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A language is “split ergative” if it has a regular ergative pattern on its case marking or agree-
ment that switches to some non-ergative pattern in the presence of a certain trigger (related to
aspect, person features, or clause-type). This paper contributes to bridging the gap between erga-
tive and accusative languages by arguing that split ergativity (often seen as a “quirk” of ergative
languages) has a counterpart in accusative languages as well. I argue that the partitive/accusative
case alternation in Finnish (which is based largely on aspect) constitutes “split accusativity”.

This work is based on ideas developed in Coon (2013), namely that split ergativity arises not
from special rules of case assignment in the split environments but instead from structural differ-
ences in these environments that give rise to (seemingly unexpected) case marking with the same
rules. Importantly, these structures that produce split ergativity in ergative languages are not lim-
ited to ergative languages. They just happen, due to the nature of the ergative/absolutive pattern,
to produce a visible effect (i.e. change of case marking) in ergative languages.

My paper starts with the idea that these structures still can produce a visible change in case
marking in accusative languages, even if this change is not as apparent. The details of the split
structure in Coon (2013) vary; for some languages it involves an aspectual auxiliary that creates
a clause boundary between the subject and the object, and for other languages it involves a de-
moted/oblique (e.g. prepositional) object. In both cases the effect is that the object is taken “out of
play” for the purposes of case assignment, and the transitive agent is treated as an intransitive ar-
gument. In an ergative language (where the transitive agent is ergative and intransitive argument is
absolutive), this results in a different case on the subject and (possibly) on the object too. However
in an accusative language both the transitive agent and the intransitive argument take the same case
(nominative), so the results of the split can only be visible on the object. The difference between
Georgian (a split ergative language) and Finnish (my split accusative language) is presented in (1).

1.

Georgian Finnish (The Georgian split is often
Subject Object Subject Object described as involving tense,

Perfective ERG ABS NOM ACC but Coon 2013 considers it
Non-perfective ABS DAT NOM PART an aspectual distinction.)

The fact that split ergativity affects the subject and often the object while case alternations in
accusative languages like Finnish “only” affect the object is perhaps the biggest reason to consider
them separate phenomena. However under Coon’s analysis, the structures responsible for split
ergativity wouldn’t change the case of the subject in an accusative language, and thus we know
that we can recognize languages as “split accusative” based on the object alone. In my paper I
argue for the parallels between the partitive/accusative case alternation in Finnish and certain split
ergative languages in terms of broad principles (like the fact of split ergativity that aspect splits
always involve the unexpected case marking in a non-perfective aspect, which is what happens in
Finnish) and as well the specific mechanics. The Finnish partitive, I argue, is a demoted/oblique
object (like one class of split ergative languages in Coon’s analysis), more specifically the object
of a covert preposition that assigns partitive (I build on MacDonald’s 2006 analysis). This makes
use of the fact that all prepositions assign partitive case in Finnish (Vainikka 1993).
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