.

¥ Note that the impossibility of a structural acensative ohject in a dative subject construction
cannot be auributed to a requirement that all sentences have a nominative Case (which
works well for Japanese {Shibatani 1977)), because lcelandic has no such requirement.
Icelandic allows intransitive sentences with & dative subject and no nominative:

(1) Batnum hvolfdi.
boar-Dat capsized

The boat capsized. {Levin and Simpson 1981, (1b))
" For a more complete discussion of the differences between the German and English
passive constructions, see Woolford (1993},
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¢. *The book was given the boy by the girl.™

(15)a. Das Madchen schenkte dem Jungen e¢in Buch.
the girliINOM gave the boylDAT a booklACC

The girl gave the boy a book.

b. *Der Junge wurde von dem Midchen ein Buch
the boy/INOM was by the girl a book/lACC
geschenkt.
given

The boy was given a book by the girl.,

¢. Ein Buch wurde dem Jungen  von dem Miadchen
a bookiINOM was  the boylDAT by the girl
geschenkt,
given

A book was given to the boy by the girl.
(Wilkinson 1983, (2))

The German pattern is strikingly like a typical syntactically ergative pat-
tern. The syntactic process applies only to an NP with a particular Case,
regardless of its syntactic position. However, no one has postulated that
German is ‘syntactically dative’. Instead, the answer is to be found in the
fact that dative is a lexical/inherent Case and only structurally Cased
objects ‘passivize'. We may be able o explain many instances of syntactic
ergativity in a similar way if the syntactic process involved applies only to
structurally Cased NPs. That would produce a pattern in which the syntac-
tic process applies only to absolutives and not to ergative NPs.

Other instances of syntactic ergativity may have a structural basis.
Bittner and Hale (1996b} suggest that languages differ with respect to
whether the nominative (absolutive) NP moves out of the VP or remains in
its base position. They argue that Dyirbal is syntactically ergative because
nominatives move out of VP, while ergatives remain inside the VP. As a
result, the nominative (absolutive) behaves like a subject, because it is in
a syntactic subject position, while the ergative NP is not. We might also
expect differences among crgative languages depending on whether or not
the ergative NP moves out of the VP. If the ergative NP remains in the

* The example in (14c) is grammatical in some dialects of English. See Woolford (1993)
for an account of the relevant dialect differcnces.



196 ELLEN WOOLFORD

VF, as Bittuer and Hale suggest for Dyirbal, it should have tewer subject
properties than an ergative that moves to the external subject position
and triggers subject agreement, as in Nez Perce. A difference of this sort
can be found in the behavior and position of datives in Icelandic and
German. Dative subjects are forced to move to the external subject posi-
tion in Icclandie, but apparently not in German, and consequently. dative
subjects in Icelandic have subject properties that datives in German lack
(Cole et al. 1980; Zacnen and Maling 1983).

Thus, without actually providing accounts of the various instances of
syntactic ergativity reported in the literature, this section has suggested
several possible approaches to syntactic ergativity which are either compa-
tible with, or actually depend upon, the idea that cigative is a lexical
Case,

1.2.2. Split Ergativity

Does split crgativity present any problems for the idea that ergative is a
lexical Case? To answer this question, It us consider some specific types
of ergative splits.

Two types of crgative splits occur in Nez Perce. First, there is a sphit
between the Case system and the agreement system. The Case system is
crgative while the agreement system operates on a ‘nominative-accusative’
pattern. In the analysis of Nez Perce presented here, such a split between
the Case and agreement systems presents no problem for the idea that
ergative is a lexical Case. The Case system of Nez Perce includes two
lexical Cases, crgative and dative, whereas the agrecment system is purely
structural, associated with the positions of Spec, Agr-S and Spec, Agr-
0.21

A second way that Nez Perce qualifies as a split ergative language
involves only the Case system. The Nez Perce Case system could be called
a split system because it manifests both ergative-objective and nominative-
accusative Casc patterns, Under the analysis of Nez Peice presented here,

* In Nez Perce, agreement is putely structural: ergative subjects trigger agreement simply
because they are forced to mnve ta the subject agreement position by the Extended Projection
Principle. If Nez Perce had dative subjects, these would probably trigger subject agreement
also. This brings up the guestion of why crgative and daiive subjects do not trigger subject
agreement in more familiar languages such as Hindi and Icelandic, where lexically Cased
subjects also move 10 Spec Agr-5. | here appears to be a generalization such that languages
that aliow nominative objects (such as Icelandic and Hindi) do not allow lexically Cased
subjects to agree, cven in intransitive constructions where no nominative object 1s present,
Lexically Cased subjects appear to be able to agree only in languages where nominative
Case and subject agreement are limited to Spec Agr-$ and nominative objects are not
possible,
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this also presents no problem for the ideca that crgative is a lexical Case,
the claim is simply that verbs that can assign a lexical Case do so optionally
in Nez Perce {sce scction 1.3.1.1).

Many familiar crgative languages limit ergative Case to a particular
aspect, such as the perfective in Hindi. We know that there is no universal
connection betwcen perfective aspect and crgative Case because many
ergative languages, such as Nez Perce, are not split with respect to aspect.
Even in Hindi, the perfective aspect cannot be said to assign crgative
Case because perfective aspect is only necessary but not sufficient for the
occurrence of ergative Case. Some verbs, e.g. ‘buy’, never take an crgative
subject, even in transitive perfective constructions (Comrie 1984, p. 858).
Such lexical exceptions support the idea that the ability to assign lexical
ergative Case is part of a verb’s lexical entry.”

Another type of split ergativity reported in the literature involves splits
along the dimension of person. I Dyirbal, [or example, first and second
person pronouns show a nominative-accusative Case pattern, whereas the
third person pattern is ergative. However, Goddard (1982) and Comrie
(1991) arguc convincingly that the Dyirbal person split is not deep; instead
the first and sccond person pronouns simply do not show a morphological
distinction between nominative and ergative forms (while the third person
forms do not morphologically indicate the difference between the two
structural Cases, nominative and objective). Evidence for Goddard and
Comrie’s view is the fact that pronouns hehave as if they have naminative
and crgative abstract Case and, in fact, Wh pronouns overtly show a three-
way Casc distinction (Dixon 1994, p. 85). If all reported instances of
person splits with respect to ergativity turn out to involve abstract Casc
distinctions that do not always show up in the morphology, then there is
no problem. If there are real person splits in the sense of marking different
persons with different abstract Cases, then we want to know whether such
splits involve only ergatives or whether they are seen with other lexical
Cases, such as the dative. This question rcmains open at this point. Since
we do not yet have a thcory of person splits that would rule out the
possibility that lexical Cases could be involved in such splits, we have no
principled reason to rule out the possibility that ergative is a lexical Case.

1t is widely befieved that there is a historical explanation for the association between
ergative Case and the perfective aspect in languages like Hindi, related to the fact that the
ergative construction cvolved from a passive construction in those languages (c.g., Allen
1964; Anderson 1977, 1988; Comrie 1678).
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1.2.3. Summary

This section has shown that there is good evidence for the idea that
ergative is a lexical Case associated with agents. We have seen that erga-
tive Casc is as closely associated with the agent #-role as the dative Case
is with the experiencer/goal role(s). In addition, we have seen that there
are striking parallels between ergative and dative subject constructions.
The two types of crgative languages (those that allow and those that
prohibit ergative subjects in intransitive clauses) are paralleled by two
types of ‘dative’ languages (those that allow and those that prohibit dative
subjects in intransitive clauses). Moreover, neither ergative nor dative
subject constructions allow a structural accusative object.

The view that ergative is a lexical Case has the advantage of simplicity,
since Case theory already predicts the existence of a lexical Casc associated
with agents. Thus, no new Case mechanism needs to be added to the
theory to assign/check ergative Casc. Finally, this section has shown that
phenomena such as syntactic ergativity and split ergativity do not consti-
tute cvidence against the idea that ergative is a lexical Case. Now let us
return to the analysis of the Nez Perce Casc system.

1.3. Nez Perce Case Patterns

Section 1.1 established syntactic positions for the twa subject Cases (nom-
inative and ergative) and the two object Cases (objective and accusative)
of Nez Perce. This section will address the question of why only certain
combinations of these subject and object Cases are allowed. The goal of
this section will be to show how the complex distribution of Case patferns
in Nez Percc follows from universal aspects of Case theory, combined
with vuly minimal language-specific information.

We will begin with the transitive Case patterns, postponing discussion
of ditransitives and intransitives.

1.3.1. Transitive Case Parterns

In Nez Perce, if the subject is ergative, the object must be objective, not
accusative. If the subject is nominative, the object must be accusative, not
objective:

(16) Transitive Casc Patterns in Nez Perce
A. Occurring Patterns
1. Nominative Accusative
2. Ergative Objective
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B. Prohibited Patterns
1. *Nominative Objective
2. *Ergative Accusative

Why should the subject and object Cases be paired in this manner? The
answer to this question can be summarized as follows. When a verb marks
its subjcct with a lexical Casc, such as crgative, that verb cannot assign
structural accusative Case to its object. This is a universal generalization,
introduced above in scction 1.2 and discussed in more detail in the sections
that follow. Because the object is denied structural accusative Case, it
must get Casc outside the VP, In Nez Perce, such objects move to Spec,
Agr-O where they get objective Case and trigger object agreement. The
result is an crgative-objective construction.

In contrast, nothing blocks the assignment of structural accusative Case
in nominative-accusative constructions. Thus, when the subject is nomin-
ative, the object gets accusative Case inside the VP and is thus not free
to move to Spec, Agr-O for objective Case.

Let us examine these two transitive constructions in more detail.

1.3.1.1, Ergative-Objective Constructions

Nez Perce verbs can appear with eitlicr a nominative or an ergative subject
in transitive clauscs. I propose that Nez Perce verbs optionally mark their
subjects with lexical crgative Case:*

{17) verb ( A, T
|

(crg)

If the option of assigning ergative Case to the subject is sclected, the verb
assigns that lexical Case at D-Structure, before the subject moves out of
the VP (to obey the EPP).

We discussed above, in section 1.2, the effect that a lexically Cased
subject has on the Case of the object. We saw that dative constructions
in Icelandic and dative and ergative constructions in Hindi never take
structural accusative objects. While such constructions in Icelandic and

2 As we will seg in section 3, cne source of diversity within ergative languages stems from
the fact that ergative is obligatorily assigned in some languages, but only optionally assigned
in vthiers. Languages with dative subjects also differ v & parallel fashivn. 1o Icelandic, verbs
that take dative subjects do so obligatorily, whereas in Japanese, verbs that take dative
subjects may also appear with nominative subjects. Although ergative Case assignment is
marked as optional in the verb's lexical entry, other factors such as the topicality of the
object favor one Case pattcrn or the other (see Rude 1982, 1986a, 1988). In that scnse,
crgative assignment is not purely optional.
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Hindi gencrally have nominative objects, as we saw, several different
Casces can follow an ergative subject in different constructions in different
languages:**

(18) Cross-Linguistic Ergative Patterns:
a. Ergative — Nominative

b. Ergative — Dative
¢. Ergative - Objective
d. *Ergative — Structural Accusative

Thus one cannot predict cxactly what objcct Casc will appear with an
crgative subject; one can only be sure it will not be structural accusative:

(19 Generalization: lexically Casced subject —
Fstructural accusative object

Let us postpone any discussion of what causes this apparcently universal
generalization until later in this paper and focus now on the cficct this
generalization has in Ncz Perce.

When the subject is crgative, the verb is unable to assign structural
accusative Case to its object, because of the peneralization in (19). As a
result, the object must move out of the VP in search of Case. The external
subject position is full; it is occupied by the ergative subject. Nez Perce
lacks any mechanism for assigning nominative Case to objects (contra
what appears to be possible in Hindi), so there is only onc option left in
Nez Perce. The Cascless object must move to Spec, Agr-O for objective
Case (where it triggers object agreement):™

** This paper will not explorc the interssting question of why such cross-linguistic variation
cxists. There are several possible reasons why Nez Perce differs from Hindi in not assigning
nominative Casc to objects in constructions with a lexically Cased subject. Nez Perce may
simply lack whatever the mechanism is that aliows nominative Case to be assigned to objects
in languages hke Hindi.

* The question of why the ergative subject does not simply remain in its base position,
whilc the object moves to the external subject position to get nominative Case, is an
interesting one. Bittner and Hale (1996b) suggest that the ergative subject can remain in the
VP in only one type of ergative language, exemplified by Dyirbal, but not in other ergative
languages.
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(20) Agr-SP

N
N

NP- ERG

There is no way to derive the ungrammatical ergative-accusative construc-
tion in Nez Perce without violating the generalization in (19). Note, how-
cver, that accusative must be a structural Case in Nez Perce. If Nez Perce
had a lexical accusative Case, nothing would block ergative-accusative
constructions, As we saw In section 1.2, data from Icelandic shows that a
lexically Cased subject can be followed by an accusative object, if that
objcct has lexical accusative Case. The fact that the goucralization in (19)
links the verb’s ability to assign structural accusative Case to the sort of
subject the verb has reminds us of Burzio’s (1986) generalization. It will
be argued below that both generalizations are manifestations of a single
broader generahzation.
Let us now turn to constructions with a nominative subject.

1.3.1.2. Nominative-Accusative Constrictions

It a verb does not take the option of assigning lexical ergative Case to its
subject, the result is a nominative-accusative construction. The subject
moves to Spec, Agr-5, where it gots nominative Case. The generalization
in (19) docs not interfere with the verb’s ability to assign structural accus-
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ative Casc to its object, and thus the objoct gets Casc inside the VP and
remains there. (Recall that accusative objects trigger no agreement.)

(21) Agr-SP
NP-NOM Agr-S'
Agr.S

VP

N

A NP-ACC

Since accusative must be a structural Case in Nez Perce {or clsc ergative-
accusative constructions would oceur, as explained above), the theory
must allow two structural object Cases: one in Spec, Agr-O, associated
with object agreement, and one inside the VP, not associated with object
agreement.

Under this account, the ungrammaticality of sentences with a nomina-
tive-objective Case pattern in Nez Perce is attributed to the notion that
accusative Case assignment is obligatory in Nez Perce, unless interfered
with by the generalization in (19). However, the nominative-objective
pattern is not universally prohibited. It occurs in many languages with
both subject and object agreement. It is proposcd here that nominative-
objective patterns are produced in languages where verbs simply lack the
ability to assign structural accusative Case, and probably also in languages
where verbs assign their accusative Case optionally.™

Now that we have seen the basic ideas of the proposed account demon-
strated with respect to transitive constructions, fet us turn to ditransitive
constructtons.

* For cxample, it is likely that the Case of specific objects in Turkish is objective, while the
Cuse of non-specific objects is accusative (sce de [loop 19895 Enc 1991}, If so, then Turkish
has nominative-objective sentences as well as nominative-accusative ones. This difference
between Nez Perce and Turkish would be produced if accusative Case assignment is obliga-
tory in Nez Perce, but enly optional in Turkish, so that Turkish objects have the option of
staying in VP or moving to Spec, Agr-O for Case. Sec Woolford (1995) for an analysis of
a similar situation in Palavan.
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1.3.2. Ditrunsitive Constructiony

For verbs that take three arguments (agent, goal, and theme), there arc
four possible Case patterns:

(22) Ditransitive Case Patterns in Nez Perce

A, Occurring Patterns (Agent Goal Theme)
1. Nominative Accusative Accusative
2. Nominative Dative Accusative
3. Erpative Ohjective Accusative
4. Ergative Dative Objective

B. Prohibited Patterns (Agent Goal Theme)
1. *Nominative  Objective Objective
2. *Nominative  Obijective Accusative
3. *Nominative  Accusative Objective
4, *Nominative  Dative Obijective
5. *Ergative Accusative Accusative
0. *Ergative Accusalive Objective
7. *Ergative Objective (Objective
8. *Ergative Dative Accusative

Nominative subject ditransitive constructions can be analyzed in the same
way that transitives with a nominative subject are: the verb assigns Casc
to both objects inside the VI and, thus, ncither objcct is free to move to
Spec, Agr-O for objective Case.”’

Ergative ditransitive constructions can also be analyzed the same way
as transitive crgative patterns, using the generalization 1n (19), repeated
here:

(19} lexically Cased subject > *structural accusative object

For ergative subject constructions with a dative goal, the application of
this generalization is straightforward. The one object that would be accus-
ative in the absence of a lexically Cased subject is denied accusative Case
when the subject 1s lexically Cased:

(23)a. nominative dative accusative
b. ergative dative objective (¥accusative)
Note, again, that it is crucial that there be no lexical accusative Case
available for themes in Nez Perce, even when a goal is present. If lexical

# 1t is assumed here that onc verb can assign structural accusative Case to two objects,
perhaps with the help of an applicative morpheme.
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accusative Case were available for the theme in (23b), then that construc-
tion would be grammatical with an accusative object.

For ergative subject constructions without a dative goal, we have to
decide how to interpret the generalization in (19). Should we interpret it
as denying structural accusative Casc to all objects (strong interpretation)
or merely to one particular object (weak interpretation)? Given the super-
ficial similarity between the generalization in (19) and Burzio's (1986)
generalization, one might think that the answer must be the strong inter-
pretation. However, we will see arguments in the next section that the
correct interpretation for the generalization in (19) and, in fact, for Bur-
zio’s generalization, is actually the weak interpretation. For now, however,
Iet us ey it both ways.

Under the strong interpretation of the generalization in (19), accusative
Case should disappear from both objects in a double accusative construc-
tion if we assign lexical ergative Case to the subjcet. But what actually
happens is that accusative Case disappears only from the first {thematically
highest) object:

{(24)a. nominative accusative accusative
b. ergative objective accusative

This same problem is faced when one applics Burzio’s (1986) generaliza-
tion to double object passives or to psych-verb constructions with two
internal arguments. The standard approach to this difficulty has been to
claim that the second object gets lexical/inherent accusative Case, rather
than structural accusative Case (Burzio 1986; Belletti and Rizzi 1988).%%
However, if we propose that the theme actually has inherent Case in the
pattern in (24b), we will have to add something to the theory to prevent
themes from getting lexical/inherent Case in the pattern in (23b) or in
transitive ergative constructions. That is, we would need to limit the
appearance of lexical accusative Case to just those instances where the
strong interpretation ot the generalization in (1Y) makes the wrong predlic-
tion,

The generalization in {19} works best if we take the weak interpretation,
under which ‘object’ refers only to what is sometimes called the “primary’
or ‘rcal’ object. In a double accusative construction, this is the object with
the higher thematic role (goal = theme). Under this wecak interpretation
of the generalization in {19), we get the correct prediction that it is only

2 Baker {1988) and Woolford (1993) argue against stipulating inherent accusative Case in
such situations.
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the thematically highest object that is denied structural accusative Case
when the subject gets lexical Case:

{(25)a. nominative accusative accusative
b. ergative objective accusative

c. *ergative accusative objective
d. *ergative objective objective

Under the weak interpretation of the generalization in (19), nothing in-
terferes with the verb’s ability to assign structural accusative Case to the
second object in the patiern in (25b).

In the next section, we see how the generalization in {19) can be
formulated in a way that is more conceptually appealing and will also
encompass the aspects of Burzio’s generalization that arc universal,

.4, The Maximum Accusatives (Max. Acc.) Generalization

There is an old observation that the number of accusative Cases a verb
can assign always scems to be one less than the number of arguments that
need structural Case, That observation covers intransitive verbs, regard-
less of whether they have an internal or an external subject: verbs with
only one argument never assign structural accusative Case. Transitive
verbs assign a maximum of one accusative Case. However, if one of the
arguments of a transitive verb gets lexical Case, then that verb assigns no
accusative Case. We have seen that this is true for {ransitive verbs with
dative and ergative subjects. A ditransitive verb may assign up to two
accusative Cases, hut this number is reduced if one or more of its argu-
ments gets lexical Casc. We have seen this effect in Nez Perce ditransitives:
a verb with no lexically Cascd arguments assigns two accusatives, a verb
with onc lexically Cascd argument (crgative or dative) assigns one accus-
ative, and a verb with two lexically Cased arguments assigns no accusative
Case:

(26) Agent Goal Theme
a. nominative accusative accusative
b. nominative dative accusutive
¢. ergative objective accusative
d. ergative dative objective

Thus, this observation about the maximum number of accusatives that a
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verb can assign goes a long way toward encompassing three superficially
separate generalizations: (i) that no verb assigns structural accusative Casc
to its subject, (i) that a verb without an cxternal subject cannot assign
structural accusative Case to its object (the observation that motivated
Burzio’s generalization), and (iii) that a verb with a lexically Cased subject
cannot assign structural accusative Casc to its object (the gencralization
in (19}). It seems rcasonable to assume, therefore, that these three gener-
alizations are actually manifestations of one broader generalization having
to do with the maximum number of accusatives a verb can assign (or
check),

Let us formulate such a generalization. We want it to express the fact
that the maximum number of accusative Cases a verb can assign/check is
equal to the number of arguments that verb has, minus the number of
those arguments that get lexical Case or Case from a preposition, minus

a0y

1:-

(27) Max, Acc. Formula
Max. Acc. = #Arguments — #Lexical Cases — 1

Verbs with one argument can assign a maximum number of O structural
accusative Cases (1 —0— 1= For verbs with two arguments, the
maximum is 1 (2 — 0 — 1= 1), unless the verb assigns a lexical Case, in
which case the maximum is 0 (2 — 1 — | = (). Verbs with three arguments,
none of which receive lexical Casc, can assign a maximum of 2
(3 — 0 — 1 = 2) structural accusative Cases. A ditransitive verb that assigns
lexical Case to one of its arguments is limited to 4 maximum of 1 structural
accusative Case (3 — 1 — 1 =1). Finally, a ditransitive verb that assigns
two lexical Cases cannot assign any structural accusative Cases
3-2-1=0).

Although (27) is still a descriptive generalization, it represents signifi-
cant progress over having to stipulate the three generalizations described
above. For intransitives, the Max, Acc. formula correctly predicts that
structural accusative Case cannot be assigned to an external subject nor
to an internal subject. For transitives and ditransitives, however, the Max.
Acc. formnla tells us only how many accusative Cases the verb can assign,

* For an analysis of why passives in languages like Ukrainian appear to violate Burzio’s
generalization {and this generalization), see Woolford (1003).
The Max. Acc. formula proposed here is a modification of a proposal in Falk (1992):

(1) Case-grid principle {parameterized): A verb that assigns n ¢-roles may assign up
to {n.a — 1} Cases.
* Technically, the formula would preduce a negative number for an intransitive verb that
assigned a lexical Casc to its one argument.
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but it does not tell us which arguments will get those accusative Cases.
The additional generalization we need to capture is that, when there is a
choice of which of two or more arguments will go without structural
accusative Cuase, it is always the dargument witl the higher thematic role
that is denied structural accusative Case.”

There is a way to capture this additional gencralization without adding
anything to the Max, Acc. formula. If we allow the grammar to produce
all of the logically possible derivations, cach differing only in which argu-
ment is denied structural accusative Case, then we can use economy/
locality considerations to select the best derivation. The best derivation
will be the one with the shortest path between the argument that needs
Case ontside the VP and the position outside the VP from which Casc is
available. Under the standard assumption that the argument with the
higher thematic role is also higher in the syntactic tree, the correct result
will be produced.

The Max, Acc. formula can now replace the generalization in (19) that
verbs with lexically Cascd subjects do not assign structural Case to their
(thematically highest) object. The Max. Acc. formula also accounts for
the data that originally motivated Burzio’s (1986) generalization: verbs
with internal subjects cannot assign structural accusative Casc to those
subjects. However, the Max, Acc. formula does not encompass all aspects
of the predictions that the original formulation of Burzio’s (1986) general-
ization makes. For example, nothing in the Max. Acc. formula says that
any verb must assign structural accusative Case, whercas Burzio’s general-
ization states that any verb with an external subject does. But Burzio’s
generalization scems too strong in this respect; there are verhs in varions
Furopean languages with an external subject that assign dative or some
other lexical Case to their objects and there is no indication that these
verbs assign structural accusative Case. In addition, the original formula-
tion of Burzio’s generalization (but not the Max. Acc. formula) rules out
the possibility that some languages simply do not assign structural accus-
ative Casc at all, but evidence is presented in section 3 that this possibility
exists. Replacing Burzio's Generalization with the Max. Acc. formula also
eliminates the need to stipulate inhercnt accusative Case m situations
where Burzio’s generalization predicts that a verb should not be able to

* For all the data considered here, the thematically higher #-tole is the one that goes
without structural accusative Case. However, when the thematic hierarchy gives a different
prediction than the aspectual hierarchy of Grimshaw 1990 (e.g., for psych verbs with theme
subjects), 1t 1s the more pronunent thematic role, in Grimshaw’s sense, that actually goes
without structural accusative Case. (See Woolford 1993}
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assipn structural accusalive Case to a second internal argument, Situations
of this sort are discussed at length in Woolford (1993).

It seems likely that the Max. Acc. formula is a descriptive generaliza-
tion, caused by some grammatical principle as vet unknown. This paper
will not attempt to address the separate but interesting question of what
accounts for this descriptive generalization, but the reader is referred to
Woolford {1993), where it is proposed that this descriptive generalization
is the result of an obligatory operation on argument structures called
Accusative Case th‘mking,32

This completes the proposed account of the four-way Case system of
Nez Perce, its relation to the two-way agreement system, and the account
of the distribution of possible and impossible Casc pattcrns. We have secn
that this account uses standard Case theory, with a slightly expanded
inventory of Cases: two structural Case positions for objects (inside and
outside VP) and an additional lexical/inherent Case, ergative. The only
other addition to Case theory that is necessary is the generalization ex-
pressed by the Max. Acc. formula,

The next section focuses on the details of the Nez Perce agreement
system and justifies the conclusion that the agreement system manifests a
subject-obiect pattern and not an ergative pattern.

2. NEz PERCE AGREEMENT

All subjects in Nez Perce, regardless of whether they have ergative or
nominative Case, trigger the same forms of person and number agreement,
TITowever, only objective objects trigger object agrecment. Accusalive ob-
jects trigger no agreement at all. These generalizations are easy to see
with respect to number agreement, as shown in section 2.1. Section 2.2
cstablishes that the person agreement system also manifests the same
subject-object pattern, even though person agreement involves portman-
teau morphemes that combine information about both subject and object.

2.1. Number Agreement

Number agreement is expressed in two different ways in Nez Perce. Imper-
fect aspectual suffixes include a subject number feature and there are also

32 See Woolford (1993) for a discussion of complications that can arise in the passive
constructions of the languages of the world that lead to superficial counterexamples to
Burzio’s Generalization and the Max. Acc. formula.
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separate subject and object number morphemes (Rude 1982). Doth sys-
tems show a consistent subject-object pattern,

The imperfective aspect morphemes shown below differ in form
depending on whether the subject 18 singular or plural. Subjects of all
kinds (intransitive or transitive, nominative or ergative) trigger this type
of number agrecment, but no objects do {Rude 1988):

(28) Number agreement on imperfect aspectual suffixes (Rude 1982)
-se  singular subject
-sfix  plural subject

(29ja: Hi + kuu + se.
3+ go + ASPISG

He/she is going.

b,  Hi+ ku + siix.
3+ go + AspPL

They are going. {Rude 1982, (2))

(3Ma. Pée + ke'nip + se.
3/3 + hite + aspisc

He is biting it.

b. Pée + ke'nip + six.
3/3 + bite + aspirL

They are biting it. {Rude 1982, (4))

The example in (30b) cannot mean ‘He is hiting them’ This form of
number agrcement is restricted to subjects.

In clauses with perfective aspect, subjects of all kinds may be marked
plural by means of a separate plural number agreement morpheme, pe,
which follows the person agreement morpheme (Rude 1982):

(31)a. Hi + ka + ye,
3+ go + asr
He went, (Rude 1982, (5))

b. Hi+ pe+ ki + ye.
3+ PISURT+ g0 + asp

They went.
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(32) Péc + pe + ke'nip + e.
33+ pr-stms + bite + ASP
They bit it. (Rude 1982 (A))
Plural objective objects arc marked with a distinet plural number agree-

ment morpheme, nées, which follows the subject number morpheme, pe
{Rude 1982):

(33) ‘e + pe + nées + hexn + ¢

1f3 + pLSLBRI + PL-OBJ + See + ASP

We saw them. (Rude 1985, p. 39)
(34) Haama + nm hi + néec + "wi + ye wewlkiye + ne.

man + ERG 3+ rL-oB/ + shoot + asp elk + ons

The man short the elk(plural). (Rudc 1986a, (13))

Accusative objects never trigger number agreement.

2.2, Person Agreement

Like number agrecment, the person agreement system of Nez Perce also
reflects a subject-object pattern. Although there are no morphologically
overt agreement morphemes for first or second person, we can observe a
subject-object pattern in the overt third person agreement morphemes.™

Intransitive third person subjects trigger the third person subject agree-
ment morpheme, /i

(35) ipi + 6 hi+ kd + ye.
he + xom 3+ go + asp
He went. {Rude 1982, (19))
This same agreement form occurs with transitive subjects. We see it with
a nominative subject in (36). It is visible with ergative subjects when the
objective object is first or second person (and thc object agreement is
morphologically null), as in (37):

* While it may seem counter to our usual expectations to find that third person agrecment
is morphologically marked, while first and sccond person agreement are not, English actually
behaves like Nez Perce in this respect. Third person singular subijects in English trigger
morphologically overt agrecment on main verbs, while first and second person subjects do
net.
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(30) ITdama + @ hi + 'wi + ye = wewikiye + #.
man + ~oM 3 + shoot + ASF elk + acc

The man shot an elk. {Rude 1988, {31))

(37) Hi + tdamyan + a 'datway + nim.
311 hir | ase old-worman + ErG

The old woman hit me. (Rude 1982, (29))

We also see this same third person subject agreement form with an ergative
subject when the objective object is plural:

38 ITdama + nm hi + néec + 'wi + ye wewilkiye -+ ne.
3 Y

man + ERG 3+ Pi-0BI + shoot + asp elk + 0BJ

The man shot the elk{plural). (Rude 1986a, (13))

The only situation in which a third person subject occurs, but we do not
see this fi agrecment morpheme, is when the objective object is third
person singular. In this situation, we see a portmanteau agreement mor-
pheme, pée:

{39) ip + nim pée + hexn + ¢ walds + na.
he + ERG 3/3 + see + asp knife + oBJ
He saw the knife. (Rude 1982, (34))

Objects never trigger the A/ agreement form associated with subjects. In
cxamples with a first or sceond person subject (where the morphological
contribution of the subject agreement is null), third person objects with
objective Case trigger the 'e agreement form, as in (40), which surfaces
as ‘g in (41} due to vowel harmony:

(40 fin ‘e + nées + hexn + ¢ walds + na.

I [[3+ PL-OBJ + see + ASP knife + OB/J

I saw the knives. (Rude 1982, (32))
(41) ‘ee 'aw + ‘yaaxn-o'qa ku’s + pé¢ wexweqé + ne

you 2{3 + can-find places + in frog + oBJ
tithiu + ne.

big + 0B/

You can find a big frog in thosc placcs.

(Rude 1982, (25), from Aoki 1979)
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Accusative objects never trigger object agreement in Nez Perce, regardless
of whether the accusative occurs as the single object in a sentencc with a
nominative-accusative Case pattern or as the second object in a sentence
with either Casc pattern. In the nominative-accusative example in (42),
we see that the agreement form is Aé, which is the form we find with an
intransitive third person subject:

(42) Kii héencku’ céep +8  hi+’'nip+e  hdacwal + @
now again arrow + Acc 3+ ke + asp hay + Now

Now the boy again took an arrow.
(Rude 1982, (94), from Phinney 1934)

If the accusative object were triggering agreement, we would expect to
see the portmantcau 3/3 pée form, as in (39). The fact that we find an
intransitive agreerment pattern indicates that the object is not contributing
to the agreement in (42).

In nominative-accusative examples with a first or second person subject
(where the coatribution of the subject to agreement is null), we find that
the agreement that surfaces is null, indicating that the accusative object
does not agree. We do not find the ’e third person object agreement form
that an objective object would trigger:

(43) Kawd taxc qdomsit +98  #§ + wiydamk + o
then soon gdamsii + acc 1+ peel + asp

kaa 8 + tiut + nu’,
and 1+ grind + asp

Then soon T will peel and grind the gdamsit.
(Rude 1986a, (23), from Phinney 1934)

In ditransitive examples with both an objective and an accusative abject,
the verb agrees with the objective object only. By examining example (44)
we can see that the accusative object docs not trigger agreement. That
cxample has the agreement pattern of an intransitive sentence, A/, indicat-
ing that only the subject is agreeing, The objective object docs not contri-
bute to the overt agreement in this example because it is first person,
which triggers a zero agreement form. This example allows us to see that
the accusative second object does not agree, becausc if it did, we would
sce the portmanteau pée form indicating a third person subject and object,
but we do nol. Instead, we see ouly the third person subject agreement
form, Az
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(44) Kaa giydaw'is nacd’x + @  hi + nwihna + 'ni + s,
and dried salmon + acc 31+ leave + Appr + AsP

and he has left me dried salmon.

(Rude 1986a, (79), from Phinney 1934)

In ditransitives with two accusative objects, neither object contributes to
the agreement. We see this from the fact that such examples manifest
only the subject agreement form, hi:

(45) Kaa pist + ¢ hi + "naxpayk + 60 + ya sitegs + 0.
and father + Acc 3+ bring + DR + ASP liver + accC

And she brought her father the liver.
(Rude 1982, (97), from Phinney 1934, p. 327)

Summarizing, then, wc can identify the following subject agreement mor-
phemes in contexts where there is no object agreement at ail or no phone-
logically overt object agreement. These agreement morphemes are asso-
ciated with all types of subjects, transitive and intransitive, and nominative
and ergative:

(46) Subject agreement
@ first and second person
hi  third person

The object agreement morphemes that surface when subject agreement
makes no morphelogical contribution are as follows, Only objects with
objective Case trigger object agreement:

47 Object agreement (with objective objects only)
¢ first and second person
e third person

However, since these morphemes compete for a single agreement mor-
pheme slot, they arc all portmantcau forms in the scnsc that they provide
information about both the subject and the object. Thus, the features of
the system as a whole arc more accurately summarized as follows (see
Rude 1986a, p. 127):>"

** There is one very interesting additional feature of the Nez Perce agreement system that
is not discussed here, but which is described in detail in Rude (1986b). In an intransitive
construction, the subject sgreement can be replaced with what looks like the e object
agreement morpheme, even though no object is present or implied. Instead, it is the possessor
of the subject that optionally triggers this agreement.
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(48) subject objective object
@ not 3rd no object, or object not 3rd
‘e not 3rd 3rd
hi 3rd no ohject, or object not 3rd sg.
pée 3rd 3rd sg.

Dcspite the fact that these arc all portmantcau forms, llowever, we can
see that Nez Perce agreement docs follow a subject-object pattern, as
claimed in section 1, and not an ergative pattern paralleling the Case
system. The purpos¢ of this section was to establish that fact and to
support the claim that both nominative and ergative subjects trigger sub-
ject agreement, but only objective objects trigger agreement, while accus-
ative objects do not. This agreement pattern supports the claim in section
1 that the surface position of subjects, both nominative and ergative, in
Nez Perce is Spec. Agr-S, while objective objects occupy Spec, Agr-O
and accusative objects remain inside the VP,

In the next section, we will sce that the amalysis developed for Nez
Perce extends to other languages with three and four-way Casc systcms.

3. OTHER THREE- AND FOUR-WAaY CaAsc SYSTEMS

This section discusses two languages from Australia, Thangu and Kalka-
tungu, which have Case systems similar to that of Nez Perce. The model
developed in section 1 works well for both of these languages. Diffcrences
among the Case systems of these languages result from small differences
in the Case-assigning properties of verbs.

3.1. Thangu

Thangu (northeast Arnhem Land) is an Australian language with a three-
way Case system (Schebeck 1976). Intransitive subjects in Thangu have
morphologically unmarked nominative Casc, as in (49). Transitive subjccts
are marked with crgative Case and objects get a third Case, which
corresponds to objective Case in Nez Perce:>

(49) Taykka + # rakkun*Tin.
woman + you died
Woman died, (Schebeck 1976, (11)

* The Case labels used here follow Schebeck (14976), except that what he labels ‘accusative’
is labeled here as ‘objective’, given that it corresponds to the objective Case of Nez Perce.
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(30) Yiilgu + Tu taykka + Na puyan.
man + ERG woman + 0BJ hit

Man hit woman. {Schebeck 1976, (15))

In ditransitive constructions, the indirect object gets lexical dative Case,
leaving objective Case for the themc object:

(51) Yilgu + Tu yattu + Na kupan tavkka + Ku.
man + ERG child + 0B give  woman + DAT
Man gave child to woman. (Schebeck 1976, (18))

These examples all parallel ones discussed above in Nez Perce. The word
order in Schebeck’s examples even conforms to the predictions of the
model developed for Nez Perce, wherein ergative and objective NPs are
located outside the VP, while other arguments such as the dative remain
inside the VP:**

(52) Agr-SP

man-ERG /&}\

AgrS  Ag-O"

/N

child-OBI  Agr-O

/N

Agr-O VP

A

woman-DAT

Let us now ask how the grammar of the three-way Case system in Thangu
differs from that of the four-way system of Nez Perce. Since Thangu never
manifests accusative Case, one might think that Thangu verbs simply lack
the ability to assign structural accusative Case. Merely altering the gram-
mar for Nez Perce in that way, however, would not produce the correct

* Despite the fact that the word order in Schebeek’s examples conforms to the predictions
of this model, word order cannot be used as strong evidence for this model, since word
order in Australian Pama-Nyungan languages tends to be very free.
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result for Thangu. If Thangu verbs lacked the abihty to assign structural
accusative Case, we would expect to find that all objects move out of the
VP for Case. The result would be either an ergative-objective pattern
(when the subject is marked ergative) or a nominative-objective pattern
(when the subject is not marked ergative). But nominative-objective
patterns apparently do not occur in Thangu.

The result we want is for verbs that assign ergative Case to their subjects
in Thangu to do so obligatorily, rather than optionaily, as in Nez Perce.
We cannot force the subject to get ergative Case merely by creating a
Case shortage by eliminating the accusative (contra Bok-Bernema 1991;
see section 4). Instead, we need to mark the optionality (or lack thereof)
of crgative Case assignment in the Iexical entries;

(53) Nez Perce Thangu
(A.T) (AT
| |
(erg) erg

What is interesting is that as a result of this lexical entry for Thangu verbs,
accusative Case will never get a chance to surface in that language, cven
if Thangu verbs have the ability to assign structural accusative Case. The
reason is that the presence of a lexically Cased subject precludes a struc-
tural accusative object, as we saw in section 1.

Ditransitive clauses always have a dative in Thangu. This difference
between Thangu and Nez Perce can be attributed to a difference in whe-
ther dative Case is obligatorily or optionally assigned to goals:

(54)  Thangu Nez Perce?
(A G, T) (A, G, T)
| I
erg dat {erg) (dat)

With two out of the three arguments marked for lexical Case, there will
be no structural accusative Case available for the remaining argument,
because of the Max. Acc. formula: 3(arguments) — 2(with lexical
Case} — 1 = O{accusative Cases). As a result, the Case pattern of Thangu
ditransitive sentences is always ergative-dative-objective.

* This lexical entry characterizes verbs such as ‘give’ in Nez Perce, but other verbs require
the addition of an applicative morpheme before they can take two unmarked objects.
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3.2. Kalkarungu

It has often been noted that it is rare to find languages with more than
two distinctly marked morphological Cascs for subjects and objects (ignor
ing the dative). In particular, it is common for languages to leave structural
Cases unmarked when other factors such as word order or agreement
distinguish between subjects and objects. As a result, the number of three-
and four-way Case systems that exist has probably been underestimated
in the typological literature, becausc a language with a three- or four-way
Casc system that does not morphologically mark any of its structural Cases
would appear (on casual inspection) to have a simple two-way, classic
ergative Case systcm. Tn fact, Goddard (1982) claims that most ergative
languages in Australia actually have a three-way Case systent.

An example of a language with a four-way Case system like that of Nez
Perce, but where only the ergative Case is morphologically marked, is
Kalkatungu, a Pama-Nyungan language of Australia (Blake 1982). Blake
classifies the Case marking system of Kalkatungu as ergative-absolutive
and the agrecment system as nomlinative-accusative, but he notes that
“the two systems between them yield a three-way distinction in case forms
- one for §; [intransitive subjects], one for A {transitive subjects], and one
for O |objects|” {Blakc 1982, p. 78). Intransitive clauscs have nominative
subjects and subjcct agreement suffixed to the verb, as in (55). Transitive
clauses have crgative subjects, as in {56}, and crgative subjects trigger the
same subject agreement forms as nominative subjects do. Note that the
subject agrecement morpheme, na, is the same in both examples, despite
the fact that onc has a nominative subject while the other has an ergative
subject:™

(5%) Marapai + @ malta + ¢ ipka + na + na.
women + ~oym mob(=pl) + vom came + PAST + 3plsuns
The women came. (Blake 1982, (34))

(56) Marapai + tu malta +yi pai + ]
woman + £RG mob + ERG me + 0Bl
layi + na + i + na makati + tu.
m mn [} [l
hii + PasT + Isgoss + 3plsvss hand + INSTR
The women hit me with their hands. {Blake 1982, (35))

* Agreement in Kalkatungu “is optional in independent clauses except with the imperfect
aspect marker, mina. of the perfect. mpa” (Blake 1982, p. 79). As in Nez Perce, some
person-number combinations trigger zero agreement (first and third person singular subjects)
and the overt subject and object agreement morphemes do not all freely co-oceur.
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Objects irigger a separate set of object agreement markers. As in Nez
Peree, only the thematically highest direct object gets objective Case and
triggers object agreement. In the example below, the first person goal
object triggers object agreement, while the third person theme object
triggers no agreement. Thus, although neither of these objects is marked
with morphologically overt Case, the hehavior of these ohjects suggests
that they are marked with the same objective and accusative Cases that
we saw in Nez Perce;™

(57) Marapai + tu an’a + i {pai + @) piipa + 0.
woman + ErRG gave -+ 1sgops (me + o081 ) paper + Acc
The woman gave me paper. (Blake 1982, (47))
If so, the Kalkatungu Case inventory is exactly the same as that of Nez
Perce and Kalkatungu actually has a four-way Case system. The only

relevant difference is that Kalkatungu lacks an overt morpheme for objec-
tive Case:

(58)

Nez Perce Kalkatungu

nominative: @ (Suhj. agr) nominative: i (Subj. agr)
crgative: nim  (Subj. agr) ergative: Zu (Subj. agr}
objective: ne (Obj. agr) objective: #  (Obj. agr)
accusative: 0 accusative: #

The only other relevant difference between Kalkatungu and Nez Perce
is that ergative Case is assigned obligatorily in Kalkatungu, as in Thangu,
rather than optionally, as in Nez Perce:

(59) Nez Perce Kalkatungu
(A, T) (A.T)
| |
(erg) erg

As in Thangu, the result is that Kalkatungu has no nominative-accusative
Case pattern. Unlike Thangu, but like Nez Perce, Kalkatungu allows
double object constructions without a dative. As a result, we sec accusative
Case in ditransitive constructions such as (57},

We can conclude, then, that the same formal model accounts for the
basic Case and verbal agreement patterns of Nez Perce, Thangu, and
Kalkatungu, with the differences among these languages (in terms of the

* Blake does nat gloss marphologically unmarked Cases, so the proposed labels have been
added to these examples.
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range of Case patterns they allow) being confined to language-particular
differences in whether verbs optionally or obligatorily assign particular
Cases:

{60) Typological Variation
A. Nez Perce: ergative Case assignment: optional
dative Case assignment: optional
B. Thangu: ergative Case assignment: obligatory
dative Case assignment: obligatory
C. Kalkatungu: ergative Case assignment: obligatory
dative Case assignment: optional

4, PREVIOUS ACCOUNTS OF ERGATIVE SYSTEMS

'This section contains brief discussions of a few of the major theoretical
approaches to ergative Case systems in the linguistic literature, referring
the reader to the original sources for the details of these accounts.

One popular proposal is that ergative is another name for nominative
or accusative Case (e.g., Marantz 1981, 1984; Levin 1983; Levin and
Massam 1985: Chomsky 1992; Murasugi 1992, and Bobaljik 1993). This
can handle the textbook variety of ergative-absolutive system, but cannot
be extended to more complex ¢rgative systems. We have seen that in Nez
Perce, the ergative Case is clearly distinet from all of the structural Cases
for subjects and objects. The point that such ‘alternate name’ proposals
cannot be generalized to all ergative languages is also made in Bittner and
Hale (19964). Morcover, treating crgative as a structural Casc (nominative
or accusative) fails to capture the parallelism between dative subject con-
structions and ergative-absolutive constructions described in section 1.

Among the approaches to ergativity that recognize ergative as a distingct
Case, we can distinguish two major variants (in addition to the view argued
for here that ergative is a lexical Case). Under one proposal, ergative is
another name for genitive {Johns 1992). Under other proposals, crgative
is a distinct structural Case (c.g., Bok-Bennema 1991; Bittner and Hale
1096a).

Johns® (1992) approach requires a view of Eskimo sentence structure
that differs radically from the sort of structure that is usually assumed for
crgative languages, even by other Eskimo scholars such as Bok-Bennema
(1991) and Bittner (1994). What Bok-Bennema and Bittner analyze as a
transitive sentence with an ergative subject and a nominative object, as
sketched in (61a) below, Johns (1992) analyzes as a copular cunstruction,
where the nominative theme is the syntactic subject, while the ergative =
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genitive INP is the possessor of an object NP with an empty head, as n
(61b):

(61ya. The woman ERG saw the bird NOM.
b. The bird-NOM is the woman's-GEN seen one.

Johns’ account is motivated by the fact that 1t is difficult to tell the
difference between nouns and verbs in Eskimo languages and there is a
tradition, which Johns follows, of analyzing these as non-distinct. If Johns
is right, then Eskimo languages are not really ergative languages at all,
since they do not make use of an ergative Case. Johns' account cannot
be extended to all ergative languages, however, because the crgative and
genitive Cases are mourphologivally distinel in many such languages.™
Even for languages such as Nez Perce, in which the ergative and genitive
Cases do look alike, Johns' approach makes the wrong predictions. In
contrast to the situation in Eskimo languages where nominative objects
trigger subject agrecment, it is ergative subjects that trigger subject agree-
ment in Nez Perce. Moreover, semantic objects do not have nominative
Case nor do they occupy the subject position in Nez Perce, as Johns claims
for Eskimo; instead Nez Perce objects trigger object agrcement and get
objective Case. Thus the standard view of crgative sentences reflected in
(62a) is appropriate for Nez Perce, rather than Johns’ view of ergative
sentences in Eskimo, as in {62b):

(62)a. The woman-ERG saw the bird-OBJ,
b, The bird-NOM is the woman’s-GEN scen one.

Let us now briefly examine approaches that treat ergative as a new/addi-
tional structural Case, such as Bok-Bennema (1991) and Bittner and Hale
(1996a). Although Bok-Bennema (1991) treats ergative as a lexical Case
in those ergative languages that allow ergative subjccts in intransitive
clauses (active languages), she treats ergative as a structural Case in the
classic type of ergative language. Her basic idea is that there is no need
for crgative Case in nominative-accusative languages because objects can
get Case inside the VP, while subjects can get nominative Case outside
the VP. What makes a languape erpative 18 the inability of verbs to
assign structural Case. In ergative languages, transitive clauses have two
arguments that require Case, but neither can get Case inside VP. One NP
can get wominative Case, but the other NI has to get some other Case,

“ Ta fact, it is quite common {or the ergative and instrumental Cases to look alike, while
genitive is distinct (Dixon 1994},
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such as an oblique or ergative assigned by a special rule (Bok-Bennema
1991, p. 23).*

A key difference between Bok-Bennema’s approach and the approach
argued for in the present paper has to do with the direction of the causal
relationship between ergative subjects and the impossibility of a structural
accusative object. For Bok-Bennema, “ergativity is always a consequence
of the impossibility of Case assignment to a direct object NP by the
governor of this NP” (p. 21). In the present paper, the causal relationship
is reversed. The presence of an crgative subject {or a dative subject)
causcs the impossibility of assigning structural accusative Case to the
objc:ct.42 Under Bok-Bennema's view, we would never expect to find
crgative Casc cxcept in clauses with a Casc shortage. Howcever, there are
many sorts of situations in the languages of the world in which ergative
is used in situations where nominative is available, but unused. In Hindi,
for cxample, ergative Case appears on subjects even when the object is
not usurping the nominative Case, but is instead marked with the -ko
Case that Mahajan (1990) labels as dative:™

{63) BaccoN-ne  siitaa-ko dekhaa
children-ERG Sita-DAT see(perfective-masc.sg.)
thaa.
befpast-masc.sg.)

‘The children had seen Sita {fcm. name).
{Mahajan 1990, p. 73)

Nez Peree is also a counterexample to the Case shortage view of why
ergative subjects do not occur with structural accusative objects. As we
have scen, there are two structural Case positions available outside VP in
Nez Perce and thus, even 1f structural accusative were not available, there
would be no need to resort to ergative Case. Instead, we would see
nominative-objective constructions, Moreover, we cannot claim that the
reason that ergative is assigned to subjects in Nez Perce is that verbs
cannot assign accusative Case, because we know that verbs can assign

* Bok-Bennema’s analysis assigns ergative Case by a mechanism similar to the mechanism
that assigns genitive Case in NPs, but her analysis is otherwise unlike that of Johns {1992).
“* There are probably particular situations in particular languages 1in which an ergative
subject is the only choice available because of a Case shortage. The claim here is that this
is by no means a universal condition for the appearance of ergative Case.

** This argument goes through if -ko is dative, as in Mahajan’s gloss, or accusative. as
traditionally labeled, or even objective. The important point is that -ko is nol nominative,
which is clear because the NP marked with -ko does not trigger agreement.
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structural accusative Case in Nez Perce, in nominative-accusative construc-
tions,

Bittner and Hale (1996a} propose something much like Bok-Bennema’s
view that ergative is assigned only when there is a shortage of Cases. In
Bittner and Hale’s view, ergative is a structural Casc assigned by a
functional head. but ergative Case is not available unless “this functional
head is activated by a Case-competitor for the subject” (p. 13). Simple,
classic ergative-absolutive constructions work as in Bok-Bennema’s
approach; when the object usurps the nominative Case, crgative becomes
available to the subjcct. However, Bittner and Hale are aware that there
are many (surface} counterexamples to the idea that ergative is used only
when nominative has already been uscd. In fact, they have to deal with
more potential counterexamples than Bok-Bennema, because they consi-
der even the ergative Case in active languages to be structural. Thus, they
have to explain why ergative can be assigned to an intransitive subject,
even though nominative Casc should be available.

Bittner and Hale answer the guestion of why ergative Case can be used
in intransitive clauses with agent subjects by claiming that such clauses
are actually transitive. For other situations in which there is no overt
Casc-competitor, they extend the notion of a Case-competitor “to certain
instances of adjoined nominal heads, D or N, which can be thought of as
‘pscudo co-arguments’” (1996a, p. 34), For Nez Perce, they propose
“that the object of an ERG-ACC construction {labeled as an ERG-OBRJ
construction in the present paper| must have a complex NP-shell struc-
ture” (1996a, p. 52). The reader is referred to Bittner and Hale (1996a)
for the details of these analyses, which are complex and embedded in a
new theory of Casc.

Although it is difficult to argue against Bittner and Hale’s proposal on
empirical grounds, because their theory appears rich enough to handle
the diversity of ergative systems that occur, there are two conceptual
reasons to prefer the proposal that ergative is a lexical Case. One is
simplicity. The lexical Case approach requires no additions to Case theory
and no special syntactic structures. A second conceptual argument in favor
of the lexical Case approach is the fact that it captures the parallel between
ergative and dative subject constructions,™

** The very interesting work of Bitmer and Hale (1996b) on types of ergative languages still
stands if ergative is a lexical Case as argued here.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

This paper presents an account of the four-way Case system of Nez Perce,
which ig relevant to the more peneral question of how ergative Case
systems work and how they are related to nominative-accusative systems.,
The Nez Perce data clearly show that crgative Case cannot be equated
witll nominative ur accusalive Case. Instcad, the Nez Perce data strongly
support the idea that ergative is a lexical/inherent Case, as suggested in
Mahajan (1989), Laughren (1989, 1992), Harbert and Toribio (1991), and
that there is no parameter of ergativity, other than the fact that verbs in
some languages have the ability to assign lexical ergative Case to their
subjects, while others do not.

The Nez Perce data is also relevant to the guestion of the inventory of
object Cases in UG. Nez Perce has two distinct structural Cases for objects
(cf. Hindi (Mahajan 1990)), indicating that Case theory needs both a Case
assigned in Spec, Agr-O (that may be associated with object agrccment)
and a structural Case¢ assigned inside VP that is not associated with object
agrcement,

Nez Perce does not allow ergative-accusative Case patterns. In fact, the
crgative-accusative Case pattern appears to be universally barred (al-
though ergative-objective Casc patterns are common). More gencrally,
verbs with lexically Cased subjects (ergative or dative) cannot assign struc-
tural accusative Case to their thematically highest object. That generaliza-
tion is one manifestation of a broader generalization, which also en-
compasses the facts that motivated Burzio’s (1986) generalization,
concerning the conditions that determinc how many structural accusative
Cases a verb can assign, if any.

Nez Perce does not allow nominative-objective Case patterns, but there
is no universal prohibition against these. Languages which do not assign
Casc inside the VP, or do so only optionally, may manifest the nominative-
accusative pattern.

The Case system of Nez Perce is shown to be quite similar to that of
two Australian languages with three- and four-way Case systems: Thangu
and Kalkatungu. The typological differences among these languages is
shown to be the result of a difference in whether ergative and/or dative
Case assignment is optional or obligatory.
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