
































3. 1 The Obligatory Case Parameter as V-Case 
versus Tns-Case. 

Under the hypothesis that (23) is the syntactic representation for unergative 
predicates, we have now lost the account for the Case facts discussed in the 
introductory section, illustrated in the paradigm in (6). The question we must 
now address is how a configuration like (23) forces the activation of both Agr2 
and Agr 1. Somehow, the internal argument inside VP acti vates Agr2, thus 
forcing the activation of Agrl in order to license the extemal argument (23a). 
We must account for why occupying [Spec, Agr2] is not a possibility for the 
extemal argument, despite the fact that the intemal argument never occupies that 
place. That is, we must account for the ungrammaticality of (24b), where the 
extemal argument is assigned Case2, as it is in Inuit (cf. (Se)): 
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Mahajan (1991,1992) argues that only specific objects receive Case from Agr2 
(Agr-0 in Mahajan's notation). Non specific objects receive case directly from 
y16. This mechanism can also provide an account for the distributions of the a
determiner in Basque, which <loes not 'translate' unambiguously into Specificity 
Effects but follows the same syntactic pattem: arguments headed by a D (DPs) 
are extemal to VP, whereas arguments lacking a D (NPs) remain intemal to VP. 
However, note that if the intemal argument lan can receive inherent Case directly 

16 In Mahajan's proposal, there are two ways in which Agr-0 can assign Accusative
Case: a) via Agr, assigning Accusative to the argument sitting in its Specifier; b) via 
government, where Agr-0 govems the specifier position of the XP complement of 
Agr-0. 
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from V inside VP, then Agr-0 could be activated to assign Structural Case to the 
only argument that would get out of the VP, following the ergative choice in the 
Obligatory Case Parameter. This would allow the ungrammatical (23b), where 
the extemal argument of the unergative predicates receives absolutive case. 

I want to argue that both the general proposal in Mahajan (1992) and Bobaljik's 
Obligatory Case Parameter are at work in the derivation of unergative predi cates 
in Basque, and that the question posed by the ungrammaticality of (24b) can be 
answered when we consider in detail the spirit of the Case Theory in Chomsky 
(1992), to which I tum now. 

Consider the relation between Agr and V as Case assigners. Chomsky (1992) 
argues that both Structural Cases are parallel in that they involve the mediation 
of Agr, and the difference between nominative-ergative (Casel) and accusative­
absolutive (Case2) is that the fonner involves Tense adjoined to Agrl, whereas 
the later involves V adjoined to Agr2. Chomsky (1992) claims that Structural 
Case uniformly involves a [Spec, X] relation� therefore, Structural Case can 
never be assigned under govemment, unlike in Mahajan (1992). Chomsky also 
argues that the Case f eatures that are checked in the process of Case assignment 
belong to Tns and V respectively, not to Agr; According to Chomsky (1992), 
then, there are two Case features: the Tns Case feature and the V Case feature. lf 
this is the case, it is natural to assume that a Parameter in Case Theory must 
involve those two features, rather than the Agreement elements they pair with. 
Within this general view of what Case is, consider the reformulation of 
Bobaljik's (1992) Obligatory Case Parameterin (26). 

26. a.
b.

Activate Cv: 
Actívate CT: 

Ergati ve Case System 
Nominative Case System 

Toe only difference between Bobaljik's (1992) and Chomsky's (1992) approach 
to the Case Parameter involved in Ergativity and the one in (26) involves what 
part of the Structural Case assigning process is made responsible for the 
Parameter: given that both Agrl and Tense and Agr2 and V are involved in Case 
assignment, assume that the categories that have the capacity to be active or 
inert are not Agrl and Agr2, but rather the Case features boro by the true Case 
assigners: Tns and V. As the notation in (26) indicates, 1 refer to these two 
features as CT for the Case feature home by Tns and Cv for the Case feature 
borne by V. 

This minor modification, which does not affect the results in Bobaljik (1992), 
and,Chomsky (1992) can account straightforwardly for the Basque data, and as I 
will briefly argue, it may provide an insight into the true nature of Burzio's 
Generalization and the relationship between Structural and Inherent Case 
(Chomsky 1986, Belletti 1988). 

Let us consider (24a) and (24b) under the parameter in (26): ali arguments must 
be licensed by Case, as demanded by the Case Filter (Chomsky 1981). In (24a), 
the argument in VP receives Cv. Once Cv has been checked, any other 
argument will have to be licensed by activating CT. Toe derivation in (24b) is 
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therefore impossible because once V has assigned its Case f eature, there is no 
Case feature left to be assigned in Agr, even if V raises to it. Any argument 
occupying [Spec, Agr2] will necessarily remain Caseless. 

3. 2 BeHetti's foherent Partitive Case as the 'bare' Cv 

A crucial assumption throughout the previous discussion is that V has only one 
Case feature to assign : Cv. This Case feature can be assigned directly in the VP 
or involving an Agr projection, but since there is only one Cv, one option 
necessarily rules out the other one. 

Belletti (1988) argues that there are two diff erent Cases associated with V: 
Accusative, which is structural and subject to Burzio's generalization, and 
Partitive, which is inherent and not subject to Burzio's generalization. All verbs 
can assign Partitive case under government, but only Vs that have external 
arguments can assign Accusative. Belletti (1988) convincingly shows that 
unaccusative predicates in Nominative languages, previously thought to be 
unable of assigning Case to their complements (Perlmutter 1978, Burzio 1986), 
can in fact do so. As discussed by Belletti, the Case assigned by unaccusative 
verbs triggers Specificity Effects (this being En� (1991) assessment of what 
Belletti ref ers to as the 'Definiteness Eff ect'). 

Under the proposal put forward in this paper, Belletti's Inherent Partitive Case 
turns out to be direct assignment of Cv in the VP projection, without a 
mediating Agr projection. Structural Case, as in Chomsky (1992), is 
assignment of Cv to [Spec,Agr] after raising of V to Agr. More generally, the 
claim is that there are two ways in which a Case bearing category can discharge 
its Case feature: a) Structurally, which involves adjunction to a pronominal head 
(Agr) and assigning the Case feature to the Specifier of that head's projection; b) 
Inherently, which <loes not involve a pronominal category. Structural and 
Inherent Case result from the intervention or not of a pronominal element in 
Case assignment. Regarding Cv, the first strategy yields what is referred to as 
Accusative or Absolutive (depending of the choice in the Case Parameter), and 
the second strategy yields partitive Case in the sense of Belletti (1988)17. 

17 Belletti argues that Partitive Case is not subject to Burzio's generalization
because it is assigned in environments where Accusative Case is not available, as in 
(i) and (ii).
i. There are unicoms in the garden.
ii. Hay unicornios en el jardín.
In Laka (in progress) 1 argue that the expletive 'there', a locative argument that
receives CT thus allowing discharge of Cv to the argument in the VP projection. This
analysis of existential 'there' sentences treats them as cases of Locative Inversion,
much in the spirit of Bresnan & Kanerva (1989) and Torrego (1989). The Iocative­
temporal argument moves out of VP, activates C¡,, and thus activation of Cv is
possible.
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3. 3 On Burzio 's Generalization: unaccusatives 
that assign accusative 

There are two Case features, CT and Cv (Chomsky 1992)18. Following the 
discussion in the previous section, Inherent Partitive and Structural Accusative 
are in complementary clistribution. Inherent Partitive is CV, whereas Structural 
Accusative is [Cv, Agr]. As argued by Bobaljik (1992) and Chomsky (1992), 
only the minimally required Case features are activated, and no Case feature can 
be activated unless the default choice in the Case Parameter has been made use 
of. Whenever there is only one argument to license, only one Case feature is 
activated. The parametric choice in Case Theory allows for the two logical 
possibilities: either CT is active, yielding what is descriptively labelled a 
Nominative system, or the Cv is active, yielding what is descriptively referred to 
asan ergative system (see (27)). 

Given these assumptions, Burzio's Generalization (Burzio 1986) follows 
necessarily: in languages where CT is active, Cv must be inert whenever there is 
only one argument to license. Therefore, it necessarily follows that clauses with 
only one argument will be unable to assign Accusative, since this Case involves 
Cv (27a). The correlation between capability of assigning an extemal argument 
and capability of assigning Accusative Case, which has been thought of as 
peculiar, must in fact hold because only the number of Case features required 
will be active in a given derivation, and activation of 'unnecessary' Cases is 
ruled out on grounds of Economy. Consider a Nominative Case system: the 
active Case feature is the one belonging to Tense. Consider a clause with a 
single argument. One Case is required for licensing, and this Case must be the 
Tense Case, given the choice in the Case Parameter. Passive is a particular 
instance of Burzio's Generalization: in a dyadic preclicate, if one argument is 
demoled, it will necessarily be the case that the remaining argument receives CT 
in a Nonúnative system. 

18 Presumably, P also bears a Case feature, since it can assign Case to its
complements. See Torrego (1992) for a proposal relating the Case assigning 
properties of P to the case licensing of dative arguments. lnterestingly, Torrego 
argues on independent grounds that dative arguments always involve a P category for 
Case reasons, and that sorne datives also involve a pronominal clitic as well as the P 
Case assigner. 
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27. 1. Economy: 1 Argument -+ 1 Case 

2. Case Parameter: a. actívate CT
b. acti vate Cv

a. (1, 2a) = if 1 NP then only CT
Burzio's Generalization follows
Passive

b. (1, 2b) = if 1 NP then only Cv
Burzio's Generalization <loes not hold
Lack of Passives
Antipassives

Moreover, as shown in (27b), it also follows that Burzio's Generalization holds 
only of Nominative systems, not of Ergative ones. Consider now an Ergative 
Case system: the active Case feature is Cy. Consider a clause with a single 
argument. It will be assigned Cv, and this assignment can be done involving a 
pronominal element (Agr). This assignment mode ([Cv, Agr]) is precisely 
Structural Accusative Case. Activation of CT violates Economy. It therefore 
follows that grammars with active Cv do not fall under Burzio's Generalization, 
a claim that was made by Levin (1983) for the case of Basque. 

Levin first argued that absoluti ve case is assigned in Basque al w ays in the same 
configuration, regardless of whether the absolutive argument was the object of a 
transitivedause or the subject of an unaccusative predicate19 � moreover, Levin 
argued that this Case configuration is the complement of V, the same 
configuration involved in accusative Case assignment under Levin's theoretical 
assumptions. This claim entailed that Burzio's generalization <loes not hold for 
Basque, in that the assignment of accusative Case takes place both in objects of 
transitive verbs and in subjects of unaccusatives. Levin's claim, often thought 
of as a shortcoming in the subsequent literature, tums out to be a necessary 
corollary of Case Theory, and moreover it must hold not only of Basque but of 
ali Ergative Systems: unaccusative predicates assign accusative case in ergative 
languages. Accusative and absolutive are different names of the same 
phenomenon: the case assigned by V in conjunction with Agr2 to the Specifier 
of Agr2. It is a result of the Case Parameter that Nominative languages cannot 
assign accusative in unaccusative predicates (Cf. footnote 15). 

Another well know generalization follows from the combination of Economy 
and the Case Parameter as discussed here: Ergative systems assign 'object case' 
(Cv+Agr) to the interna! argument of a predicate where the externa! argument 
has been demoted. However, a detectable change in Case marking will arise if 

19 Ortiz de Urbina (1986) argues that absolutive is assigned in different
configurations depending on whether the argument is an object of a t ransitive clause 
or the subject of an unaccusative predicate. Oyhar�abal (1990) argues that the former 
case is accusative and the second is nominative. Levin's idea is followed by Laka 
(1988), Cheng & Demirdache (1990) and Uriagereka (1992). 
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the interna! argument is demoted, since now the externa! argument will be forced 
to receive 'object case'. This phenomenon is precisely what is known as the 
'antipassive', which is found in ergative languages but has been claimed not to 
exist in Nominative systems (Dixon 1979). 

4. Conclusion

Unergative predicates in Basque (and in the null hypothesis also in other 
grammars with similar case pattems) must assign ergative to their externa! 
argument because they are transitive in the overt syntax: the interna! argument 
present universally in the Lexical Relational Structure (Hale & Keyser 1991) 
does not undergo incorporation onto V. The result is that two arguments require 
to be licensed by Case. Therefore, both Case features must be activated 
(Bobaljik 1992, Chomsky 1992), resulting in the activation of ergative case. 

The interna! arguments of unergative predicates remain interna! to VP 
throughout the derivation: they are bare NPs. To move outside VP, an argument 
must be a DP, and in that case, movement to a [Spec, Agr] position is required. 
Agr is a pronominal element and thus it contains D features that must be 
checked by a DP category. NPs are headed by a Iexical category and must receive 
case within the projection of V, aiso a lexical category20 . 

A case feature can be assigned in two ways: l. Involving an Agr head in the case 
assignment [Agr, C] (where C stands for the Case assigner that has moved to 
Agr. This type of assignment yields structural cases such as nominative, 
ergative, absolutive and accusative. 2. Not involving any Agr head, assigning 
directly the Case feature in the projection of the Case assigner. This type of 
assignment, I argued, is the correlate of Inherent Partitive Case (Belletti 1991). 

Toe parameterization in Case Theory responsible for ergative versus accusative 
systems argued for in this paper <loes not reduce the parameter to the activation 
of Agreement (Bobaljik 1992, Chomsky 1992). Rather, the parameter argued for 
involves activation of the Case feature in V (Cv ), versus activation of the Case 
feature in Tns (CT ). 

In an ergative grammar, activation of Cv, whether structurally (vía Agr) or 
whether directly (inherent Case assignment) will force activation of CT only if 
sorne other argument requires Case. lt follows as a corollary then, that in 
ergative grammars unaccusative predicates can assign accusative case ([Spec, 
[Agr+V]]). 

20 By 'Jexical' I understand here the set of categories that can be characterized by [+I­

N] and [ +/- V] features. In Laka (in progress) I discuss in more detail the case of 
English: 1 argue that the 'weak' properties of Agr in this grammar allow for 
externalization of bare NPs outside VP. Here 'weak' Agr means an Agr that Jacks D 
features. 
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In a nominative grammar, Cv can only be activated if CT has been checked and 

another argument requires licensing. Both structural accusative and inherent 
partitive in the sense of Belletti (1988) are argued to involve Burzio's 
generalization follows from the Case Parameter, and Cv can only be assigned in 

unaccusatives if sorne other argument (a locative temporal argument, for 
instance) has been licensed by means of CT, 
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