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Abstract

his paper reports on the development and make-up of the early
J verb lexicon of the Yoruba child. It also examines the syntactic

structure of some peculiar verbs that are associated with the
argument structure of the utterances produced by the Yoruba children
under investigation. In their developmental stages of language acquisition,
the children moved from a stage of no verb at all to a perfect command of
the grammar of the language. The categories of verbs that were examined
in the utterances of the children include verbs that opaquely theta-mark
their object NP’s, anti-causative verbs, and adjectivisable verbs. The
corpus for this study was taken from the children’s utterances recorded
over a period of eighteen to thirty-six months. The Minimalist Programme
(MP) is adopted as a theoretical framework for our analysis. A major
finding of this study is that the degree of complexity of a verb determines
whether or not the construction involving such a verb will be acquired
very early or late by the children. However, it was observed that the
children began to use adjectivisable verbs at an early stage, whereas
evidence from available literature does not support early acquisition of
adjectivisable verbs by Yoruba children.
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1.0  Introduction }

Acquisition of verbs requires that children engage in both semantic
and syntactic analysis of the forms that are involved in a discourse
(Nelson, 1995:223). Learning verbs is learning the structure of language
(Scherf 2005). The verb constitutes a universal lexical category (Hopper &
Thompson 1984, Langacker 1987, Robins 1966, Uziel-Karl 2001); it is a
very important lexical category. Awobuluyi (1978:114) says that verbs
play a central role in sentences and that they are almost always present in
sentences. Verbs especially play a very important role in language
structure, in linguistic form-function relations, and in processes of
language acquisition and language development (Uziel-Karl 2001).
Argument structure is a very important aspect of verb knowledge. This
paper is aimed at examining the make-up of the early verb lexicon of the
Yoruba child. We attempt to capture the syntactic structure of the
argument structure of the early utterances of the Yoruba child. What type
of verbs does the Yoruba child initially acquire? What motivates the use of
particular verbs at the initial point of acquisition?

. Hale and Keyser (1999:453) see argument structure as “the
syntactic configuration projected by a lexical item. Argument structure is
the system of structural relations holding between heads (nuclei) and the
arguments  linked to them”. Fromkin (2000:685) defines argument
structure as ‘the specification of the number of arguments that a lexical
predicate (such as a verb) has, as well as the 0-roles associated with each
of these arguments.” According to Grimshaw (1990:1), argument structure
‘refers to the lexical representation of grammatical information about a
predicate.” She further states that argument structure represents a complex
of information that is ctitical to the syntactic behaviour of a lexical item
(Grimshaw, 1990:1). The argument structure of a lexical item is part of its
lexical entry and this is predictable from its meaning. The argument
structure of a verb determines the elements of a sentence that are
obligatory (Haegeman, 1994:44). Argument structure is derived from
meaning and the specification of the realization of the arguments. As
Bresnan (2001:304) submits, argument structure is an interface between
the semantics and syntax of predicators (which we may take to be verbs in
the general Case)... Argument structure encodes lexical information about
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the number of arguments, their syntactic type, and their hierarchical
organization necessary for the mapping to syntactic structure.

Argument structure determines the argument position to be
induced by a lexical head in syntactic structure. It involves the semantic
relations that hold between the verb and the noun phrases that are involved
in the state or event described by the verb.

Awobuluyi (1978:56) classifies Yoruba verbs in terms of the
constructions in which they operate. He classifies them into different
classes, with some verbs belonging to more than one class. Bamgbose
(1990) also carried out an extensive study of Yoruba verbs. He then
distributed them into different classes. Awoyale (1994:6) classifies
Yoruba verbs according to the kind of objects with which they can co-
occuur. He classifies the verbs into five groups based on their relation to
the object. Based on their classification, we will examine the acquisition
of verbs that opaquely theta-mark their objects, verbs that anti-causativise
without new objects and adjectivisable verbs. They broadly belong to the
family of transitive and intransitive verbs.

In the course of acquiring the syntax of a language, children master
argument structure patterns. Acquisition of the argument structure marks
the transition from single words to word combinations (Uziel-Karl,
2001:173). Alishasi and Stevenson (2005) observe that argument structure
is a complex aspect of language for children to master, as it requires
learning the relations of arguments to verbs and how those arguments are
marked into valid expressions of the language.” Several studies have made
the claim that from a very early stage, children possess some rudimentary
knowledge of argument structure; they grasp argument structure
regularities at a young age (Macwhinney, (1995), Demuth; Machobane
and Moloi (2000); Alishasi and Stevenson (2005)).

Pinker (1989) examines the acquisition of argument structure. He
states that every verb has an “argument structure”: a specification of what
kinds of phrases it can appear with (Pinker, 1989). He further explains that
a familiar example of what children have to learn is the distinction
between a transitive verb like devour, which requires a direct object, you
can say: ‘He devoured the steak’ but not just ‘He devoured’ and an
intransitive verb like dine, which does not; you can say, ‘He dined’ but nol
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‘He.dined the steak’. He also examines the development of verb meaning
and syntax.

The Minimalist Programme (MP) is the theoretical framework
employed for our analysis in this research. It was developed in the 1990s
by Noam Chomsky (Chomsky 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000). The Minimalist
Programme takes language to be part of the natural world (Chomsky,
1995: 166). It introduces a new concept of language and adds new content
to the innateness position concerning our linguistic capacity (Longa and
Lorenzo, 2008:541). According to Chomsky (1995: 7), ‘there is a single
computational system (Cyr) for human language and only limited lexical
variety’. The Cy is the part of the mind that builds up sentences and
filters out ill-formed sentences. In the earlier version of Generative
Grammar, Phrase Structure Rules, Transformational Rules, Déep-structure
and Surface-structure determine how sentences are generated. MP has
done away with all these.

In MP, the Cy. generates sentences from a lexical array in a
principled and economical fashion. The computational system consists of
two operations: Merge and Move/Attract. These operations are used in
mapping lexical information into interface representations at phonetic
Form (PF) and Logical Form (LF) (Chomsky 1995:387). These two
operations are used in the built-up of Yoruba argument structure.
Sentences are build up in a bottom-up fashion unlike in earlier versions of
TG where it is top-down. This means that before MP, sentences are
projections of Phrase Structure Rules and lexical items are added as
terminal nodes but in MP, sentence generation begins with lexical items
which are merged. .

This paper is divided into six sections. Section one is the
introduction while section two examines the method of data collection.
Section three discusses the acquisition of verbs that opaquely theta-mark
their object. Acquisition of verbs that anti-causativise without new objects
by Yoruba-speaking children is the focus in section four while section five
discusses acquisition of adjectivisable verbs. The paper ends in section six
with the conclusion.
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1.2 Methodology

This study is based on the analysis of corpora collected through
longitudinal methods. Longitudinal approaches are naturalistic studies that
examine language development in a child or a group of children over an
extended period of time (O’Grady and Cho 2004: 311). The data consist of
a set of spontaneous longitudinal speech of children produced during
interactions with parents, siblings, caregivers and other family members.
The longitudinal data were collected from three children, Damilare,
Temiloluwa, and Tola who were recorded daily from 18 months to 36
months. Damilare’s data are primary while Temiloluwa and Tola’s data
are supplementary.

Damilare is the first child of educated middle class parents. The
parents live and work in Ilorin, the Capital City of Kwara State, Nigeria.
The data were collected by the mother (the researcher) on a daily basis.
Damilare’s data consist of questions, responses and utterances between
him and the parents and other members of the family. It also included his
utterances while playing alone. We could safely say that the exercise made
it possible to know at what point he had acquired anything linguistically
significant. The best form of longitudinal data collection should be
between a child and any of the parents or someone who lives with the
family. This enables close interaction with the child which aids easy data
collection. This also removes most possible constraints that may arise.

Temiloluwa and Tola are a set of female twins of educated middle
class parents. The parents live and work in Ilorin. The subjects have two
older siblings, a brother, and a sister. The data were collected by their
father daily at home and in other possible situations. The data consist of
utterances, responses, questions between the two of them, with their
parents and siblings and other members of the family.

1.3 Acquisition of Argument Structure of Verbs that opaquely
Theta-mark the Object
The verbs that opaquely 6-mark their objects do not freely permit
the object to move to another argument position (Awoyale, 1994:6). They
are transitive verbs. The verbs are described as being eventive and the
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objects are the theme. The examples in (1) are adapted from Awoyale

(1994:6):
(1) a. Old je isu [
Olu eat yam |
‘Olu ate yam.’

b. Ol ko iwé
Olu write book/ letter
‘Olu wrote a book’
Moving the object to another argument position will give these ill-
formed sentences:

(2) a. *isu Ol je

b. *wé Ol ko '
Awoyale observes that only movement to a non-argument position
can dislodge them. For example, these objects can be focused, moved to a 3
non-argument position as in (3). |
3) a Isu; ni Old je t; ‘
yam FM Olu eat
‘It is yam that Olu ate.’ 5

b. Iwé; ni Ola ko t;
book FM Olu read
‘It is book that Olu wrote.

The object in each.of the examples in (3) above has been moved to
the focus position. There is however a trace at the extraction site to show
that movement has taken place.

The children in our study easily acquire the argument structure of
verbs that opaquely theta-mark their objects. They belong to the first set of
verbs acquired by the Yoruba child. These verbs are transitive verbs with
AGENT subjects and PATIENT/ THEME objects. At the one word stage
when the children use null arguments, these verbs appear alone. With
time, the children begin to use them with objects. It should be noted that
object omission is not common in the language of the children acquiring
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Yoruba because the language does not allow object omission. The
following examples are taken from the utterances of the children from

eighteen (18) months

@ a. gba 2
‘Take it’
b. je isu
‘Eat yam.”

At this stage, these verbs are used without subjects. However they
all have objects which they theta mark. Example (4b) above can be
phrase-marked as in (5) below:

©) VP

; /\
DlP VP
@ \/\DP
THEME
je isu

eat yam
‘Ate yam’

From our data, we discover that there are instances where the
children use nouns in the subject position. We however discover that these
nouns are not subjects even though they occupy the subject positions.
They are vocatives. For example:

6) a. momi, wo asoQ Damilare, 20 months
mummy wear clothe

‘Mummy, I want to wear my clothe.”

b. bab4a, mu omi Damilare, 19 months
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daddy drink water
‘Daddy, I want to drink water.’

. momi, je eran Damilare, 19 months
mummy eat meat
‘Mummy’, I want to eat meat.’

In these examples, the subjects are still missing. We have instances |
where the child addresses the person whom he wants to assist or carry out 1.
the action for him. mo'mi ‘mummy’ and babd ‘daddy’ are vocative
expressions. These NPs do not occupy the Spec of VP neither can they be
moved to the position of the Spec of TP. .

At the multi-word stage, subjects begin to appear in the utterances
of the three children. For example:
@) a. Damolé ko one Damilare, 27 months

Damola write one

‘Damola wrote one.’

b. Mo ti yagbe Temiloluwa, 19months
1 have poupou

‘T have poupoued.’

c O ti ki iwé Tola, 21 months
You have read.book

“You have read the book.’

From the data above, we can see that the children acquire the "
argument structure of these verbs at an early stage. These sentences
contain simple verb phrases headed by a verb with a single complement i
(Radford 2004:336). Example (7a) above is given in the tree diagram in
(8) showing the derivation of the sentence.

/
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(8) TP
/N
DP s
Damol; W

DP/\\ V!

lti v P
k(L onc!

Damola write one

‘Damola wrote one.”

However, there are instances where the children still have a mix-up
of the arguments. Let us consider the following examples from Damilare
at twenty-four (24) months.

©) ,
a. Lara pé ¢ momi
Lara call her mummy
‘Mummy is calling Lara.’
b. Moétd umbrella mu
Car umbrella take
“Take the umbrella from the car.’
c. Momi mi u métd umbrella

Mummy take it car umbrella

‘Mummy took the umbrella from the car.’

9
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d. efon Damolé je ¢
mosquito Damola eat it

‘Mosquito bit Damola.’

Looking at (9a) above, we can see that there is a rearrangement of
the arguments. Lara is the PATIENT while momi is the AGENT.
AGENTS have always been equated with the subject position but, in this
Case, it is in the object position. The same is the Case in the other two
examples. Umbrella is supposed to be the direct object of the verb mui
‘take’ but it is not placed in those positions. This is not a Case of
movement as this type of verbs opaquely theta-mark their objects and can
only be moved to an A-position. In (9¢) above, there is a juxtapesition of
the direct and indirect object position. These examples show us that
children acquiring language are constantly processing the data at their
disposal. This shows that they are active participants and their language
improves as they develop and mature cognitively.

1.4  Acquisition of Argument Structure of “¥erbs that Anti-

causativize without New Object

Anti-causative verbs are intransitive verbs that show events
affecting the subjects without giving any semantic or syntactic indication
of the cause of the event. These verbs anti-causativize their logical objects
and do not create or permit new ones (Awoyale, 1994:6). They are
ergative (unaccusative verbs) verbs. The anti-causative verb has a single
argument, the subject of which is the patient or theme. This subject is
however not the logical subject. Awoyale (1994) provides the following

examples:
(10) - A B
a. se is¢ : ise se
do work work do
‘did the work’ ‘work gets done’

10
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b. ta Qja : ojata
sell market market sell
‘sold wares’ ‘wares get sold’
c. 10 igod ; igo fo
break bottle bottle break

‘break the bottle’ ‘bottle breaks’

d, mu Qyé : Qyé mu
grip harmattan ‘harmattan grips’
‘gripped harmattan’

Column A represents the causative interpretation while Column B
is anti-causative/inchoative interpretation. According to Awoyale (1994),
the theme of ergative verbs occupies the object position in the original
verb phrases as indicated in Column A above. The themes of these verbs,
as shown in Column B are moved to the subject position and the object
position is left empty.

There éxists cross-linguistic evidence that shows that children
begin to use unaccusatives before they are two (Birger 2008, Friedman
2007, Lorusso, Caprin and Guasti 2005, Tomasello 1992, Pierce 1989).
The children in our study, however, began to use these verbs shortly after
their second birthday. We present the following data from their transcripts.
an a  Ofo 25 months

It break

CTtis broken’

b. igo ti fo 26 months
" bottle has break

“The bottle has broken.’
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Cs biscuit rin 27 months
biscuit scatter

“The biscuit is scattered.’

d. *biscuit fo 25 months
biscuit break

‘Biscuit is broken.’

The subjects in the examples above are assumed to occupy the
object position in the original verb phrases as shown in the tree diagram in
(12).

(12) TP

t1 e N DP
fo igd

Evidence from the children show that the argument structure of
these verbs is not acquired early. Baker’s (1988, 1997) Uniformity of
Theta-Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH) confirms the fact that the logical

12
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object occupies the subject position but it still maintains its theta role.
UTAH is an attempt to link thematic roles expressed by DPs to the verb.
The hypothesis assumes that principles of UG correlate thematic structure
with syntactic structure in a uniform fashion. The account assumes that
there is just one underlying structure for a certain thematic relation. It
states that each theta —role assigned by a particular type of predicate is
canonically associated with a specific syntactic position. For example,
Spec-VP is the canonical position associated with an AGENT argument
(Radford, 2004). In essence, it means that two arguments which fulfil the
same thematic function with respect to a given predicate will occupy the
same underlying position in the syntax. The example phrase-marked above
would have the following structure:

13) TP
T VP
/\-\
cL DP V!
‘ /\
e \% DP
| |
fo igd
break bottle
y ‘NP, break bottle

We can see from the diagram above that the object is still in its
logical position, as complement of the verb. We can also see that the
subject position is base-generated empty. It is this position that the object
will move into to have its Case checked.

13
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1.5. Acquisition of Argument Structure of Adjectivisable Verbs

' Adjectivisable verbs are verbs that can be turned to adjectives.
Awobuluyi (1978:57) describes adjectivisable verbs as “verb phrases from
which adjectives can be formed”. These verbs are originally adjectives
before becoming adjectivised. They tell us more about the quality of the
subject. They include pupa ‘red’, dildii ‘black’, ddra ‘to be good’, tiitii ‘to
be cold’, ga ‘to be tall’, etc. as exemplified in (14): '

(14) a  Oko Adé didu bii kord isin.
Car Ade black like seed fruit

‘Ade’s car is as black as the seed of a fruit.”

b. Omo n4a déra bfi egbin
Child the good like egbin

Y “The child is as handsome as the antelope.”

o Omi n4a tutu nini
Water the cold

“The water is cold.’

Adjectivisable verbs are one-place predicates, they only take
external arguments. From the examples above, Oko Adé *Ade’s car’, Omo
nda ‘the child’ and Omi nda ‘the water’ are the external arguments of their
various verbs. These external arguments serve as the head of the noun
phrase when they function as adjectives. For example:

©(15) a.  Morioko Adé dddid yen
1 see car Ade black that
‘T saw Ade’s black car.’

~b. Mo mu omi_tutu

1 drink water cold
‘T drank cold water.’

- 14
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In the examples in (15)above, okd Adé ‘Ade’s car’ and omi ‘water’
which head the noun phrase were the external arguments in (14a) and
(14c) respectively.

The Yoruba child begins to use adjectivisable verbs at an early
stage, however, evidence from our longitudinal data shows that
adjectivisable verbs do not form one of the first sets of verbs acquired by
Yoruba children. Before a child can use an adjectivisable verb, he must
have reached the cognitive stage where he can distinguish, judge and
probably place values on some things either animate or inanimate
concepts.

The first adjectivisable verb recorded in the utterances of Damilare
is ghdnd ‘hot’ at nineteen months. He has been exposed to this verb right
from time but he referred to it as jéojéo. We deduced that the first set of
adjectivisable verbs the children acquire are the ones that have to do with
what they can feel, touch or taste. These verbs include gbénd ‘hot’ tutu
‘cold’, and dun ‘sweet/ delicious.

As mentioned earlier, adjectivisable verbs are one-place predicates
taking only external arguments. The following utterances exhibiting the
use of adjectivisable verbs were recorded for the children.

(16) a. ghénd 19 months
hot

‘It is hot.”

b. tuth 19 months
cold

x

‘It is cold.’

G Dun 23 months
Sweet
‘It is sweet.’

The adjectivisable verbs in (16) above are used without their
arguments. This is taking into consideration the fact that null arguments

15
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form part of the properties of early child langnage. The structure of the

utterance is given in (17).
17 VP

DP

, |

A @ - gbéna ‘
The phrase-marker in (17) above shows that nothing has merged

with the adjectivisable verb as the position of the external argument is
null. Adjectivisable verbs cannot be used in an imperative construction.
This means that any use of these verbs without the subject is purely a Case
of a sentence with a null subject and not an imperative construction. The
next sets of adjectivisable constructions are exemplified (18) below.
(18) a. gbdnd ti 19 months

hot tea

‘The tea is hot.”

b. gb6nd omi 19 months
hot water

“The water is hot.”

In these examples, ghdnd ‘hot’ is used but this time with internal
arguments rather than external arguments which adjectivisable verbs are
presumed not to have.

16
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(19) a. VP
T
\‘/ DP
gbbna t|ﬁ
hot tea

‘The tea is hot.’

b. . VP
//\
\|/ DP
- gbbn4 omi
hot water

“The water is hot.’

At this stage the children could not recognise different
grammatical relations. The most important thing is getting their message
across. This is however in consonance with merge which simply forms
pair without impaging any restrictions on the output order of the two
elements that are merged. As discussed earlier, Merge is formulated as:

Merge (a, B):= [ a B] (where A is the label of the resulting tree)
At the initial stage there seems to be no hard and fast rule for the children,
hence structures in (16-19) above. The construction can be formalized asis
is formulated as

 Lgbons gbOnd omi]

where a is instantiated by the verb gbdnd ‘hot’ and S by omi
‘water’. With time, the children began to use adjectivisable verbs with
external argument. The number of adjectivisable verbs in their lexicon has
also increased. The following is taken from Damilare’s transcripts:

17
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20) a. mango dun
mango sweet
“The mango is sweet.’

b. amala gbdénd
amala hot
‘the amala is hot.”

(5 momi burd :
1 mummy wicked
‘Mummy is wicked.’

|
1 d. aso doti
cloth dirty

l ‘The cloth is dirty.’

does not mark tense as other languages like

ah R
DP \Y
mango dun
mango sweet

‘The mango is sweet.’

adjectivisable verbs:

18
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23 months

24 months

24 months

26 months

At this stage, the argument structure in the children’s utterances
started to resemble that of tha adult speakers of the language. The only
difference is that the children have not fully acquired tense and so most of
their structures are not finite. We must however note that Yoruba language

English, French, etc. do. The

tree diagram in (21) displays the structure of example (20a) above.

The examples above also exemplify the merging of elements in the
construction. Thus we have the following merge operation for

[4un mango dun]
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Adjectivisable verbs are intransitive permanent state - verbs.
Permanent state verbs refer to verbs that express a permanent state ol
~ affairs or quality that do not undergo change over time (Ajiboye,

2007:117). They do not denote actions that take place as no activity is
_involved. The implication of this is that adjectivisable verbs are not
transitive verbs; neither are they marked for finiteness. It means that once
~ the external argument is present, the structure is complete. The structure in
~ (22) shows how the use of adjectivisable verb is manifested in a
~ grammatical utterance in Yoruba.

(22) TR
DP ‘
|
ango T
DP \
| l
1 dlin

 Following the VP-Internal Subject Hypothesis, mango appears in the Spec
~ of VP and is moved to the Spec of TP to have its Case checked.

However, Ajiboye (2007), in analysing intransitive permanent state
_ verbs proposed that they are unaccusatives and that the subjects originally
~ originate as the internal argument before being raised to the subject
 position to have its Case checked. He states that the subject occupies the
object position at LF before it raises (0 the subject position at S-syntax
~ (Ajiboye 2007:130). Ajiboye’s (2007) analysis takes us back to the data in
(18) repeated here as (23):

19
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(23) a.

gbéné tii
hot tea

‘Tea is hot.

gbdna omi
hot water

“The water i hot.’

1.0. Sanusi & B.E. Arokoyo

19 months

19 months

Going with the fact that the verbs are unaccusatives, then it means
that these initial structures, of the children are correct. The logical object
has not moved from its pasition of merger. Let us examine the structures

in (24).

(24) a.

-

VP
/\\
Vv DP
gb6na tii
hot tea
“The tea is hot.”
VP
/\\
A% DP
gbéni olmi
hot water

‘The water is hot.’

The internal arguments #ii ‘tea’ and omi ‘water’ still remain in-situ. They
have not being moved to check their Case at spec-TP. The fact that at this
stage, the children have not yet acquired Case gives credence to this claim.
The internal argument cannot move because there is no tense to licence its
Case yet. A reanalysis of adjectivisable verbs as unaccusatives would now

be as follows:

20
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25) TP

This shows that the subject originates from the object position and
then moves to spec-TP to have its Case checked. Another fact that gives
credence to this analysis is that adjectivisable verbs are not marked for
finiteness and once the external argument is acquired then the structure is
complete. The explanation for this is that once the child has raised the
internal argument to Spec-TP, it means that the structure is finite. The
argument structure of adjectivisable verbs is quite easy to acquire
compared to other types of verbs. Evidence from our data shows that by
age two, Yoruba children have produced grammatical utterances with
evidence of proper acquisition of adjectivisable verbs.

%
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1.6  Conclusion

Our syntactic analysis of early verbs in the utterances of Yoruba
children is quite revealing. We have been able to discover that acquisition
of some Yoruba argument structure came very early, while others came
much later. Many psycholinguistic factors accounted for this. Most
importantly, the degree of complexity of a verb determines whether or not
it will be acquired very early or late. Verbs with simple argument

structure and simple semantics were acquired early while complex verbs

and complex semantics were acquired later, when the children were
cognitively matured to understand the concepts.

The children in our study easily acquired the verbs that opaquely
theta-mark their objects and they also began to use unaccusative verbs
shortly after their second birthday. The children began to use
adjectivisable verbs at an early stage, however, evidence from our
longitudinal data shows that adjectivisable verbs do not form one of the
first set bf verbs acquired by Yoruba children. The merging and building
up of structures are initially done haphazardly following their own

* deductions. Radford (2000) refers to children as perfect learners of an

imperfect system.

We discovered in this study that the chronological age that a child
begins to acquire verbs, like other lexical categories, may vary from child
to child and that the nature and emergence of different word meanings in
early speech differs. We found that certain verbs are acquired before
others (Gopnik and Choi, 1995, Ninio (1999), Uziel-Karl, 2001). In
conclusion, we believe that acquisition is a process that requires
continuity, and that the Yoruba child like any other child, moves from a
stage of no verb at all to a perfect command of the grammar of Yoruba.
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