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The possession of Catalan unaccusativity 
 
1. Introduction 
1.1 Goals 
 To take a step back and (re)analyze the Catalan intransitive verb picture. 
  i. to present a basis for the syntactic analysis of Catalan intransitive verbs. 
  ii. to present a syntactic analysis to determine the argument position of Catalan 

intransitive verbs. 
 
1.2 The data, the problem 
 Italian ne can only target object positions (Burzio 1986) 
(1)  a. Ne  sono   arrivato   molti. 
   ne  be-PRES-3pl arrive-PPART many 
   „Many (people) ran.‟ 
  b.* Ne  hanno    telefonato  molti 
   ne  have-PRES-3pl call-PPART many 
   „Many (people) called.‟ 
 
However… 
 additional data and authors (Gràcia 1989, Cortés and Gavarró 1997, Mackenzie 2006) 

demonstrate that en-cliticization can target the argument of any single-argument 
verb. 

(2)  a. En van    arribar   molts. 
   en go-PRES-3pl arrive-INF many 
   „Many (people) arrived.‟ 
  b. En van    trucar  molts. 
   en go-PRES-3pl call-INF many 
   „Many (people) called.‟ 
 

 These data leaves us with two possibilities: 
(3)  i.  the distinction between unaccusatives and unergatives is lost in Catalan. 
  ii. the Catalan clitic en can actually refer to both arguments. 
 
Additional data provide evidence… 
 3ii is indeed the case: 
(4)  [De tots aquells antics alumnes]i,  tresi eni van    acabar la carrera.  
  of all those alumni      three en go-PRES-3pl finish-INF the degree  

  „Three of all those former students actually graduated.‟ 
 
2. Traditional unaccusativity tests 
 Tests (re)evaluated (following Dowty 1991, Van Valin 1990): 
  1. Use of clitic en  ( N/A: it can target both arguments) 

  2. Auxiliary selection ( N/A: contemporary Catalan has one single auxiliary) 
  3. Agentivity 
  4. Telicity 
  5. Participial absolutes constructions 
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2.3 Agentivity 
 Prototypical unaccusatives should be non-agentive. 
 
However… 
 agentivity does not target by itself any particular argument in the verbal projection. 
Besides… 
(5) Vinga,  arriba,    que  faré   tard! 
 come on arrive-IMP-2sg that  do-FUT-1sg late 
 „Come on, arrive! Or I‟ll be late!‟ 
 
2.4 Telicity 
 Prototypical unaccusatives should be telic. 
 Telicity has a syntactic representation above VP (Kratzer 1996, Selkirk 2006, Fukuda 2006, 

a.o.; Borer 2005). 
 
However… 

 telicity test is only applicable to a subset of single-argument predicates. 
(6)  Va    viure  a Barcelona  durant/*en molts anys. 
 go-PRES-3sg live-INF in Barcelona  during/*in many years 
 „She lived in Barcelona for/*in many years.‟ 
 
2.5 Participial absolutes 
 Prototypical unaccusatives should entail change of state. 

   only unaccusatives entail an end-result 
      only unaccusatives allow Participial Absolutes (Pas) 

         reliable unaccusativity test (Legendre and Sorace (to appear)) 
 
However… 

 PA test is again restricted to a subset of single-argument predicates. 
(7) *Un cop  viscuda,     la     vam   enterrar. 
 once  live-PPART-3sg-fem  3sg-Acc-fem go-PRES-1pl bury-INF 
 „Once (she had) lived, we buried her.‟ 
 
3. Possessor Dative test 
Following Embick (2004), Hale and Keyser (2002), I assume that… 
 unaccusatives verbs project a single argument 

 other “single-argument” verbs are considered unergatives. 
(8) a. Unaccusative     b. Unergative 
  V 
 

 XP  V 
 

  V  R 

 break 

V 
 

V   R 

 cough 
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3.1 Possessor Datives (PDs) and unaccusativity 
 Landau (1999) (also, Borer and Grodzinsky (1986)) claims… 
(9) Possessor Dative Constructions (PDCs) can only target a possessee generated at the 

internal argument position. 
 
(10)    vP 

 

  DP    v‟ 

 

  External    v    VP 
 argument 

      DP    V‟ 

 

     Possessor DP       V 

 

       tPD    D‟  V   R 

 

        D  NP 

 
           Possessee 
        (Internal argument) 
 
 The Possessor Dative never c-commands the external argument. 

   PDs can never target external arguments. 
(11)  a. En Jordi mi‟   ha     ratllat    eli cotxe. 
  art. Jordi 1sg-Dat have-PRES-3sg scratch-PPART the car 
  „Jordi scratched my car.‟ 
 b. #Elj comptable  mj‟  ha     ratllat    el cotxe. 
  the accountant 1sg-Dat have-PRES-3sg scratch-PPART the car 
  „My accountant scratched the car.‟ 
 
So… 
 only the argument of unaccusatives can be targeted by PDCs 
(12)  a. Eti   caurà   eli llibre. 
  2sg-DAt fall-FUT-3sg the book 
  „You are going to drop the book.‟ 
  b. # Lij   somriu    elj comptable. 
   3sg-Dat smile-PRES-3sg the accountant 
   „Her accountant smiles.‟ 
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 The PDC test confirms that there are stative unaccusatives. 
(13)  Encara  lii   viuen    lesi flors. 
 still  3sg-Dat live-PRES-3pl  the flowers 
 „Her flowers are still alive.‟ 
 
In conclusion… 
 PD test is a reliable syntactic test to determine the unaccusative nature of Catalan 

intransitive verbs (!) 
 
4. An extension of the PD test 
4.1 PDs and Catalan Measure Verbs (MVs) 
 In Catalan, MVs are accompanied by a quantity NP (or Measure Phrase, MP). 
                   (Real Puigdollers 2007) 
(14) El Joan pesa    #(seixanta quilos). 
  art. Joan weigh-PRES-3sg  sixty kilos 
  „John weighs sixty kilos.‟ 
 
 These MPs receive accusative case. 
(15) No  elsi   pesa,    [cent quilos]i. 
  neg. 3pl-Acc weigh-PRES-3sg one hundred kilos 
  „He doesn‟t weigh one hundred kilos.‟ 
 
 Also, MVs allow Possessor Datives 
(16) No  mi‟   elsj   pesa    lai maleta,  [trenta quilos]j. 
  neg. 1sg-Dat 3pl-Acc weigh-PRES-3sg the suitcase thirty kilos 
  „My suitcase doesn‟t weigh thirty kilos.‟ 
 
Therefore… 
 Catalan MVs have two arguments of the verb; no external argument  

      Catalan MVs are dyadic unaccusatives 
 

 Remember Burzio‟s Generalization: 
(17) Burzio‟s Generalization: 

  All and only the verbs that can assign a ɗ-role to the subject can assign accusative Case 
to an object.              (Burzio 1986: 178) 

 
So we can conclude… 

Catalan Measure verbs present a challenge to Burzioõs Generalization (!!) 
 
4.2 PDs and Catalan Experiencer Verbs (ExpVs) 
 Catalan presents a subset of ExpVs of the type fer X „to experience X‟ (lit. „to do X‟) 
(18)  a. Em   fa     mal la mà. 
    Dat-1sg do-PRES-3sg pain the hand 
    „My hand hurts.‟ 
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   b. Em   fa    por  la foscor. 
    Dat-1sg do-PRES-3sg fear the darkness 
    „Darkness scares me.‟ 
   c. Em   fan    fàstic  les rates. 
    Dat-1sg do-PRES-3pl disgust  the rats 
    „Rats disgust me.‟ 
 
 The surface „subject‟ is co-indexed with the experiencer dative (acting as „parasitic‟ PD) 
(19)  Emi   fan    mal elsi mà. 
   Dat-1sg do-PRES-3pl pain the eyes 
   „My eyes hurt.‟ 
 
Therefore… 
 The surface ôsubjectõ of Catalan ExpVs is generated at an internal-argument position 
 
5. Summary and conclusions 

 In this body of work, I… 
 

i. presented a syntactic basis for the analysis of Catalan intransitive verbs. 
ii. showed that Possessive Dative Constructions (PDCs) are a reliable structural test to 

identify unaccusative verbs in Catalan. 
iii. showed that Catalan Measure Verbs are (dyadic) unaccusative predicates. 
iv. showed that Catalan Measure Verbs present a challenge to Burzio‟s Generalization. 
v. showed that the surface subject of Catalan Experiencer Verbs of the type fer X is an 

internal argument. 
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