The Categorial Status of Agreement-Marked Infinitives in Hungarian

Gyorgy Rakosi–Tibor Laczko

I. The paper reports the findings of the first stage of our research project exploring the categorial and functional properties of finite and non-finite embedded clauses in Hungarian in the framework of Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG). We concentrate on the categorial status of infinitival clauses, with either agreement-marked or bare heads. In particular, we examine the tenability of various versions of a (GB/MP) analysis by É. Kiss (1986, 1987, 2001, 2002) which considers the surface similarity between possessive constructions and agreement-marked infinitival clauses essential and treats them on a par:

(1)

a.
János-nak sikerül-t a terv-e. 





b.
János-nak sikerül-t tervez-ni-e.




John-dat be.successful-past the plan-3sg 

John-dat be.successful-past plan-inf-3sg



‘John’s plan was successful.’






‘John managed to make plans.’
The main aspects of her theory are as follows:

(i)
 The -ni infinitival suffix (Inf) nominalizes the VP and projects an InfP nominal phrase.

(ii) In the presence of overt agreement morphology, a nominal PossP and AgrP may be projected on top of the nominal infinitival projection (with the verbal projections buried inside). A DP level is not projected as the infinitive cannot have a determiner.

(iii) Agreement marking on infinitives is only licensed if the matrix predicate is monadic and thus the dative DP is the infinitive's own subject. If the matrix predicate is dyadic, then the subject of the infinitive is PRO and agreement marking is ungrammatical.

(iv) Even if the dative noun phrase is the subject of the infinitive, it has to be extracted into the matrix clause as the infinitival head has no [+specific] feature (just like the dative-marked subject has to be extracted from non-specific possessive constructions in Hungarian).

(v) There exists anti-agreement in the infinitival domain, too, just like in nominal possessive constructions, and this lends further support to the parallel analysis (the same argument also appears in Tóth 2002):

(2)

a.
János-ék-nak sikerül-t a terv-ük/-e.







John-pl-dat be.successful-past the plan-3pl/-3sg





lit. ‘John and his friend(s)’s plan was successful.’


b.
János-ék-nak sikerül-t tervez-ni-ük/?-e.



John-pl-dat be.successful-past plan-inf-3pl/-3sg



‘John and his friend(s) managed to make plans.’

II.
In the paper we argue against this parallel analysis of nominal possessive constructions and agreement-marked infinitives, and show that its predictions are not justified by empirical data, it is partially inconsistent and it has unfavourable theoretical consequences.
The essence of our criticism pertaining to the five major aspects of É. Kiss’s theory is as follows.

(i) We find it somewhat suspect technically that she claims that the infinitival suffix and its projection are nominal categorially, however, she employs a category label (Inf) that does not fit into the categorial inventory of the MP-style analysis of the DP she adopts from Bartos (1999).

(ii) In certain constructions agreement-marked infinitives trigger definite object agreement on the control predicate:

(3)

Jobb-nak lát-om/*lát-ok még ottmarad-n-om egy kis idő-re.



better-dat see-pres.1sg.def/see-pres.1sg.indef still stay.there-inf-1sg a little time-subl


lit. ‘I consider it better for me to stay on for a little while.’

According to Bartos (1999) and É. Kiss (2000), the definite object agreement paradigm is only licensed if a noun phrase has a DP level projected. If agreement-marked infinitives are like noun phrases, then in (3) the infinitival clause has to be a DP, but this contradicts É. Kiss's claim that the DP level cannot be projected on infinitives.

(iii) One of É. Kiss’s predictions is that if there is no agreement morphology on the infinitive, then the dative noun phrase may only be the argument of the matrix predicate, but not the subject of the infinitive. However, questionnaire data in Tóth (2002) show that although there is a tendency to prefer the presence of agreement marking in the case of monadic readings of the matrix, most speakers also accept the lack of agreement morphology in these monadic constructions, too. The other prediction is that from the presence of agreement morphology and that of an argument in the dative we can safely conclude that the matrix predicate is monadic. However, at a later point É. Kiss discusses, without any reflection on this apparently unreliable prediction, examples in which, according to her, there is a dyadic matrix predicate, a dative argument, agreement morphology on the infinitive and a pro in the infinitival construction.

(iv) The dative subject of the infinitive need not be extracted into the matrix in every case. In fact, if the matrix clause has a focussed constituent, then a focussed argument of the infinitive has to stay in situ:

(4)

Ritkán fontos csak Máriá-nak megtud-ni-a az igaz-at.



seldom important only Mary-dat learn-inf-3sg the truth-acc


‘It is seldom important for only Mary to learn the truth.’

Therefore, agreement-marked infinitives cannot be treated on a par with non-specific possessive constructions.

(v) As regards the anti-agreement parallel, first of all, É. Kiss herself admits that in the infinitival domain it is definitely marked, so much so that a number of native speakers reject it, hence the question mark in (2b). Secondly, anti-agreement phenomena appear to be a feature of the non-finite domain in general. Consider the following participial construction.

(5)

a János-ék tervez-t-e épület



the John-pl.nom design-part-3sg building



lit. ‘the building designed by John and his friend(s)’

In addition, in our estimation the following, system-level considerations represent further serious challenges to the parallel analysis.

(vi) As Tóth (2002) points out, agreement marking on infinitives was possible in Hungarian in various different types of control and raising constructions until the late Middle Ages. These constructions did not license dative subjects, nor did they show any apparent similarity with nominal possessive constructions. This weakens the validity of a synchronic parallel analysis.

(vii) É. Kiss treats the -ni infinitival marker as a general nominalising suffix, but she associates the assumed nominal properties only with agreement-marked infinitives.

(viii) Agreement-marked infinitives do not show the expected nominal properties in many constructions. For instance, É. Kiss's theory does not explain why agreement-marked infinitives cannot bear overt case or why they cannot appear as complements of postpositions.

(ix) There is no empirical morphophonological evidence whatsoever that the possessedness morpheme is present in the infinitival paradigm. What is more, its presence would not be strongly motivated by theta-theoretical considerations, either, as opposed to the possessive DP paradigm.

(x) Agreement-marked infinitives cannot be coordinated with possessive constructions, nor can they trigger plural agreement on the matrix predicate. We will therefore argue that they are not different categorially from non-agreement-marked infinitives: both are clause-level verbal projections.

III. Capitalizing on the results of Rákosi (to appear), we assume an LFG-theoretic analysis in which the propositional argument of the relevant evaluative and modal predicates is mapped onto the subject function. Being a syntactic subject does not mean, however, that infinitival constructions have the same distribution as noun phrases, nor is it required by universal considerations: languages vary with respect to whether they license noun phrase properties on non-nominal subjects or not (Davis and Dubinsky 2001). Hungarian agreement-marked infinitives are not different categorially from other infinitives, and therefore we treat them as clause-level verbal projections. Our approach in this categorial respect is very close in spirit to the general MP perspective of Kenesei (2000), sharing, reinforcing and complementing some of the arguments it offers for the verbal-inflectional treatment of infinitives.

