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The debate: To Agree or not to
Agree?



To Agree or Not To Agree?

Consider a data point like (1)

(1) That ice cream, I like.

• Let’s assume there is syntactic movement of the object to the left periphery
(Not base-generation)

• Let’s assume there is a one-way correlation, such that (1) is only felicitous if
there is certain information structure
(How information is organized in a discourse context)

1



To Agree or Not To Agree?

Consider a data point like (1)

• Let’s assume there is a one-way correlation, such that (1) is only felicitous if
there is certain information structure
(How information is organized in a discourse context)

• The object could be focussed
(New information, especially answers to wh-questions)

(1) a. What do you like?

b. That ice cream, I like.
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

Consider a data point like (1)

• Let’s assume there is a one-way correlation, such that (1) is only felicitous if
there is certain information structure
(How information is organized in a discourse context)

• The object could be a topic
(Old information, about which a sentence is organized)

(1′) a. What do think of the dessert selection here?

b. That ice cream, I like.
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

Consider a data point like (1)

• Let’s assume there is a one-way correlation, such that (1) is only felicitous if
there is certain information structure
(How information is organized in a discourse context)

• Contrast could be additionally present
(Here, contrastive topic)

(1′′) a. What do think of the dessert selection here?

b. That ice cream, I like…

c. But this ice cream is disgusting.

We will take these information structural (IS) categories as primitives to be
accounted for in the grammar somehow
(cf. Horvath 2010; Matić and Wedgwood 2013 for a questioning of these primitives)
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

How should we analyze this data point?

• There should be some syntactic head in the left periphery implicated in the
movement operation (here, CP)

• It should bear at least an EPP or Edge Feature (here, [ef])

• The relevant information structural (IS) category should be encoded in some
way that is accessible to interpretation (e.g. focus semantics) and spell-out
(e.g. focus morphology and prosody)

(2) Syntactic derivation
CP

DP C’

C[ef] …

tDP

(3) Interfaces
CP

DP[foc] C’

C([foc]) …

tDP
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

(3) Syntactic derivation
CP

DP C’

C[ef] …

tDP

(4) Interfaces
CP

DP[foc] C’

C([foc]) …

tDP

From here, we will sketch two possible analyses that differ in whether information
structure (IS) features are active in the syntax:

1. Syntactic approach (to morphosyntactic effects of IS categories)

2. Non-Syntactic approach (to morphosyntactic effects of IS categories)
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

Syntactic approach:

(5) Syntactic derivation
CP

DP[foc] C’

C[ef,foc] …

tDP

(6) Interfaces
CP

DP[foc] C’

C[foc] …

tDP

• A feature indexes the IS category of the object (here, [foc])
• There is a probe on C that is only satisfied by that IS feature

(Following van Urk’s 2015 formulation of Ā-movement)

• Taken together, [ef] and the probe ensure that only phrases the appropriate IS
category are moved

• Nothing special needs to be said about how the syntactic derivation is
shipped to the interfaces

→ IS features are active in the syntax
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

Non-Syntactic approach:

(7) Syntactic derivation
CP

DP C’

C[ef] …

tDP

(8) Interfaces
CP

DP[foc] C’

C([foc]) …

tDP

• EFs trigger movement of the most local phrase or a non-local phrase if there is
some effect on discourse (Chomsky’s 2005 ‘D(iscourse)-effect’)

• The derivation can feed post-syntactic processes that create the
configurations or features necessary to transfer to the interfaces

• Configurations/templates (Reinhart 2006; Slioussar 2007; Neeleman and van de
Koot 2008)

• Late insertion of features (López 2009)
• Features that are only active at this stage (cf. Erteschik-Shir 2007)

→ Information structure features are not active in the syntax
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

The Syntactic and Non-Syntactic approaches make divergent core predictions:

Syntactic approach:

• Syntactic movement operations that target discrete IS categories
(e.g. topicalization, focus-movement)

• Those that target combinations of those categories
(e.g. contrastive topicalization)

• Morphemes that mark IS categories (e.g. topicalizers, focus markers)
• Syntactic positions that are associated with specific IS categories

(cf. many results from the Cartographic enterprise)

Non-Syntactic approach:

• Syntactic movement operations that target any IS category
(e.g. many instances of scrambling; Fanselow and Lenertová 2011 on German preverbal

position)

• Syntactic positions that are not associated with any specific IS categories
(cf. Neeleman and van de Koot 2008)

Yet, all of these phenomena are well attested cross-linguistically
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

Theoretical arguments have been made in favor of one or the other:
(see also Titov, this conference)

Syntactic approach:

• IS features naturally account for locality effects
(e.g. van Urk 2015 on Relativized Minimality and locality)

• The existence of morphemes that mark IS categories implies IS features in the
numeration (Aboh 2010; below on Gungbe)

Non-Syntactic approach:

• IS may only be computable after the syntactic derivation is complete
(Chomsky’s 1995 Inclusiveness; Horvath’s 2010 Strong Modularity Hypothesis)

• [top(ic)] and [foc(us)] do not act like accepted syntactic features (e.g. [wh])
(Hamlaoui and Szendrői 2015)

• IS based movement operations have more landing sites than one might expect
• IS based movement operations are typically optional (i.e. English I like that ice

cream is acceptable in any context where That ice cream, I like is)

We will take an empirical approach here, examining possible analyses of data
reported to be rooted in IS categories
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To Agree or Not To Agree?

In this talk, we investigate the role of different types of morphological phenomena
in distinguishing between the Syntactic and Non-Syntactic approaches to the
morphosyntactic effects of IS categories

• The lion’s share of the evidence put forth in the debate so far has come from
word order, prosody, and semantics

• Some morphological effects of IS categories provide corroborating data from
what we find from word order (marking on the probe/goal)

• Others can only be evidenced by morphology: marking on non-local elements
• We argue that these effects have the potential to provide categorical evidence

between the two approaches, because post-syntactic processes cannot result in
the marking of IS categories

Marking on the probe
(e.g. C)

Gungbe

Marking on the goal
(e.g. that ice cream)

Amahuaca

Marking on another element
(e.g. the verb)

Tundra Nenets

Table 1: Morphological effects of IS categories discussed in this talk 11



Basic assumptions + what we expect

• We assume a standard Minimalist framework with Chomsky’s (2000)
conception of Agree (Miyagawa 2009), and a basic Y-model syntactic
architecture

• We assume that syntax manipulates bundles of features, and that the
structures built by syntax are paired with phonological content
post-syntactically (Distributed Morphology/DM; Halle 1990, Halle and
Marantz 1993).

Lexicon

Syntax

Morphology

Semantics Phonology

Figure 1: The grammatical architecture in Minimalism/DM

• Note that we do not discuss Zubizarreta’s (1998) prosodic-movement and
other analyses that do not strictly follow this Y-model (e.g. Szendrői 2001) 12



Marking on the probe/goal



Marking on the probe: Gungbe

Gungbe and Gbe languages in general (Niger-Congo: Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria)
have been extensively discussed for the existence of morphemes (analyzed as
complementizers here) that indicate the presence of a topic or focus moved to the
left periphery (Aboh 2007; Ameka 2007; a.o.)

• Aboh (2010) argues that IS features must be present in the syntactic
derivation, due to the existence of separate morphemes that are sensitive to
topic and focus

(9) Ùn

1sg

sè

hear

ɖɔ̀

comp

[Súrù

Suru

yà

top

[lɛ́sì

rice

lɔ́

det

wɛ̀

foc

[é

3sg

ɖà

cook

gànjí

well

]]].

‘I heard that, as for Suru, he cooked the rice really well.’
(Aboh & Essegbey 2010, 53)

Syntactic approach:

• The pattern falls out naturally from two separate lexical items:

(10) a. [C, ef, top] ↔ yà

b. [C, ef, foc] ↔ wɛ̀ 13



Marking on the probe: Gungbe

(11) Ùn

1sg

sè

hear

ɖɔ̀

comp

[Súrù

Suru

yà

top

[lɛ́sì

rice

lɔ́

det

wɛ̀

foc

[é

3sg

ɖà

cook

gànjí

well

]]].

‘I heard that, as for Suru, he cooked the rice really well.’
(Aboh & Essegbey 2010, 53)

Non-Syntactic approach:

• However, the Non-Syntactic approach can also capture the data:

• There are no [topic] or [focus] features on C-heads in Gungbe

• Following the CP phase, diacritic features enter the derivation and are
attached to topics and foci in Spec-CP (e.g. Chomsky’s 2001 INT and INT′)

• There is one C-head morpheme with two allomorphs:

(12) a. [C, ef] ↔ yà / [CP top [C’ ]]

b. [C, ef] ↔ wɛ̀ / [CP foc [C’ ]]
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Marking on the probe: Gungbe

Both Syntactic and Non-Syntactic approaches are feasible, but again they make
different core predictions

Syntactic approach:

• Gungbe topic- and focus-marking complementizers are distinct lexical items

• Topic- and focus-marking should be subject to the same conditions as Agree
in general

Non-Syntactic approach:

• Gungbe topic- and focus-marking complementizers are allomorphs of the
same lexical item

• Topic- and focus-marking should be subject to the same constraints as
allomorphy in general
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Marking on the goal: Amahuaca

In Amahuaca (Panoan, Peru), focussed phrases appear in Spec-CP as indicated by
their position to the left of the C head =mun:

(13) a. Q: ‘What did the man kill?’

[jono]foc
peccary

=mun
=C

joni=n
man=erg

rutu=xo=nu
kill=3.pst=decl

‘The man killed A PECCARY.’ (Clem 2019, 85)

b. Q: ‘Who killed the peccary?’

[jaa joni=n]foc
that

=mun
man=erg

jonorutu=xo=nu
=C

‘THAT MAN killed the peccary.’ (Clem 2019, 86)
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Marking on the goal: Amahuaca

When an intransitive subject is focussed, it receives overt nominative marking,
(14a). Note the lack of overt nominative in (14b) when the subject is to the right of
=mun.

(14) a. Q: ‘Who is sleeping?’

[xano-vaux]foc
woman-pl.nom

=mun
=C

hoxa=hax=ki=nu
sleep=perf=3.pres=decl

‘THE WOMEN are sleeping.’ (Clem 2019, 86)

b. Q: ‘What are the women doing?’

[hoxa]foc
sleep

=mun
=C

=hax
=perf

xano-vo=ki=nu
woman-pl=3.pres=decl

‘The women are SLEEPING .’ (Clem 2019, 86)
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Amahuaca

Clem (2019) shows that the nominative marker =x (and its singular counterpart
-vaux) cannot be treated as a general focus marker.

(15) a. Q: ‘What is she washing?’

[kari(*=x)]foc
yam=nom

=mun
=C

choka=hi
wash=ipfv

jan=ki=nu
3sg=3.pres=decl

‘She is washing YAMS.’ (Clem 2019, 87)

b. Speaker 1: ‘The woman is washing manioc.’

*maki,
no

[joni(=n)=x]foc
man=erg=nom

=mun
=C

hatza
manioc

choka=hi=ki=nu
wash=ipfv=3.pres=decl

‘No, THE MAN is washing manioc.’ (Clem 2019, 87)

• Nominative marking =x is incompatible with objects, (15a)

• Nominative marking =x is incompatible ergative subjects, (15b)
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Amahuaca

Clem assumes a Syntactic account of focus movement in which focussed DPs bear
[foc] and C probes for that feature, triggering movement to its Spec.

She proposes that =x is the portmanteau spell out of [nom] case and [foc] on D:

(16) [D, nom, foc] ↔ =x (Adapted from Clem 2019, 88)

Likewise, an EF account could claim that =x is a contextual allomorph of [nom]
when the relevant DP is in Spec-CP.

(17) [D, nom] ↔ =x / [CP [C’ C ]]

That is, Clem’s analysis of =x does not crucially rely on [foc] being a feature that
is active in the syntax
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Why this data isn’t definitive

As we have just seen, the IS related morphology present in Gungbe and Amahuaca
don’t distinguish between the EF and Agree theories.

(18) Gungbe CP

DP C’

C …

(19) Amahuaca
CP

DP C’

C …

• Non-syntactic account – The same type of configurational context that is
referenced at LF can be referenced at PF

• Syntactic account – The features that trigger movement can be referenced
at the interfaces

• On either account – The LF/PF interface must be able to refer different IS
categories

• The question – Does syntax ‘see’ these IS categories? Do syntactic
operations make reference to them?

20



Why this data isn’t definitive

The issue with the Gungbe-type and Amahuaca-type data is the locus of marking
in both languages stands in a local configuration with another element
that can be used to license the morphology.
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Another possibility

But there is another logical possibility for the locus of IS related morphology.

(20)

H
…

XP …

In (20) the locus of marking is found on a head H seperated from the IS marked XP.

That is, the locus of IS sensitive morphology and the IS marked XP are in a
non-local relationship
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Tundra Nenets



Tundra Nenets

Finite verbs in Tundra Nenets (Uralic, NW Siberia) agree with their subjects for
person/number. In addition, transitive verbs may agree with their object for
number.

(21) a. No object agreement

xarad-m
house-acc

pʹūrŋa-d°m
search-1sg

‘I am looking for a house.’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 207)

b. Object agreement

xarad-m
house-acc

pʹūrŋa-w°
search-1sg>sg.obj

‘I am looking for a house.’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 207)

A number of factors determine whether a transitive verb takes object agreement,
including information structure (see Nikolaeva 2014 for discussion)
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Tundra Nenets – object topics agree

Nikolaeva shows that object topics trigger object agreement, as with the dislocated
topic in (22).

(22) [Wera-xəw°]top
Wera-aff

ti,
part

Maša
Masha

maneqŋa-da
see-3sg>sg.obj

‘As for Wera, Masha saw him.’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 219)

In (23), the object is coded as a topic because the subject is questioned.

(23) [Wera-m]top
Wera-acc

xībʹa
who

lad°ə-(*da)
hit-3sg>sg.obj

‘Who hit Weratop?’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 208)
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Tundra Nenets - object foci do not agree

Unlike topics, focussed objects cannot control object in Tundra Nenets, as shown
below.

(24) Wh-object

[ŋəmke-m]foc
what-acc

taxabta°?
break.3sg

‘What did he break?’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 204)

(25) Contrastive focus

[ti-m]foc
reindeer-acc

pedara-x°na
forest-loc

xadaə-n°
kill-2sg

‘It was a REINDEER that you killed in the forest.’
(Nikolaeva 2014, 204)

(26) Object marked with only

[Wera-ŕi-m]foc
Wera-lim-acc

ladə°(*-da)
hit(-3sg>sg.obj)

‘He only hit Werafoc.’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 205)
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What Tundra Nenets shows us

At a minimum, the difference in behavior between topical objects and focussed
objects shows that the syntax of Tundra Nenets must treat these types of objects
differently.

(We assume that Agree is syntactic)

The question how this difference is encoded, and does it make reference to
specific IS categoric features such as [top] and [foc]

• Below, we sketch two accounts of the Tundra Nenets facts, one using
syntactic features and another not.
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Tundra Nenets with [top] and [foc]

Ingredient 1: We take object agreement to be derived by the syntactic operation
Agree and assume that it spells out a phi-probe on v (or in the neighborhood v).

(27)

v[𝜑] VP

V DP[𝜑]

Ingredient 2: Topicalized XPs bear the feature [top] and focussed XPs bear the
feature [foc].

(We do not take a position as to where/how these features are merged on the XP targeted for

movement)

27



Tundra Nenets with [top] and [foc]

Ingredient 3: We assume, following van Urk (2015) that composite probes (which
search A-features and Ā-features) are possible. We take the object agreement probe
on v to search for a DP with both [𝜑] and [top].

(28) DP has [top]

v[ 𝜑+top ] VP

V DP[𝜑 ,top]

(29) DP has [foc]

v[ 𝜑+top ] VP

V DP[𝜑 ,foc]

By making the probe on v sensitive to the feature [top], we are able to derive the
fact that topical objects must agree while focussed objects must not agree.

• In (29), v cannot agree with the object because it does not have the feature
[top].
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Tundra Nenets without [top] and [foc]

What does an account of the Tundra Nenets facts that does not make reference to
[top] and [foc] look like?

Ingredient 1: We continue to assume that object agreement is derived via Agree
with a phi-probe bearing head. In this account, however, we assume that the probe
bearing head (Agr) is merged somehwere above vP.

(30)

Agr[𝜑] …

… vP
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Tundra Nenets without [top] and [foc]

Ingredient 2: We assume that vP is opaque to agreement – objects which remain
inside vP will be invisible to Agree.

(31)

Agr[𝜑] …

… vP

DP VP

V DP[𝜑]

We assume that vP is a phase and this blocks Agree past the edge of the phase.
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Tundra Nenets without [top] and [foc]

Ingredient 3: Topicalization is licensed by movement into a
configuration/position outside of vP but below Agr. Foci stay inside vP

(32) Topics vacate vP

Agr[𝜑] …

DP[𝜑] vP

…tDP…

(33) Foci remain inside vP

Agr[𝜑] …

… vP

…DP[𝜑]…

Under this account, the fact that foci do not agree is because of their position, and
not their featural content.
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Tundra Nenets without [top] and [foc]

The account just sketched derives the fact that topics trigger object agreement but
foci cannot trigger object agreement, without reference to [top] and [foc].

• A DP that has moved into a certain configuration is interpreted as a topic

• This position allows that DP to trigger object agreement.

Prediction: If a focussed DP moves to the edge of vP or higher, it should be
available for agreement with Agr.

(34)

Agr[𝜑] …

DP[𝜑] vP

…tDP…

This prediction is false, at least for wh-objects.
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The position of wh-objects

Recall that wh-objects cannot control object agreement.

(35) Wh-object

[ŋəmke-m]foc
what-acc

taxabta°(*-da)?
break.3sg(>sg.obj)

‘What did he break?’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 204)

According to the account being sketched, the wh-object in (35) must be internal to
vP.

(36) Foci remain inside vP

Agr[𝜑] …

… vP

…DP[𝜑]…
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The position of wh-objects

However, there is evidence that focussed objects must be able to move at least to
the edge of vP.

In multiple wh-questions, a wh-object may occupy a position to the left of the
subject.

(37) a. S-DO-IO-V

[xībʹa]S
who

[ŋəmke-m]DO

what-acc
[xībʹa-n°h]IO
who-dat

mʹica
give.inter

‘Who gave what to whom?’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 266)

b. DO-S-IO-V

[ŋəmke-m]DO

what-acc
[xībʹa]S
who

[xībʹa-n°h]IO
who-dat

mʹica
give.inter

‘Who gave what to whom?’ (Nikolaeva 2014, 266)

In (37b), the position of the accusative object must be at least as high as the
first merge position of the subject in, Spec-vP.
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The position of wh-objects

In (37b), the position of the accusative object must be at least as high as the
first merge position of the subject in, Spec-vP.

From this position, it should be able to trigger object agreement when Agr probes.

(38)

Agr[𝜑] vP

DP[𝜑] v’

subj v’

…tDP…

Nikolaeva states categorically that wh-words never trigger agreement.
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Discussion

The problem here for the non-syntactic approach is that the movement step that
brings makes topics accessible to the object agreement probe cannot be
distinguished from the movement that can potentially target foci.

On this account, the probe on Agr doesn’t discriminate based on IS
category, as in the feature-based approach, just on whether a given DP is
accessible.
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Discussion

Potential fix 1: The sentence initial wh-object in (37b) has moved to a position
higher than Agr without an intermediate landing point, as in (39).

(39)

DP[𝜑] …

Agr[𝜑] vP

subj v ’

…tDP…

Problem: Assuming that vP is a phase, (39) should be impossible — the object
would have to transit through the edge of vP. This would make make accessible to
the Agr probe.
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Discussion

Potential fix 2: There is a Spec-Head condition on agreement with Agr, as in (40).

(40) AgrP

DP[𝜑] Agr’

Agr[𝜑] vP

subj v ’

…tDP…

Problem: If movement of a DP to this position is driven purely by [ef], with IS
interpretation being derived at the interfaces, it is unclear why wh-phrases should
be systematically blocked from appearing in this position and controlling
agreement.
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Discussion

The syntactic approach, which can make reference to IS features like [foc] and
[top] does not face these issues.

Under that account, the probe responsible for object agreement (v/Agr) can
discriminate based on IS properties of the goal because these properties are
represented featurally in the syntax.
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Wrapping up



What’ve we learned

In this talk, we have identified how morphology might inform the debate about
whether IS features should be active in the syntax

• Morphological IS effects on the probe/goal are commensurate with Syntactic
and Non-Syntactic approaches to IS categories

• Effects on non-local elements in the sentence, however, have the potential to
provide categorical evidence between the two
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What’ve we learned

We have also found that Syntactic and Non-Syntactic approaches to morphological
IS effects make testable predictions

Syntactic approach:

• Different IS categories = different lexical items

• IS category-marking should be subject to the same conditions as Agree

• Long-distance in-situ effects are expected

Non-Syntactic approach:

• Different IS categories = one lexical item + allomorphy

• IS category-marking should be subject to the same constraints as
allomorphy

• No long-distance in-situ effects; movement operations are necessary to create
local configurations
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What’ve we learned

Taking a step back, we find two additional pieces of suggestive evidence in favor of
the Syntactic approach

1. The normalcy of [topic] and [focus]

• It has been argued that IS features do not look like accepted syntactic features
like [wh] in terms of their word order characteristics (Hamlaoui and Szendrői

2015)

• Morphology tells a different story. IS features seem to have the morphological
effects one might expect from a syntactic feature

• Though not conclusive, the Non-Syntactic approach might predict gaps or
asymmetries between IS and non-IS effects on morphology

Marking on the probe
(e.g. C)

Gungbe

Marking on the goal
(e.g. that ice cream)

Amahuaca

Marking on another element
(e.g. the verb)

Tundra Nenets

Table 2: Morphological effects of IS categories discussed in this talk 42



Best of both worlds

2. Best of both worlds: The Ā-hierarchy

• We have presented the Syntactic and Non-Syntactic approaches as making
fundamentally divergent core predictions

• Syntactic → marking based on discrete IS categories (i.e. topicalization)
• Non-Syntactic → marking based on any IS category (i.e. scrambling)

• Yet, there is an approach that makes both predictions: the Ā-feature hierarchy
(Starke 2001; Aravind 2017, 2018; a.o.)

(41) Ā-feature geometry [Ā]

[op] [top]

[wh] [foc] [rel]

• Probes can be specified for individual nodes → discrete IS categories
• They can be specified for intermediate nodes → union of IS categories (e.g. [Op]

and [wh]/[foc])
• They can be specified for Ā itself → marking based on any category
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Thank you!

Many many thanks to Theresa and Michelle for making this amazing conference
possible!

Also, many thanks for Nik Rolle, Michael Erlewine, and Kenyon Branan for helpful
discussion.
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