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‘to suru’ constructions—especially ‘need’—in Japanese

‘Need’ in Japanese, when used as a predicate with a copular
verb, takes a DAT-NOM case frame, not NOM-ACC, as
illustrated by the contrast below:

(1) a. John-ni tasuke-ga  hituyoo-da.
John-DAT help-NOM NEED-COP
‘John needs help.’
b. *John-ga tasuke-o hituyoo-da.
John-NOM help-ACC NEED-COP
In (1a) the “needer” occurs in the dative case, and the “needee”
in the nominative case in the same way as widely attested
among the world’s B-languages (Harves and Kayne (2012)).
Interestingly, however, when occurred with a light verb, the
same word hituyo selects a NOM-ACC frame, not DAT-NOM, as
in (2):
(2) a. John-ga tasuke-o hituyoo-to-suru.
John-NOM help-ACC NEED-COMP-do
‘John needs help.’
b. *John-ni tasuke-ga hituyoo-to-suru.
John-DAT help-NOM NEED-COMP-do
Unlike the normal Japanese light verb constructions, the verbal




noun hituyoo shows peculiar properties: a) it must occur with a
complementizer (2a), b) it cannot be accusative-case marked
(3a, b), and c¢) it cannot be incorporated into the light verb (4):

(3) a. *John-ga tasuke-o hituyoo-o suru.
John-NOM help-ACC NEED-ACC do
b. *John-ga tasuke-no hituyoo-o suru.
John-NOM help-GEN NEED-ACC do
(4) *John-ga tasuke-o hituyoo-suru.

John-NOM help-ACC NEED-do
Although the construction in question exhibits the H-language’s
case-marking pattern, it does not involve transitive ‘have’ and
nominal ‘need’, as is obvious from the overt appearance of the
complementizer and the verb su “do.” Instead I will propose,
following Baker (2003) and Kamiya (2006), that the verbal noun
hituyoo is actually a verb and that the verb su takes a clausal
complement, followed by “raising-to-object (RTO)” out of the CP
(Tanaka (2002)).
The proposed structure is schematized as follows:

(5) [rp John-NOM [vp tasuke-ACC;i [cp [vp PRO ti hituyoo] tol
surul]

A piece of evidence for this structure comes from adverbial

modification. The verbal head hituyoo can be modified by an

adverb, not an adjective. Observe the following sentence:

(6) John-ga tasuke-o fukoonimo/*fukoona hituyoo to suru.
John-NOMhelp-ACC unfortunately/unfortunateNEED-COMP
do
‘John needs help unfortunately.’

Compare example (6) with example (7):

(7) [pp John-no fukoona/*fukoonimo tasuke-no hituyool]

John-GEN unfortunate/unfortunately help-GEN NEED
‘John’s unfortunate need of help’

An additional piece of evidence is offered by the cleft version of

this construction. Because of the clausal nature of hituyoo, the

complement cannot occur in the focus position, as in (8a):

(8) a. *John-ga suru-no-wa tasuke-o hituyoo-to da.
John-NOM do-nominalizer-TOPhelp-ACC NEED-COMP be
b. John-ga hituyoo-to-suru-no-wa tasuke-o da.

John-NOM NEED-COMP-do-nominalizer-TOP help-ACC be
‘What John needs is help.’
Moreover, the clause containing hituyoo, because of its verbal
status, cannot appear in the subject position as it is:
(9) *[John-ga  tasuke-o  hituyool-ga aru.
John-NOM help-ACC NEED-NOM be
‘It is necessary to help John.’

The fact that the accusative-marked DP is moved from the
argument position of hituyoo is based on the Proper Binding
Condition. If the clausal complement of the verb su is
scrambled over the accusative-marked DP, the resulting
sentence becomes ungrammatical, as in (10):

(10) “[tp John-ga [cp [vp PRO t; hituyoo] tolj [vr tasuke-o t;
John-ga NEED COMP help-ACC
suru]]
do

The clausal complement itself can be scrambled, as illustrated
by (11):
(11) [tasuke-o hituyoo-tol John-ga suru.

Help-ACC NEED-COMP John-NOM do
The contrast between (10) and (11) indicates that the trace left
behind by RTO is not properly bound within the fronted clause
in (10), violating the Proper Binding Condition.

As far as I know, the word tokul ‘be good at’ behaves in the
same way, as in (12), which shows that the properties
mentioned above are not lexical peculiarities confined to ‘need’.
(12) a. John-ga eigo-ga tokui-da.

John-NOM English-NOM be-good-at-COP
‘John is good at English.’

b. *John-ga eigo-o tokui-da.
John-NOM English-ACC be-good-at-COP




c. *John-ga eigo-ga tokui-to-suru.
John-NOM English-NOM be-good-at-COMP-DO

d. John-ga eigo-o tokui-to-suru.
John-NOM English-ACC be-good-at-COMP-DO

e. "John-ga eigo-o tokui-o suru.
John-NOM English-ACC be-good-at-ACC do

f. *John-ga eigo-o tokui-suru.

John-NOM English-ACC be-good-at-do
Although there remain many problems with ‘to suru’
constructions (for instance, the status of the complementizer
and the unacceptability of ACC-case-marked verbal nouns), its
research will provide a deeper understanding of the nature of
verbal nouns and light verb constructions in Japanese.




