AM2 — Syntax: theories and models
Week 2(2): the decomposition of verbs

1 The atoms of lexical decomposition
1.1

Kill vs. cause to die

In the last class, we saw that there are good reasons not to treat verbs as lexical items pulled
out of the lexicon, but rather as structures composed out of several lexical items and put
together by syntactic means, such as head movement. However, this has to be done carefully,
because otherwise we can get into problems. Consider, for instance, a structure for Alice killed
Bob that follows the conclusions of the last class.
(1)

FP2
Alice

F’2
FP

cause
Bob

F’
be

dead

It is tempting to paraphrase (1) as “Alice caused Bob to be dead” or “Alice caused Bob to
die”. However, Fodor (1970) already noticed that “Alice killed Bob” and “Alice caused Bob to
die” do not mean the same thing. The best argument for this claim is that cause to die supports
two separate time adverbials, whereas die only supports one.
(2)

a.

Alice caused Bob to die on Tuesday on Monday.
[e.g., Alice poisoned Bob’s lunch on Monday; as a consequence of the poisoning,
Bob died on Tuesday]
b. * Alice killed Bob on Tuesday on Monday.

But why is there such a difference, if kill has an underlying structure that looks tantalizingly
similar to cause to die? The answer is going to be that kill has a monoclausal structure, whereas
cause to die has a biclausal structure. To understand what this means, we need to make a side
trip into Japanese.

1.2

Japanese causatives

Japanese has two causative constructions, which are called lexical and syntactic (or analytic).
Syntactic causatives are always constructed with the verb -(s)ase- “do/cause” (the choice between -sase- and -ase- is phonologically determined and it is irrelevant for syntax).
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a. Hanako-ga nimotu-o
mot-ta.
Hanako.nom luggage.acc carry.past
“Hanako carried the luggage”
b. Taroo-ga Hanako-ni nimotu-o
mot-ase-ta.
Taroo.nom Hanako.dat luggage.acc carry.cause.past
“Taroo made Hanako carry the luggage”

Lexical causatives are form a restricted set of verbs whose causative is either derived with
-(s)ase-, or alternatively with some other morpheme. The label lexical is a historical remnant
from the earlier analyses of this class of sentences, where verbs like hak-ase-ta where derived
in the Lexicon, through a lexical rule. As a consequence, this is not the best label given the
assumptions we are making in this course (i.e., that we are assuming that there are no rules in
the lexicon and that all morphologically complex items are derived in syntax), but since it is
the accepted term in the literature, we will adopt it nonetheless. Here is a canonical example
of the -(s)ase- kind.
(4)

Hahaoya-wa akachan-ni kutsushita-o hak-ase-ta.
mother.top baby.dat socks.acc wear.cause.past
“The mother made the baby wear socks”

The difference between syntactic and lexical causatives is the following: syntactic causatives
are biclausal whereas lexical causatives are monoclausal. One of the ways in which we can
tell this is by looking at the behavior of pronouns and anaphors, as dictated by Binding
Conditions A and B.
• Binding Condition A: an anaphor must have an antecedent in its same clause.
• Binding Condition B: a pronoun cannot have an antecedent in its same clause.
Now consider the following example of a syntactic causative. Only a pronoun is possible in
the object position (under coindexation with the causer subject). Taking into account Conditions A and B, this means that syntactic causatives must be biclausal —i.e., there must be a
clause boundary between the antecedent and the pronoun.
(5)

Syntactic causative
Tarooi -wa Jiroo-ni { X karei -o / ∗ karejishini } bengo sase-ta.
Taroo.top Jiroo.dat
him.acc
himself.acc defend cause.past
“Taroo made Jiroo defend him” (him = Taroo)

In contrast, with lexical causative, the pattern is reversed: an anaphor is fine, but a pronoun is
ungrammatical. This suggests that here we only have a single clause (please ignore the gore
of the sentence).
(6)

Lexical causative
Tarooi -wa akachan-ni { ∗ karei -o / X karejishini -o } tabe-sase-ta.
Taroo.top baby.dat
him.acc
himself.acc eat.cause.past
“Taroo made the baby eat him” (him = Taroo)

Schematically, we have the following, with square brackets marking clause boundaries. Note
how in the syntactic causative there the Causer and the Object are in different clauses, but not
so in the lexical causative.
(7)

a. [clause
b. [clause

1
1

Causer [clause 2 Causee Object Verb] cause]
Causer Causee Object Verb cause]

[Syntactic causative]
[lexical causative]
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Back to English

Given what we have seen about Japanese, the claim we have to make with respect to English
is that kill is equivalent to a lexical causative, whereas cause to die is equivalent to a syntactic
causative. Note, to begin with, that they exhibit the same distribution of pronouns and
anaphors.
(8)

a. Alicei killed { X herselfi / ∗ heri }.
b. Alicei caused Bob to kill { ∗ herselfi / X heri }.

If we want to draw the tree for Alice killed herself, we have the following. Notice that there is
only one single TP. If we assume that time adverbials modify TPs, then we can explain why
cannot have two time adverbials in (2b) —i.e., there is no room for both.
(9)

TP
Alice

T’
T

FP
F’

t

FP

cause
herself

F’
be

dead

In contrast, the syntactic causative would look as follows. Note that there is a difference
between cause and cause. The latter is a functional head that introduces the external argument
and relates it to the lower predicate; the former is a regular verb, which might have its own
internal decomposition (more about this in a moment). Note also that the embedded T head
is realized as to. As there are two separate TPs here, we can also have two separate time
adverbials, as in (2a): on Tuesday modifies the lower TP (i.e., the time of dying) and on Monday
modifies the upper TP (i.e., the time of causing).
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(10)

TP
Alice

T’
T

VP
V’

t
caused

TP
Bob

T’
to

FP
F’

t

FP

cause
her

F’
be

So, if cause (the functional head) is not the same as cause the verb, what is it? Well, it’s pretty
much the same thing that other people call v (pronounced “little vee”) or Voice. In a theory
like this, in which information about arguments is not encoded in the entry of an atomic verb,
we have to find a different way of relating arguments to the set of lexical items that make up
the “verb”. We do this with items like cause, have, and be. For illustration, Pylkkänen (2002)
offers the following semantics for cause.
(11)

JcauseK = λx.λe.[Agent(e, x)]

In prose, cause is a function that takes an individual x and an event e, and returns a structure
with the meaning that individual x is the Agent in event e. Following this line of reasoning,
we can decompose cause (the verb) as follows:
(12)

FP
Alice

F’
VP

cause
cause

...

In words, there is an event e of causing something to happen; this event corresponds to the
denotation of the VP [cause (something)]. We also have an individual x, which corresponds
to Alice. The entire FP in (12) means that Alice is the Agent in the event of causing something
to happen.
Important warning on terminology Here we enter an area where it is easy to get confused.
As I have said, what I have been calling cause so far is called v in other environments and
Voice in others. These terms are not always equivalent, though. If you want to play safe, you
can use v (and v’ and vP) throughout: this is the label that mostly everyone is happy with,
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as it covers a variety of functional heads that are responsible for introducing the subject (that
is, since not all subjects are Agents, similarly not all vs are going to be cause; we’ll see in
the next few weeks that some vs can also be experiencer). From this point on, I am going
to switch from cause to v, but if at any point the distinction among subtypes of v becomes
important, I will tell you so.

2 The VP Internal Subject Hypothesis
Something that is inherent to these representations is that the subject is not introduced in
the position that it is pronounced in (i.e., SpecTP). Rather, it is introduced in a lower position below T, and then moved to SpecTP. We don’t need to worry for the time being about
why it moves, even though this is an important question. For now let’s just concentrate on
determining how we know that the subject has to be merged low.

2.1

The theoretical argument

Take a look again at the semantics for cause that I gave in (11). This is a functional head that
establishes a relation between an argument and a predicate, and we call that relation a θ-role.
The standard semantic mechanism that we use to compute the relation between the argument
and the predicate (Functional Composition —see Heim and Kratzer 1998 if you want to know
more about this) requires the argument and the predicate to be, respectively, the specifier
and the complement of cause. As a consequence, the external argument must be effectively
merged in a low position, or otherwise it wouldn’t be able to receive its θ-role.

2.2

Empirical arguments

Here I am only summarizing the two arguments we discussed in class. If you want to know
more, read chapter 2 of Harley (1995), which you can find on the course website.
2.2.1

Floating quantifiers

For this argument, we are going to focus on the behavior of quantifiers like all and both.
Various authors have observed that these quantifiers can appear separated from the DPs they
modify, hence the label “floating”.
(13)

a. All the boys have drunk beer. ⇔ The boys have all drunk beer.
b. Both (of the) boys have drunk beer. ⇔ The boys have both drunk beer.

Sportiche (1986) proposed that these data can be analyzed easily if we assume that subjects
are merged below TP, as in the following trees.
(14)

TP
T’
have

vP

all the boys
both boys

v’
VP

v
drunk

beer
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Given this structure, you have two options: either you move the entire subject to SpecTP
(which gives you the “normal” order all the boys have drunk beer) or you just move the DP to
the exclusion of the quantifier, which remains stranded in a low position. The latter option
will give you the “floating” order the boys have all drunk beer.
2.2.2

Active-passive coordination

This argument was developed simultaneously in 1992 by McNally on the one hand and Burton and Grimshaw on the other. Both articles are very short and you can find them in the
course website. The argument revolves around sentences like the following, which coordinate
a passive VP with an active one.
(15)

The boy will kick the dog and be bitten for it.

A coordination of TPs is not a possible analysis, because it would require deletion of the
boy will in the second conjunct (I indicate deletion with a light grey font). While deletion is
possible, we have a very good understanding of which conditions and environments allow it,
and this is not one of them.
(16)

Not a possible structure for (15)
[TP The boy will kick the dog] and [TP the boy will be bitten for it].

So, we are forced into a smaller structure, where something smaller than TP is coordinated.
The smaller category is going to be vP. This will allow us to extract the subject of the first
conjunct and the object of the second simultaneously.
(17)

TP
the boy

T’
will

&P
&’

vP1
t

and

v’
VP

v
kick

vP2
v’

∅
the dog

VP

v
be bitten

t

This kind of movement (simultaneous movement of two constituents, each one inside a different conjunct, to a position outside the coordinate structure) is legal, as it satisfies the Across
The Board (ATB) exception to the Coordinate Structure Constraint (Ross 1967).
(18)

Coordinate Structure Constraint
In a coordinate structure, no conjunct may be moved, nor may any element contained
in a conjunct be moved out of that conjunct.

(19)

a. * What did Alice [buy t] and [eat cookies]?
b. * What did Alice [buy cookies] and [eat t]?
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(20)

Across The Board exceptions
Extraction out of a coordinate structure is licit if it affects the same element in all
conjuncts.

(21)

What did Alice [buy t] and [eat t]?

If we denied that subjects are merged below TP, we would still need to extract out of the
second conjunct, which is a passive. However, this would violate the CSC, as it would be
extraction out of only one conjunct.
(22)

An illicit version of (17)
TP
the boy

T’
will

&P
VP1

kick

&’
the dog

and

VP2
be bitten

t

Consequently, if we want to respect the CSC, we must accept that subjects are merged below
TP.
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