Chapter 12

Obligatory controlled subjects in Buli

Abdul-Razak Sulemana
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

The paper argues that despite the lack of morphological marking to distinguish
between finiteness and nonfiniteness, such a distinction does exist in Buli. It also
argues that unlike the nonfiniteness of the English type languages where nonfinite
clauses take a null subject (PrRo), the nonfinite clauses of Buli obligatorily take overt
pronominals. The fact that the controlled element is overt in the language, I argue,
shows that phonetic nullness is not an inherent property of the controlled element.

1 Introduction

Buli does not have overt morphological marking to systematically distinguish
finite clauses from nonfinite clauses. As such, notions like these will appear not
to be useful descriptive labels in the syntax and semantics of the language. This
finite-nonfinite distinction is often manifested differently including the distri-
bution of overt DPs and empty categories: finite verbs license overt DPs while
nonfinite verbs cannot without special mechanisms. As an illustration, consider
the paradigm in (1) from English. The external arguments of the nonfinite com-
plements which are coindexed with a matrix argument have to be null.

(1) a. Mary remembered [*she/pro to buy a book]
b. Mary persuaded John [*he/pro to buy a book]

The goal of this paper is twofold: first to argue that despite the lack of mor-
phological marking to distinguish between finiteness and nonfiniteness, such a
distinction exists in the language. Second, I argue that unlike the nonfiniteness of
the English-type languages, the nonfinite clauses of Buli obligatorily take overt
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pronominals which must be coindexed with a matrix argument. The rest of the
paper is organized as follows: In §2, I present a brief background to this language.
In §3, I present a discussion of the finite-nonfinite distinction in the language. §4
argues that with the exception of its overtness, the pronominal in the subject of
the nonfinite clause must be controlled. §6 discusses and concludes the paper.

2 Buli

Buli is a Mabia (Gur) language spoken in Sandema in the Upper East Region of
Ghana. It has three dialects: Central, Northern and Southern. This paper concen-
trates on the Central dialect. It is a tone language with three contrastive tones:
Low, Mid and High. It is also a noun class language with five singular classes and
four plural classes built around the pronouns. Its basic clause structure is SVO.
Temporal interpretation of a predicate is sensitive to the eventive/stative distinc-
tion in the language (tenseless). Unmarked eventive predicates have default past
interpretation while their stative counterparts have present interpretation,! (2).

(2) a. Asibida gban.
Asibi buy book
‘Asibi bought a book

b. Asouk sébi Ajohn.
Asouk know John

‘Asouk knows John’

The data in (2) also eliminates the potential for analyzing the low tone on the
verb as the past tense morpheme, since both predicates are marked with a low
tone. I will therefore consider the low tone as a form of 3rd person agreement.
In the next section, I will present various arguments to show that Buli meets the
general conditions on the finite vs. nonfinite distinction since an adequate classi-
fication of some syntactic structures would not be achieved if such a distinction
is not assumed.

'This is related to what are sometimes called factitive constructions which are attested crosslin-
guistically and in Haitian (Déchaine 1991), and Fongbé (Avolonto 1992) among others. Stowell
(1991) also observes that bare eventive verbs have only a past reading while bare stative verbs
are interpreted as non-past in what is called headlinese.
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12 Obligatory controlled subjects in Buli

3 The finite-nonfinite distinction

Since Buli is a tenseless (factitive) language, notions like finite-nonfinite will ap-
pear not to be useful descriptions in the syntax and semantics of the language.
Contrary to this, I present four arguments/diagnostics that will distinguish be-
tween them. These diagnostics, I argue, bring out two different kinds of nonfi-
nite clauses: In the first kind, which I call nonfinite obligatory control comple-
ment (nonfinite-OC) illustrated in (3-4), the pronominal subject of the embedded
clause must be co-indexed with a matrix argument.

(3) Nonfinite-OC: Subject-coindexation
a. Asouk; tieri [*(wa;/+j) da  gban].
Asouk remember 3sG buy book
‘Asouk remembered to buy a book.
b. Narma; zeri  [*(ba;/+j) da gban].
people.DEF.PL refuse 3pL buy book
“The people refused to buy a book’
(4) Nonfinite-OC: Object-coindexation
a. Mi talim Asouk; zuk [*(wa;/+;) da gban].
1sG turn Asouk head 3sG buy book
‘I convinced Asouk to buy a book’
b. Mi tdlim nirma; zik [*(ba;/+j) da gban].
1sG turn people.DEF.PL head 3pL buy book
‘I convinced the people to buy a book’

In the second kind, which I call the nonfinite non-obligatory control comple-
ment (nonfinite-NOC) as illustrated in (5-6), allows a full DP in the subject of
the embedded clause. There is further distinction between those that are not in-
troduced by complementizers (5) and those requiring complementizers (6). The
other differences between these constructions will be made clear as the discus-

sion proceeds as the main reason for this section is to defend the finite-nonfinite
distinction in the language.

(5) Nonfinite-Noc without comp
a. Mi a-ya: Asouk da gbary.
1sG asp-want Asouk buy book
‘T want Asouk to buy a book.
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b. Nawa te siuk Asoukda gban.
chief.DEF give path Asouk buy book
“The chief gave permission for Asouk to buy a book’
(6) Nonfinite-Noc with comp
a. Ku a-fe ati Asouk da gban.
3sG Asp-necessary ¢ Asouk buy book
‘It is necessary for Asouk to buy a book’
b. Ku nala ati Asouk da gban.
3sG good ¢ Asouk buy book
‘It is good for Asouk to buy a book.

The first argument to consider for the finite-nonfinite distinction comes from
the Low-tone (Agreement) on the verb. In finite clauses, a third person subject
triggers a low tone (agreement) on the verb when there are no preverbal particles
intervening between the subject and the verb (7). This is the case for all 3rd per-
son arguments in matrix as well as embedded clauses for different DP including
r-expressions and pronouns and regardless of the tone on the argument. Note
that the embedded clauses of the nonfinite clauses bear mid tones (see examples
(3-6).

(7) a Wada gban.

3sG buy book
‘S/he bought a book.

b. Bika wa da gban.
child.peF 3sG buy book
‘S/he bought a book.

c. Asouk pachim wa da gban.
Asouk think  3scG buy book
‘Asouk thought he bought a book

The second argument for treating the embedded clauses above as nonfinite
clauses is based on the distribution of the future marker. In finite clauses, both
matrix and embedded, the future marker is required for future interpretations.
This is illustrated in (8).

(8) Future marker required in finite clauses
a. Asibiali da gban.
Asibi FuT buy book
‘Asibi will buy a book’
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b. Asouk pachim Asibi chim *(ali) da gban.
Asouk think  Asibi tomorrow FuT buy book
‘Asouk thought Asibi will buy a book tomorrow.

In contrast, the future marker is excluded from all the nonfinite clauses. The
examples in (9) illustrate this point. The inability of the future marker to appear
in nonfinite clauses reminds us of nonfinite clauses in Chinese which cannot take
modals like hui ‘will’ (Huang 1989).2

(9) Future marker excluded from nonfinite clauses
a. Asouk siak *(wa;/+;) chim (*fali) da gban.
Asouk agree 3sG tomorrow FUT buy book
‘Asouk agreed to buy a book tomorrow.
b. Mj; a-ya: Asouk chim (*ali) da gban.
1sG asp-want Asouk tomorrow FUT buy book

‘I want Asouk to buy a book tomorrow.

The third argument for the finite-nonfinite distinction comes from subject
questions. In-situ subject wh-questions in finite clauses require the obligatory
presence of ali-aL1 in the clausal spine (10).

(10) Finite clauses: In-situ subject wh-questions require ALI
a. Kawana *(ali)da gban a
Q@ who Arr buy book prT
‘Who bought a book?’
b. Asouk pachim ka wana *(ali) da gbar a
Asouk think @ who Arr buy book prT
‘Who does Asouk think bought a book?’

Although it is generally possible to question the subject of a nonfinite-NOC
complement (11a-11b), questioning the subject requires the obligatory absence
of ali. The ungrammaticality of example (11c) shows that it is not possible to
question the controlled subject of the nonfinite-OC complement. Hence another
difference between finite and nonfinite clauses.

(11) Nonlfinite clauses: In-situ subject wh-questions doesn’t require ALI
a. Mj a-ya: ka wana (*ali) da gban a?
1sG Asp-want Q who ALl buy book PrT
‘Who do I want for him to buy a book?’

*Whether the future marker ali in Buli is a modal or a tense marker is beyond the focus of this
paper, however.
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b. Nawa té siuk kawana (*ali) da gbay a?
chief.DEF give path 9 who AL buy book pPrRT
‘Who did the chief give permission to buy a book?’

c. " Asouk; tieri ka wana (*ali) da gban?

Asouk remember @ who ALt buy book

Is it possible that what we are questioning in (11a-11b) are arguments of the
matrix predicates rather than subjects of the complement clauses as a result ali
is not required, since nonsubjects don’t require an dli. This is indeed a possible
analysis especially for (11a), however, there is evidence that these arguments are
subjects of the complement clauses and as such the absence of ali cannot be
attributed to questioning a nonsubject argument.

Buli employs resumptive pronouns in long distance extraction of a subject,
(12a) but not an object, (12b).

(12) a. (Ka)wana *(ati) fi pa:-chim *(wa) ali dig lammu:?
Q who AT 2sGthink  3sG ALI cook meat.DEF
‘Who do you think cooked the meat?’
b. (K&)b%¥a *(ati)fi pa:-chim Asouk digi: (*bu) ?
Q what ATt 2sGthink  Asouk cook 3sG
‘What do you think Asouk cooked?’

If the questioned arguments in (11) above are objects, they should pattern with
object extraction and if they are subjects they should pattern with long distance
subject extraction. As shown in (13) they pattern with long distance subject ex-
traction by requiring a resumptive pronoun.

(13) a. (Ka) wana *(ati) mi; a-ya: *(wa) (*ali) da gbay a?
Q@ who ATI 1sG Asp-want 3sG ALI buy book PrRT
‘Who do I want to buy a book?’
b. (K&) wana *(ati) na:zwa  té siuk *(wa) (*ali) da gbap a?
Q@ who Ar1 chief.DEF give path 3sG  AL1 buy book PRT
‘Who did the chief give permission to buy a book?’

The final argument for the finite-non-finite distinction comes from n-word
licensing.® It has been noted that NPIs and n-words differ in that NPIs can be
licensed across the border of a clause, but n-words cannot. N-words in Buli are
formed by reduplicating indefinite nouns, and they must always occur with nega-
tion regardless of their position and number.

*For more on NPIs see Zeijlstra (2017).
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(14) a. Asouk *(an) dig jaab-jaab *(a).
Asouk NEGI cook thing-thing NEG2
‘Asouk didn’t cook anything’

b. Wai-wai *(an) dig lam *(a).
someone-someone NEG1 cook meat NEG2
‘Nobody cooked meat’

c. Wai-wai *(an) dig jaab-jaab  *(a).

someone-someone NEGI1 cook thing-thing NEG2
‘Nobody cooked anything’

In Buli and other languages, including Italian and Hebrew, n-words can be
licensed across the border of nonfinite clauses but not in finite ones, (15).

(15) a. Asoukan tieri wa dig jaab-jaab *(a).
Asouk NEG1 remember 3sG cook thing-thing NEG2
‘Asouk didn’t remember to cook anything’
b. *Asouk an tieri asiwa dig jaab-jaab *(a).
Asouk NEG1 remember ¢ 3sG cook thing-thing NEG2
‘Asouk didn’t remember that he cooked anything’

I have shown in this section that the distinction between finite and nonfinite
clauses holds in the language and that the complement clauses in (3-6) are indeed
nonfinite. In the next section, I argue that the nonfinite clause in Buli requires a
pronominal subject which covaries with the number and class of the matrix argu-
ment that it is coindexed with, and as such, despite its overtness, this pronominal
shares all the properties of Pro.

4 Obligatory controlled subjects

In the previous section, I argued that certain clauses in the language are non-
finite. However, unlike the “regular” nonfinite clauses, the nonfinite clauses of
Buli require an overt pronominal. In this section, I will argue that the pronominal
in the embedded clauses of nonfinite-OC clauses is a subject and must be con-
trolled by a matrix argument. As noted, the subjects of the nonfinite-OC clauses
must be co-indexed with a matrix argument. In (16) the co-indexation is with a
matrix subject and in (17), it is with a matrix object. Note that the pronominal
also covaries with the number and class of the matrix argument it is coindexed
with.
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(16)

®

Asouk; tieri *(way/+;) da  gban.
Asouk remember 3sG buy book
‘Asouk remembered to buy a book.
b. Narmj; ban  *(ba;/+;) kpari touku.
people.DEF.PL forget 3pL lock door
‘“The people forgot to lock the door.
(17) a. Mi tdlim Asouk; zuk *(wa;/+;) basi déla.
1sG turn Asouk head 3sG leave here
‘I convinced Asouk to leave.
b. Nur-wa f¢  bisana; *(ba;/+j) basi deéla.
man.DEF force children 3prL leave here
‘The man forced the children to leave’

Although the subjects of these nonfinite clauses are overt, applying the diag-
nostics from Hornstein (1999), Landau (2013), and Williams (1980) for what are
often called signature properties of Pro, suggests that the overt pronominal be-
haves like Pro except for its overtness.

First, like PrRO, and unlike pronouns, the subjects of these clauses must pick
up their antecedents in the immediately preceding clauses, (18). That is, just like
PRO, and unlike a pronominal subject of a finite clause, the pronominal subject
of the most embedded clause can only be niurma ‘the people’ which is the subject
of the immediately preceding clause. It cannot refer to the singular subject of the
matrix clause, (18a). The referential facts are different when the most embedded
clause is a finite clause. As shown in (18b), the pronominal subject can freely refer
to the subject of the matrix clause.

(18) Long-distance binding of this pronominal is not possible.
a. Asouk;nya  asinirma; tieri *wa;/baj da  gban.
Asouk realize ¢ people.DEF.PL remember 35G/3PL buy book
‘Asouk realized that the people remembered to buy a book
b. Asouk;nya  asinirma; wein ayin wa;/ba; da gban.
Asouk realize ¢ people.DEF.PLsay Cc  3sG/3pL buy book
‘Asouk realized that the people say that he bought a book’

Second, non c-command coreference of this pronominal is not possible, (19).
The antecedent of a pronominal subject in nonfinite clauses must c-command
it, just like Pro (19). In (19a), Asouk cannot be the antecedent of the pronominal
subject because it doesn’t c-command it. On the contrary, in finite clauses this
restriction does not hold (19Db).
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(19) The pronominal must be c-commanded by its antecedent
a. Asouk; doama; ban  *wa;/ba; kpari touku.
Asouk friend.pEr.pL forget 3sG/3pL lock door
‘Asouk’s friends forgot to lock the door’
b. Asouk; doama; pachim wa;/ba; kpari touku.
Asouk friend.pEr.pL think 3sG/3pL lock door
‘Asouk’s friends thought he locked the door’

In ellipsis contexts, the pronominal must be construed sloppily. In example (20)
which involves a finite complement, the pronominal could be construed strictly
or sloppily. In the strict reading, Asouk was the first to say that he bought a book
before Asibi said he (Asouk) bought a book.

(20) Finite clause: the pronominal is ambiguous: strict or sloppy

Asouk; wien wa da gban alégé Asibi; wien-way;dagban:
Asouk say 3sG buy book before A31b1 say-3s6-buy-boek

‘Asouk said he bought a book before Asibi said-that-he-bought-a-book:>

In contrast, in the nonfinite case (21), the pronominal must be construed slop-
pily. In (21), Asouk was the first to agree to buy the book before Asibi also agreed
to buy a book.

(21) Non-finte clause: the pronominal must be construed as sloppy
Asouk; siak wa; da gbarn alégée Asibi; siak-wa~;-da-gban-
Asouk agree 3sG buy book before Asibi agree3se-buy-beok
‘Asouk agreed to buy a book before Asibi agreed-te-buy-abeek:

Another observation is that Pro in OC environments is interpreted as a bound
variable, i.e it must be bound by the controller. This results in the difference
in interpretation between (22a) and (22b). While the pronoun in the nonfinite
complement is limited to the bound variable reading in (22a), the pronoun in
(22b) is not.

(22) The pronominal is interpreted as a bound variable.
a. Wa:-wai; an tleri wa;+j da  gbany a.
someone-someone NEG1 remember 3sG  buy book NEG2
‘No one remembered to buy a book.
b. Wa:-waj; an weénwa;/;da gbap a.
someone-someone NEG1 say 3sG buy book NEG2
‘No one said that he bought a book.
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Finally, as observed by Chierchia (1989), infinitival controlled constructions
are always de se. The pronominal subject in these complements must be de se.
This reading arises when the controller/antecedent is the subject of an attitude
predicate and is aware that the complement proposition pertains to him/herself.
In any situation where the attitude holder mistakes the embedded subject as
someone other than him/herself, the pronominal cannot be truthfully used.

Consider the following Scenario: An old man (Asouk) is listening to the cre-
dentials of three people being considered for a chieftaincy title. Not knowing that
the credentials of the second person mentioned refers to him (because he hardly
remembers anything), he says to his wife ‘this person should be given the title’.

In this scenario, (23) is false, an outcome expected if the pronominal is an
instance of a lexicalized Pro.

(23) Asouk; a-zienti wa; chim  na:b.
Asouk eager 3sG become chief
‘Asouk is eager to become a chief”

It is important to note here that there have been reports in the literature that
overt pronominal subjects are possible in controlled infinitives when they are
focused (Szabolcsi 2009). There is, however, solid evidence that the controlled
pronominal subjects in Buli are not focus-marked, thus making it distinct from all
the other cases identified where ‘PrO’ is overt. Buli makes a distinction between
weak and strong pronouns, with strong pronouns sometimes associated with
focus. Weak pronouns usually have low tones. In controlled constructions, only
the weak pronouns are acceptable (24a). The strong pronouns are grammatical
only when they are modified by a scope bearing element like also/too similar to
what Szabolcsi (2009) identified (24b).

(24) a. Asouk; saik *(wa;/*wé;) da gban.
Asouk agree 3sG buy book
‘Asouk agreed to buy a book’
b. Asouk; saik *(*wa;/wa;) mé da gbany
Asouk agree 3sG also buy book
‘Asouk agreed to also buy a book’

Crucially, focus is not required to overtly express the subject. This indicates
that overtness of the infinitival subject does not depend on focus in this language.
Thus what we uncover here is not identical to the cases identified by Szabolcsi
(2009) and others.

“See also Barbosa (2009) and Madigan (2008).
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5 The pronominal is a subject

In the previous section, I established that the overt pronominal in the nonfinite
complement clause must be controlled. An alternative view is that pro is actu-
ally null as in other languages, and that this pronominal is an agreement marker
found in nonfinite clauses similar to what we see in languages like Brazilian Por-
tuguese. This alternative view, though attractive, faces a number of challenges.
First, analogous agreement marking is conspicuously lacking in both finite and
other nonfinite clauses (25). In finite clauses in both matrix and embedded con-
texts, repeating the pronominal as an agreement marker results in ungrammati-
cality (25a-25b). Similarly, repeating the pronominal in the nonfinite clauses that
permit referential DPs as in (25¢-25d) is also ungrammatical.

(25) a. Asibi; (*wa;) da gban.

Asibi 3sG  buy book
‘Asibi bought a book.

b. Asouk pachim Asibi; (*wa;) da gban.
Asouk think  Asibi 3sG  buy book
‘Asouk thought Asibi bought a book.

c. Mi a-ya: Asouk; (*wa;) da  gban.
1sG asp-want Asouk 3sG  buy book
‘T want Asouk to buy a book.

d. Ku a-fg atl Asouk; (*wa;) da gban.
3sG Asp-necessary ¢ Asouk 3sG  buy book
‘It is necessary for Asouk to buy a book’

Second, claiming that this pronominal is agreement suggests that it is not in
Spec of the embedded clause. However, the placement of adverbials in both kinds
of clauses places the pronominal in the same location as matrix and embedded
subjects, Spec,TP. The adverb chiim ‘tomorrow, follows the subject in matrix
clauses whether they are referential (26a) or pronominal (26b).

(26) a. Asibi chim ali da gban.
Asibi tomorrow FUT buy book
‘Asibi will buy a book tomorrow.
b. Wa chim ali da gban.
3sG tomorrow FUT buy book

‘He will buy a book tomorrow.
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In nonfinite clauses too, the adverb follows the pronominal (27). This shows
that the pronominal is in Spec, TP just as in matrix subjects and that is not a clitic
on the verb as one might assume.

(27) a. Asouk;saik *(wa;j) chim da gban.
Asouk agree 3sG tomorrow buy book
‘Asouk agreed to buy a book tomorrow.
b. Asouk; a-ya: *(way+j) chim da gban.
Asouk Asp-want 3sG tomorrow buy book

‘Asouk wants to buy a book tomorrow.

Finally, the pronominal in the nonfinite clauses can be modified just like any
subject, (28).

(28) a. Asoukmé da gbany.

Asouk also buy book
‘Asibi also bought a book.

b. Asouk; saik *(w4;+) mé da gban.
Asouk agree 3sG also also buy book
‘Asouk agreed to also buy a book’

c. Asouk; a-ya: *(wa;~) mé da gban.
Asouk Asp-want 3s5G also buy book
‘Asouk wants to also buy a book.’

All these facts put together suggest that the pronominal is not an agreement
marker or a clitic on the verb, but a real subject in Spec, TP.

This section has shown that the overt pronominal subject of the nonfinite com-
plement is a subject and must be controlled by a matrix argument. Except for its
overtness this pronominal shares the properties of pro, distinguishing it from
the pronouns.

6 Discussions and conclusion

The previous sections have established that Buli makes a distinction between
finite and nonfinite clauses. Secondly, these nonfinite clauses require overt DPs in
their specifier position. This conclusion raises a number of interesting questions
for the various approaches to Control. I highlight these approaches and argue
that the subjectless-based approach to control cannot be extended to Buli for
obvious reasons. I will, however, leave open the option between the Agree-based
model and the movement based model for future studies.
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I group the approaches to Control into two:

1. Subject-based Accounts:

i. Agree-based accounts Landau (2001, 2013) in which the relation be-
tween the matrix argument and the embedded subject, Pro (a null
nominal element distinct from a trace or copy) is established via an
agree operation. On this view, PRo is inherently null because of its as-
sociation with infinitival T, which only assigns null Case (Chomsky
& Lasnik 1993), and

ii. Movement-based account (Hornstein 1999) which considers the rela-
tion between PRO and the matrix argument as involving movement.
This approach accounts for the nullness of the subject by considering
it as an unpronounced copy of the matrix argument.

2. Subjectless-based accounts: these approaches take the lack of overt sub-
jects in the embedded complements as evidence for the lack of a subject
(Bresnan 1982, Dowty 1985, Jackendoff & Culicover 2003, Wurmbrand 1998,
2004, Chierchia 1989) essentially arguing that there is no pro. Wurmbrand
(1998, 2004), for example, considers infinitival complements as instances
of restructuring where the matrix verb selects a VP complement.

In the previous sections, I have argued that the overt pronominal found in
nonfinite complements under control shares all the properties of Pro. The clear
fact that nonfinite controlled complements surface with overt subjects raises in-
teresting questions for theories of Control which deny the syntactic presence of
a subject. Thus approaches to Control which take the lack of an overt subject
in control complements as evidence for the lack of a subject, essentially arguing
against the existence of PrRo, cannot be extended to Buli for obvious reasons. The
fact that the controlled element is overt in Buli, I argue, shows that phonetic null-
ness is not an inherent property of the controlled element. Hence any approach
to control that necessarily requires controlled elements to be null cannot be uni-
versal. The present data also presents a challenge for standard theories of DP
distribution based on abstract Case. It has been standardly assumed that DPs are
licensed in structural positions where Case assignment is possible. Subject DPs
are assumed to get nominative Case from finite clauses. Since the complement
clauses are nonfinite, the prediction of abstract Case theory is either that their
subjects be null or that the DPs should be getting Case from elsewhere. An open
question is thus how the overt pronominal is licensed.
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Abbreviations

1 First person c/comp Complementizer pL Plural

2 Second person  DEF Definite SG Singular
3 Third person FUT Future

ASP Aspect NEG Negation
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