
Interface interactions – Aspect and case

The paper argues for a strong cyclic view of minimalist syntax, where all phases constitute spell-
out  domains:  the  phases  are  spelled  out  (that  is,  are  sent  to  PF  and  LF components)  after 
completion (Fox and Pesetsky 2005). More strongly, it is argued that the spell-out domains are 
immediately  sent  to  the  semantic  interpretive  component,  and  that  the  partial  semantic 
representations of these domains are later combined into a single final representation. Finally, the 
paper also presents an argument for allowing direct interaction of the components outside of the 
computational system – specifically, permitting morphology and semantics to interact directly. 

The proposed view of the computational system and interface interaction, along with a 
late  insertion  view  of  phonological  material,  makes  it  possible  to  capture  semantically 
conditioned alternations and derive the appropriate distribution of the alternating elements. It is 
shown  in  detail  that  this  approach  successfully  deals  with  case  alternation  in  Finnish, 
appropriately predicting the range of alternating case markings and the conditions of alternation.
Finnish case alternation. As discussed in Kiparsky 1998, 2001, 2005, Kratzer 2004, Nelson 
1998, Vainikka 1989, among others,  structural  case marking in Finnish shows an alternation 
between  partitive  and  non-partitive  case.  A structurally  case  marked  constituent  may  either 
appear as partitive or as non-partitive (nominative or accusative). The alternation is illustrated 
below for objects (1), subjects (2) and adjuncts (3).
(1)a Hän ajoi autoa b Hän ajoi auton talliin

he drove car-part he drove car-acc garage-ill
'He drove the car'  [partitive] 'He drove the car into the garage' [non-partitive]

(2) Olutta / olut on jääkaapissa
beer-part beer-nom is fridge-iness
'Some beer / the beer is in the fridge' [partitive / non-partitive]

(3)a Tämä patsas on seisonut tässä vuiosisatoja
this-nom statue-nom has stood here years-hundred-part
'This statue has been standing here for centuries' [partitive]

     b Tämä patsas on seisonut tässä [viisikymmentä vuotta]
this-nom statue-nom has stood here five-hundred-acc year-part

  'This statue has been standing here for five hundred years' [non-partitive]
As shown by the translations, the case variation correlates with a semantic difference, namely 
divisibility:
(4) A predicate P is divisible iff whenever P(x) for an argument x, then for all x' ⊂ x, P(x')

(Bennett & Partee 1972, Dowty 1979, Link 1998)
On  the  one  hand,  the  divisibility  of  the  case  marked  nominal  itself  affects  case  marking: 
structurally case marked divisible nominals are partitive (2, 3a). On the other hand, an atelic 
event predicate such as  drive is divisible with respect to a time argument. A divisible event 
predicate, unlike a non-divisible telic event predicate, appears with partitive objects only (1a). 
The distribution of divisible nominals / event predicates and case is summarized below.

(5) Object Divisible nominal → Partitive
Atelic event predicate → Partitive

Subject Divisible nominal → Partitive
Atelic event predicate → Partitive

Adjunct Divisible nominal → Partitive
Atelic event predicate → Partitive



Account. I argue that despite appearances, it is a semantic property of the vP rather than that of 
the event predicate which can license partitive case on the object. In support of this claim, I show 
that habitual interpretation and measure phrases are interpreted outside of vP and thus do not 
affect partitive case licensing by vP. To account for the apparently varied sources of partitive 
case, I adopt the assumptions of Chomsky 2000, 2001, and argue that a unique account covers all 
instances of partitive case mentioned above.  It  is  the property of divisibility,  defined in (4), 
which  correlates  with  partitive  case.  Divisibility  applies  to  event  descriptions  and  nominal 
predicates alike, and so permits a uniform treatment of the two sources of partitive case. 

To  implement  the  correlation  with  case,  I  assume  that  structural  case  marking  is 
underspecified, but checked or valued in the syntactic component. The surface form of structural 
case is determined in the morphological component, and it is realized as partitive when licensed 
by  divisibility.  Licensing  can  take  place  in  two ways:  (a)  if  the  case  marked constituent  is 
divisible or (b) if the vP is divisible. The divisibility of the case marked constituent licenses 
partitive  case  on  divisible  objects,  subjects  and  adjuncts  alike,  while  that  of  a  vP licenses 
partitive case only on objects. Crucially, the range of partitive constituents differs in the two 
environments: divisible nominals are all partitive, and a divisible vP only licenses partitive case 
on objects (5). To derive this asymmetry, I impose a restriction on the licensing of partitive case: 
(6) Partitive case is  licensed only if  a  case feature is  realized or checked in  a  minimal  

divisible phase
The relevant domains are the phases (Chomsky 2000, 2001)  vP and DP, the phases for which 
divisibility can be defined. Structural case can be realized in divisible DPs, and any divisible DP 
(including adjuncts) is partitive. Structural case can be checked within a divisible vP, since v can 
check case. I argue that object case is checked within the vP, but that of subjects and adjuncts is 
not; this results in divisible vPs licensing partitive case only on objects. I show that subject case 
is checked by T and the case of adjuncts is checked by v, but outside of the minimal maximal vP. 
The partitive case distribution in the two licensing conditions is thus appropriately derived.
Extensions. In addition to Finnish case alteration, the proposed account can be extended to other 
instances of semantically conditioned alternations, such as that of polarity items or subjunctive / 
indicative  alternations.  In  all  these  cases,  the  alternating  element  is  underspecified,  and 
morphological insertion is sensitive to information supplied by the semantic component. Thus 
the present approach, in addition to encoding semantic dependency, predicts that locality effects 
are constrained to phases. It also predicts that the behavior of phases depends on the appropriate 
semantic property only; the syntactic category of the phase is inconsequential. In the case of 
Finnish alternations, the relevant property was divisibility; thus it is predicted that the relevant 
phases are those for which divisibility can be defined. 
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