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The Structure of Inflection: A case study in XO
syntax

Itziar Laka
University of Rochester

O. Introduction
This paper explores the structure of inflection in Basque, under the as-

sumption that Inflectional Morphology is derived in the Syntax (Marantz 1984,
Baker 1987 and Chomsky 1989).1 Section 1 presents a description of case
marking and agreement: inflection in Basque agrees with the three verbal
arguments (ergative, dative and absolutive). Section 2 is concerned with the
relation between V, Aspect and Infl: Verb raising is limited to a subclass of
verbs ('synthetic' verbs). Verb raising to Infl is restricted further by the pres-
ence of certain types of Aspect. The proposal presented here postulates an
Aspect Projection intervening between VP and IP. The Verb always raises to
Aspect, but it only raises to Infl when Aspect is not present. Section 3 presents
the clitics contained in Infl in Basque, and their relative ordering; section 4
contains a proposal regarding the nature of the clitic-cluster in Infl: it is argued
that Infl is in fact a complex of three functional projections, each of them
hosting an agreement clitic. Successive XOmovement yields the clitic cluster,
which is argued to have internal structure. Section 5 argues that the relative
placement of inflectional clitics can be derived by means of syntactic principles
governing head movement, thus yielding the notions 'prefix', 'infix' and
'suffix' derivative. Sections 6 and 7 explore two different morphological phe-
nomena that involve Basque Inflection, and an account is presented that relies
crucially on the inflectional structure proposed in section 4. Section 6 studies
third person absolutive clitics, which diverge from all other clitics in their dis-

1 I want to thank Eulalia Bonet, Lisa Cheng, Noam Chomsky, Hamida Demirdache, Ken
Hale. Richard Kayne. Joseba Lakarra, Richard Larson, Xabier Ormazabal, Jon Ortiz de
Urbina,Peggy Speas.EstherTorrego,Juan Uriagerekaand MiriamUribe-Etxebarria,for thejr
valuable comments and suggestions during the various stages of this paper. I also want to
thank the audiences in the VII Summer Courses of the University of the Basque Country
(San Sebastian, July 1988), the Non-Indo-European Grammar Seminar at M.I.T. (Spring
1989). and the Workshop "Clitics and their Hosts", ESF, Geneva (November 1990),where
I had the opportunityto present earlierversions of this work.
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tribution and nature. It is argued that they are 'expletive' markers assigned by
functional heads (Tense and Modal). Section 7 explores cases that apparently
violate the structure proposed in sections 3 and 4: the ergative morpheme sur-
faces in the absolutive position in certain tenses. This phenomena is argued to
involve move-alpha within the complex Xo. The licensing constraints govern-
ing this movement provide support for the hypothesis that head-government is
a PF requirement (Aoun, Hornstein, Lightfoot & Weinberg 1987). Section 8
discusses the level at which these processes take place; it is argued that they
occur in the mapping from S-Structure to Phonetic Fonn.

1. Case marking and agreement
1.1 Case and thematic relations

There are three grammatical cases in Basque: Ergative, Dative and
Absolutive. They are marked on the arguments by the following morphemes:
-k for the ergative, -(r)i for the dative and zero for the absolutive (see
examples in [1]).

Case marking is largely determined by D-Structure thematic relations.
Thus, themes and patients are assigned absolutive case, agents are assigned
ergative, and goals receive dative case.2 Given this one to one correspondence
between D-structure thematic relations and case, the set of arguments that re-
ceive nominative case in English or Spanish divide into two groups in Basque,
according to the Unaccusative Hypothesis (Perlmutter 1978, Burzio 1986): the
single argument of unaccusative verbs like etorri "arrive" or erori "fall" re-
ceives absolutive case, similarly to the object of transitive verbs like ikusi "see"
or jan "eat". On the other hand, the only argument of intransitive verbs like hitz
egin "speak" or /0 egin "sleep", shares ergative case with the subject argument
of transitive verbs (for a detailed discussion of ergativity, unaccusativity and
case marking in Basque, see Levin 1983 and Ortiz de Urbina 1989). Examples
of the three types of verbs are given in (1) (A: absolutive, E: ergative, and D:
dative):

2 Psychological verbs present an interesting subcase: the argument that is assumed to be a
'theme' in works like Belleti& Rizzi (1987)and Pesetsky (1990)receivesergative case:

(i) Eguraldiak ni kezkatzen nau
weather-erg me-absworry me-bas-it
"The weatherworriesme"

This could either mean thatcase marking in Basque is not totallydeterminedby thematic
relations, or that the ergative argument in (i) is not a theme. I will not pursue this question
here.
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(1) a. emakumea etorri da
woman-the-A arrived is
"The woman has arrived"

b. emakumeak emakumea ikusi du
woman-the-E woman-the-A seen has
"The woman saw the woman"

c. emakumeak hitz egin du
woman-the-E word-made has
"The woman has spoken"

1.2 Obligatory agreement clities
Verbal inflection obligatorily agrees with all three case-marked arguments

(ergative, absolutive and dative), and if any of the corresponding agreement
clitics is missing, the sentence is ungrammatical, as shown in the examples in
(2):

(2) a. zuk ni ikusi na-u-zu
you-E me-A seen me-have-you
"Youhaveseenme"

b. *zuk ni ikusi na-u
you-E me-A seen me-have
("You have seen me")

c. *zuk ni ikusi (d)u-zu
you-E me-A seen have-you
("Youhaveseenme")

d. zuk niri etxea eman
you-E me-D house-the-Agiven
"You havegivenme the house"

e. *zuk niri etxea eman
you-E me-D house-the-Agiven
("Youhavegivenme the house")

d-i-da-zu
it-have-me-you

d-u-zu
it-have-you

The only exception to the obligatoriness of agreement clitics is found in
Eastern dialects of Basque, where the dative agreement may be dropped in
certain environments. It is not yet well understood what the conditions are that
make the dative agreement optional (i.e. whether all kinds of dative arguments
permit a missing dative clitic in inflection, or whether the presence versus ab-
sence of the agreement clitic induces any kind of semantic effect). For the pur-
poses of this paper, I will ignore this phenomenon, for which I have no de-
scription or explanation, and concentrate on the behavior of Western dialects,
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where dative agreement is obligatory in sentences containing dative argu-
ments.3

1.3 Three-way pro-drop
Basque is a three way pro-drop language: ergative, dative and absolutive

can be freely pro-dropped (Salaburu 1985 and Ortiz de Urbina 1989), pre-
sumably due to the presence of the agreement clitics. Sentences whose only
phonologically overt elements are the verb and the inflected auxiliary are per-
fectly grammatical, as the comparison between (la, d) and (3a, b) shows:

(3) a. proi proj ikusi n-au-zu
seen me-have-you

"You have seen me"

b. proi proj PI"<\: eman d-i-da-zu
given it-have-me-you

"You have given it to me"

Unlike languages like Warlpiri (Hale 1981, 1983) where arguments are
marked in an ergative pattern but agreement markers follow an accusative sys-
tem, Basque morphology displays a one to one correspondence between case
on the overt arguments and the agreement clitics on Inflection, in that each
agreement marker relates unambiguously to one grammatical case.4

1.4Non-argwnental agreement clities
There are two instances of agreement in Basque that do not reflect a rela-

tion with an argument in the sentence. The ftrst case of non-argumental agree-
ment is 'addressee agreement': the inflected form displays a morpheme that
agrees with the addressee of the speech situation (and therefore, it is always a
second person agreement clitic). This type of agreement is optional, and it is
usually reserved for situations of familiarity with the addressee, although in
some dialects it can display varying degrees of formality. Examples of this
'addressee agreement' are given in (4):

3 Lafitte (1944), who describes Eastern dialects of Basque, does not provide any data on this
topic. He simply notes that: meme dans ce limites, il y a une forte negligence chez
certains modernes a assurer l'accord du verbe avec Ie datif, et cela est particulierement sensible
chez les personnes qui lisent beaucoup de franr;ais" (359).

4 For apparent exceptions to this rule, see the discussion below, particularly the section on
'Ergative displacement'.

I
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(4) a. irakaslea etorri d-u-k
professor-the-A arrived s/he-has-you(male)
"The professor has arrived (male addressee)"

b. telebista erosi d-i-na-t
television-the-A bought it-have-you(female)-me
"I have bought a television (female addressee)"

'Addressee agreement', unlike grammatical agreement, is restticted to main
clauses in many dialects (see Rebuschi 1982 and Oyharyabal this volume for
proposals relating this agreement type to the head COMP). In this paper, I will
not be concerned with 'addressee agreement', which, unlike grammatical
agreement, is not present in all varieties of the language.

The second instance of non-argumental agreement involves certain cases of
absolutive agreement. It is often claimed that all inflected verbs in Basque must
obligatorily contain absolutive agreement. The reason for this claim, which we
will later in this paper call into question (cf. section 6), is that all inflected
forms display either a real absolutive agreement that is related to some argu-
ment in the sentence, or otherwise they contain a third person singular agree-
ment marker, even if there is no argument in the sentence that bears absolutive
case.

Compare for instance the sentences in (5): (5a) and (5b) show 'true' abso-
lutive agreement, in that the absolutive clitic is related to the absolutive argu-
ment of the sentence. In (5a), that argument is the second person singular pro-
noun, and hence the absolutive agreement is second person singular also. In
(5b), the absolutive agreement is third person singular, and the morpheme d
appears in absolutive agreement position. This morpheme is standardly as-
sumed to be third person agreement.s Consider now (5c). Although there is no
argument in the sentence that has absolutive case, the inflected form still dis-
plays the absolutive agreement clitic d.6

5 See later for a more detailed discussion of the status of third person agreement in Basque.
See section 6 for a complete paradigm of absolutive clitics, and for a proposal regarding third
person clitic variation.

6 The examples in (5) illustrate the 'familiar' second person. The second person familiar
pronoun is hi "you" In previous examples (i.e. examples [2] and [3]), I have used the neutral
(non-familiar) second person, whose pronoun is zu "you". Close acquaintance and authority
relations determine the appropriate usage of each of the pronouns, in those varieties of the
language that use the familiar second person hi "you" (all varieties use zu). In earlier stages
of Basque, the pronoun zu referred to second person plural and hi was the only second person
singular. From the XVI century on, due to deferential usage of the plural to refer to singular
individuals, zu progressively encroached upon the space of the original second person singular
hi, which continued being used in casual and/or friendly speech. Eventually a new pronoun
was created that took the value of second person plural. This pronoun is zuek "you guys".
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(5) a. Hik ni ikusi n-au-k
You-E me-A seen me-have-you
"Youhaveseenme"

b. Hik Irune ikusi d-u-k
You-E Inme-A seen her-have-you
"You haveseenIrune"

c. Hik ongi dantzatu d-u-k
You-E well danced it-have-you
"Youhavedancedwell"

1.5 Agreement patterns
The ergative clitic only appears in sentences that contain an ergative argu-

ment.7 Hence, the agreement patterns that can be found are the following:
there are inflected forms that contain only absolutive agreement. or only abso-
lutive and dative agreement. as shown in (6):

(6) a. Hi etorri h-aiz
You-A arrived you-is
"Youhavearrived"

Nowadays, there are two singular second persons. hi and zu. Regarding inflectional
morphology.though, the agreement markercorrespondingto the pronoun zu is still inflected
with plurality markers in it, unlike the agreement marker corresponding to hi, which is
inflected as singular. Thus, there are two second person plural markers as far as agreement
morphologyis concerned.This divergenceis illustratedin (i), (ii) and (iii):

(i) Nik hi ikusi h-au-t
I-E you-A seen you-have-me
"I have seen you(familiar)"

(ii) Nik zu ikusi z-ait-u-t
I-E you-A seen you-plural-have-me
"I have seenyou (neutral)"

(iii) Nik zuek ikusi z-ait-u-zte-t
I-E youguys-A seen you-plural-have-plural-me
"I have seen you guys"

The inflected form in (ii) has the absolutive plurality marker it, which it shares with all
other plural persons of the absolutiveparadigm,including the secondperson plural person in
(iii). The inflected form in (i), however, does not display such marker. Note also that the
inflected form in (iii) contains yet another plurality marker, which appears only in forms
inflected with the pronoun zuek "you guys". For extensive discussion on the history of the
Basque verbal system see Lafon (1944).

7 Recall that this argument need not be overt, since Basque is a three-way pro-drop language.
When we say that there must be an argument of a given type in the sentence, we refer to
syntactic representations (D-structure. S-structure and Logical Form), but not necessarily to
phonologically overt material.
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b. Hi niri etorri h-atzai-t
You-A me-D arrived you-is-me
"You have come to me"

There are also inflected forms that contain absolutive and ergative agree-
ment clitics (Sa, b, c), and forms that contain absolutive, ergative and dative
clitics (7a).

There is an important restriction that applies to this last group, however.
Inflected forms with three agreement clitics can only have third person agree-
ment in the absolutive (7a). It is not possible to have inflected verbs that agree
with three arguments if the absolutive agreement is first or second person. This
is illustrated in (7b), where the inflected form has been made up for this ex-
ample. Although it is possible to combine different morphemes that would
yield the desired output, the combination is nevertheless ungrammatical. 8

(7) a. Zuk niri liburua saldu d-i-da-zu
you-E I-D book-the-A sold it-have-you-me
"You have sold me the book"

b. *zuk harakinari ni saldu n-(a)i-o-zu
you-E butcher-D I-A sold you-have-him-me
"You have sold me to the butcher"

It is important to note that this restriction does not concern the thematic rep-
resentation of the sentence. In fact, in infinitival sentences, which contain no
overt Inflection or agreement clitics, it is possible to have sentences like (7b).
Thus, consider (8):

(8) gaizki iruditzen zait hp zuk ni harakinari saltzea)
wrong look does-to me you-E me-A butcher-D sell-inf
"It seems wrong (to me) for you to sell me to the butcher"

This restriction on the nature of the absolutive agreement in cases of triadic
verbs looks extremely peculiar at first sight, and it has usually been regarded
as an odd property of Basque inflection. However, similar restrictions appear
in other languages as well; thus, for instance, French does not allow dative cli-
tics combined with non-third person object clitics, and the same is true for
Spanish:

8 Examples of the sort of (7b) can occasionally be found in literary works, and whether they
ever existed in spoken language or are a literary creation has been a topic for debate among
Basque grammarians for a long time. The modern varieties of Basque I am concerned with
certainly do not allow forms like (7b).
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(9) a. Me has vendido oJ enemigo
me have-you sold to the enemy
"You have sold me to the enemy"

b. *me Ie has vendido al enemigo
c. *se me has vendido al enemigo
d. *Ie me has vendido al enemigo

In the case of Spanish clitics, there is homomorphism between dative and
accusative clitics in first and second person. However, note that the ill-
formedness of (9b, c, d) could not derive from a strictly morphological well-
formedness condition that permits only one dative clitic in a given inflection.
This is shown by examples like (10), where more than one dative clitic ap-
pears. The crucial difference now, is that one of the dative clitics does not cor-
respond to a thematic argument; it is an 'ethical dative':

(10) te me han vendido al enemigo
you-me-have-they sold to the enemy
"They have sold you to the enemy (on me)"

This indicates that. rather than a morphological constraint on number of
morphemes, or some kind of idiosyncratic property of inflectional morphol-
ogy, the grammaticality effects derive from syntactic structure, and, more im-
portantly, that they are not at all language particular.

2. Incorporated and non-incorporated verbal forms
The verbal-inflectional complex consists generally of two words: one con-

tains the lexical verb and the aspect marker, attached to the end of the verb; the
other one is the inflected auxiliary, which encodes agreement clitics, mood and
tense. This two-word pattern is illustrated in (11):

(11) a. (zuk) (gu) ikus-i g-intu-zu-n
(you) (us) see-asp us-have-you-tns
"You saw us"

b. (zuk) (niri) (hau) eros-i d-i-da-zu
(you) (to me) (this) buy-asp it-have-me-you
"You have bought it to me"

Although in declarative sentences the inflected auxiliary must follow the
main verb, there are certain conditions under which they can be far apart, indi-
cating that they are separate constituents at S-structure. Thus, for instance,
negative and emphatic sentences force the inflected auxiliary to appear preced-
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ing the main verb, and any number of constituents can intervene between the
auxiliary and the verb, as shown in (12):

(12) a. ez g-intu-zu-n (zuk)
neg us-have-you-tns (you)
"You didn't seeus"

b. zuk d-i-da-zu (nin)
youit-have-me-you (tome)
"Youdidbuyit to me"

(gu) ikus-i
(us) see-asp

(hau) eros-i
(this) buy-asp

Following Laka (1988), I will assume that the verbal forms in (11) and
(12) involve no Verb raising to Infl; this explains why it is that the inflected
auxiliary usually follows the uninflected verb, given the fact that both V and
Infl are head final in this language. It also explains why leftward movement of
Infl as in (12a, b) leaves the uninflected verb behind.9 Under this view, the
sentences in (11) and (12) are equivalent to verb forms that combine a past
participle and an auxiliary verb in Indo-European languages.

There is a small set of verbs, traditionally called synthetic,1Owhere this
two-word pattern is substituted by a single inflected unit. That is, the lexical
verb occurs incorporated onto the inflected auxiliary.l1 Compare the verbal
forms in (13): (13a) is a periphrastic form, like the ones we have seen in pre-
vious examples; (13b) is an incorporated form of the same verb ekar "to
bring":

(13) a. ekarr-i na-u-zu
bring-perf me-have-you
"You havebroughtme"

9 For an analysis of sentence negation and emphatic fronting, see Laka (1990).

10 Lafitte (1944) refers to them as verbs forts or conjugaisonforte.

11 The number of verbs that can be inflected in this manner is very small, and older stages of
the language had a much larger set of synthetic verbs (see Lafon 1944). The grammar of the
Royal Academy of Basque Language (Euskaltzaindia 1987) estimates that in modem spoken
Basque there are only about ten verbs that are used in synthetic form: egon "stay",joan "go"
etorri "arrive", ibili "walk", jakin "know", eduki "have", ekarri "bring", eraman "take",
ihardun "engage"...; some other verbs, like atxeki "attach", jarraiki "follow", esan "say",
eman "give" or entzun "hear", are occasionally used in synthetic fashion in literary language.
It is not at all clear what syntactic or semantic feature, if any, defines the set of synthetic
verbs; I will assume that it is a lexical idiosyncracy, and that synthetic verbs are already
marked as such in the lexicon. Traditionally, the name synthetic is used ambiguously to refer
either to an instance of an incorporated inflected form, or to an element of the set of synthetic
verbs. I will refer to the inflected forms as 'incorporated', and will reserve the name
'synthetic' for the lexical verbs that have the ability to inflect in an incorporated fashion.
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b. na-kar-zu
me-bring-you
"You bring me"

2.1 The Aspect Projection
The crucial factor that distinguishes a non-incorporated form like (13a)

from a synthetic one like (13b), besides their distinct morphology, is the verbal
aspect. Whereas the form (13a) is perfective, the form in (13b) is punctual,
non-perfective. Non-incorporated forms have a morpheme attached to the end
of the verb (the morpheme i in (13a), for example). Incorporated forms how-
ever, do not have any such morpheme. Basque grammarians have traditionally
referred to this morpheme as 'aspectual'. Let us assume that this morpheme,
which is not present in incorporated verbs (cf. (13b)), projects a Phrase ac-
cording to the X' schemata. Let us call this projection Aspect Phrase, follow-
ing the spirit of the traditional terminology.12This extra projection between VP
and IP is illustrated in (14) (Spec positions not represented):

(14) IP
/ \

AspP Infl
/ \

VP Asp
/ \

V

We can now account for the morphological difference between periphrastic
and incorporated verbs. Incorporated forms are the result of verb raising to Infl
at S-structure, as opposed to the non-incorporated (periphrastic) forms where
movement to Infl does not take place. The element that determines when a verb
raises to Infl is the head of AspP. In non-incorporated forms, the verb raises to
aspect and the morphological unit [verb-aspect] is created at S-structure; no
further raising to Infl takes place. The example in (13a) is an instance of this

12 Whether the head of this projection is truly an aspectual marker or whether the aspectual
properties of the sentence are compositionally determined by combining this maximal
projetion with the auxiliary verb is a question that I will not address here, although I believe
it to be an important issue: note that in English it is the auxiliary verbs that are called
'aspectual', despite the fact that auxiliary+past participle forms in this language are no
different from the ones in Basque. The category of this element heading what I am here
calling the Aspect Phrase appears to be the same as the category to which the past participle
morphemes of Indo-European languages like English (ed) or Spanish (dolda) belong. It has
often been pointed out that Basque participles have adjectival properties, much in the same
fashion that Indo-European past participles do (Lafon 1944,.Lafitte 1944).
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raising of V to Asp. The verb and the aspect marker constitute a single word,
distinct from the inflected auxiliary in Infl, as illustrated in (15):

(15) IP
/ \

AspP Infl
/ \ nauzu

VP asp
\ [ekarr]vi
1y

I assume that Basque lexical verbs are bound morphemes that need to at-
tach to a base by S-structure.t3 In a case like (15), Aspect is providing such a
base. However, if there is no Aspect head, as in (16), the verb must raise to
Infl, thus generating a single inflected unit:

(16) IP
/ \

VP Infl
/ \ na[kar]vzu

V tv

Thus, incorporated forms involve movement to Infl, but periphrastic forms
do not. If this is correct, then whenever a syntactic operation affects the in-
flected auxiliary but not the lexical vt!{b,an incorporated form will behave like
the auxiliary, and not like the lexical verb.

2.2 Evidencefor Raising to Infl
There is independent evidence showing that this is in fact the case. The

evidence comes from sentence negation, which induces a leftwards movement
of the inflected auxiliary to a Negative Phrase headed by the negative mor-
pheme ez, and generated above IP (Laka 1989,1990):

13 Following the morphological requirement stated by Lasnik (1981): "A morphologically
realized affix must be realized as a syntactic dependent at surface structure." Here, 'surface
structure' is taken to be S-structure.

II

--
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(17) IF
a. ~

~ "I'

emakume~I
~ da

~ ~rr]viVP
I

tv

b. NegP
/ \

ez+dai IP
/ \

I'

emaku~
I

AsP t./ \. 1
VP [etorr]v1

I

tv

emakumea etorri da
woman-the arrived has
"The woman has arrived"

ez da emakumea etorri
hasn't woman-thearrived
"The womanhasn't arrived"

Given the free order displayed by arguments in Basque, subject placement
does not provide direct evidence to determine whether Inflection has moved
higher than IP in (17b, d). Negative Polarity Item (NPI) licensing provides
such evidence, however. In (17b), negation has scope over the whole IP at S-
structure. This correlates with the fact that there are no subject/object asymme-
tries in NPI licensing in Basque, unlike in English, where NPl's in [Spec,IP]
are not licensed. The contrast is shown in (18):14

14 It is also possible to have NPls licensed in [Spec,NegP], as shown in (i):
(i) a. inor ez cb etorri

anybody not has arrived
"Nobody has arrived"

b. inori ez diot ezer esan

anyone-to not it-have-me anything told
"I haven't told anything to anyone"

c. inoiz ez dut ogirikjan
ever not it-have-me bread-partitive eaten
"I have never eaten bread"

As the examples in (i) illustrate. this [Spec.NegP] position can be occupied by elements
other than the subject. The ungrammatical examples in (ii) show that it is only the position
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(18) a. *[IPanybody has [NegPnot arrived]]

b. [NegPez+dai [IP inor etorri~]]
not+has anybody arrived

"Nobody has arrived"
(Literally: "hasn't anybody arrived")

This minimal pair is accounted for under the assumption that NPl's are li-
censed under c-command at S-structure.15In the English sentence, c-command
of the subject NPI by Negation does not obtain because NegP is generated
below IP (Pollock 1989); in the Basque case, however, the entire IP is in the
c-command domain of Negation at S-structure and no subject/object
asymmetry is expected. This is indeed the case, provided the subject NPI re-
mains within the scope of NegP, as in (18b).

This S-structure licensing condition on NPIs also predicts that if the object
is dislocated outside the domain of the NegP, as in (19), the licensing cannot
take place, because negation does no longer c-command the NPI: 16

immediately preceding Neg that admits an NPI element. No other pre-sentential position
does:

(ii) a. *inor berandu ez dl etorri
anyone late not has anived
C'Nobody has anived late")

b. *inoiz emakWTU!a ez dl berandu etorri
ever woman-the-A not has late anived
("The woman hasn't ever anived late")

15 See Laka (1990) for more evidence that a c-command requirement on S-structure
representations is needed to account for NPI licensing at least in English and Basque. Here, c-
command is dermed in terms of branching nodes, as in Reinhart (1976).

16The only way to salvage the sentence in (13) is to attach a constituent negation to the
stranded NPI, as in (i):

(i) [[Negpezdu~[IPti esantj]][ ezer ere eZ]j]
not have said anything even not

"I haven't said anything"
Literally: "I haven't said not even anything"

This type of construction involving NPI+even+not is the closest equivalent in Basque to
English lexical items like "nothing". Thus, for instance, in an elliptical negative reply, it is
not possible to use the NPI ezer "anything" alone in Basque, much like in English. Given
the lack of lexical items that are universal negative quantifiers in Basque, it is this type of
complex nominal that takes the place of English 'nothing' in a reply to a question like "What
did you see?":

(ii) a. Zer ikusi duzu?

what seen have-you
What have you seen?'

b. *ezer
anything
("nothing")

c. ezer ere ez

anything even not
"nothing"


