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Abstract 

The nuances of syntactic parameters as they concern Operators movement in the syntactic 
constructs of English and Ogbah are the exploits of this paper. The paper impliedly reflected a 
universal implication for languages in the polarities of the two divides. It attempted an 
examination of the movements of Operators within a clause structure and the resultant effects for 
the focus languages. In a multiple wh-words within a single clause structure, the paper discovered 
that for Ogbah, the Superiority Condition is permissible for English as an economy requirement 
for shortest move, but could be violated in Ogbah because of the demolition of Islands by the 
introduction of some relevant clitics in the syntax. The same consequence is also obtained in the 
Compl-non-Compl Asymmetry. 
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Introduction 
Ogbah language is a language among the group of the New Benue-Congo languages. The 

grammatical concept of 'operator' is conceived in the parlance of traditional grammar as any 
variety of the auxiliary verbs in English language. Tomori (1977:155) noted thus: “Operator' 
('traditional auxiliary verb')…can be listed as follows: need, dare, could am/are/is/was/were+to, 
ought+to. As in the case of the lexical verbs, these operators can be classified according to 
different systems within the same function”. This idea of the 'operator' as held and used above by 
Tomori differs from the one we are about to consider in this paper. In the parlance of grammatical 
movement, an operator is regarded as the specified language unit which carries the notion of 
negation or interrogative, and inclusive in a phrase that is the subject or complement of a verb. 
This accounts for why operator bearing expressions at the D-structure level (i.e. at pre-question 
construction) occur adjacently at the periphery of the finite verb. 

Why an Operator Moves 

One of the important qualifications of the architecture of human language is creativity. 
The ability to create and recreate language is a basic necessity for the enablement of linguistic 
consequentials. Without this creative and recreative blueprint, human language communication 
would be piece-mealed, uninteresting and likely not encode the conceptional intent of the speaker. 
On the other hand, the listener would be encumbered with the problems of intelligible decodement 
of the linguistic transmission. The most efficient model for stemming this challenge is Movement. 
Until the contribution of Chomsky (1957) in the sphere of the syntax of human language, it was 
not obvious as the role of Movement in language creation and sustainability. Jackendoff posits 
that the motivative factor which inspired Chomky's Syntactic Structure was the human 
uninpedable ability to create expressions of human communication. He empathically noted that: 
“In order for speakers of a language to create and understand sentences they have never heard 
before, there must be a way to combine some finite number of memorized units-the words or  
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morphemes of the language-into phrases and sentences” (1997:3). According to the Minimalist 
model, the mechanism of language models α, β by External Merge, followed by Internal 
Mergerrepositioning β, which is part of α. Hinzen (2006:215)noted that, “This form of 'internal 
merge' would be nothing other than Movement”. He further averred that as a basic fact, if 
movement is not part of the language architecture, “uninterpretable features would appear at the 
interface and derivation would crash” (Hinzen, 2006:213). Without operator movement, question 
sentences and other related language structures may be impossible to achieve. 

Literature Review 

Expressions containing, for example, interrogative or negative operators are – for obvious 
reasons – called operator expressions. This presupposes that for an expression to be tagged 
'operator expression' it must have one or two of the operator words, and should either at the D- 
structure or S-structure level serve as a complement of the finite verb. The following are some of 
the operator words in English and Ogbah: 1. English: What, Who, No, which etc 

2. Ogbah: Khnini, Onye, Ownowo, Ole 
In order to realise the parameters involved in the movement of operators in grammatical 
structures per Ogbah and English we will consider some of the operators above in constructing 
some sentences. 

1. What is your name? 
Ewhna ki bu kini? 
Name your is what? 
“What is your name”? 

Let us illustrate the sentence: “Your name is what?”; using the tree diagrams below: 

 

 
English 1a. 
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1b. 
 

 

 

 

 

Ogbah 

2a. 
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2c. 
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Operator expressions are 'echo questions' which a listener asks as a way of emphasizing 

what he heard from the speaker. To set the question as it should be in terms of interrogative or 
negative words in the expression, it means that the operator would have to be moved to 
somewhere at the left of C. But before we attempt this explanation, it will be appropriate to 
resolve the question of whether operator expressions are really supposed to be questions. Carnie 
(2007:342-5) asserted that: 

 

There are two properties of echo questions: (1) They 
don't involve movement, but (ii) they do involve a 
special intonation, where the insitu wh-phrase is 
stressed…echo questions don't involve movement.… 
While yes/no questions and wh-questions have some 
kind of syntactic licensing, echo questions seem to be 
licensed by intonation and stress. In this regard they 
are similar to intonational questions that don't have 
subject/aux inversion. 

While this opinion by Carnie may present some truth, the impossibility of echo 
expression being overtly realised as questions by operator movement cannot be disregarded. At 
this point, it will be necessary to determine those language units which are mainly identified 
with interrogative and negative structures. Some of such words are the wh-pronouns: which, 
what, who and no. The idea of 'insituness' seems to be one of the factors behind Carnie's 
rejection of operator expression undergoing any movement similar to the Yes/No inversion 
question. The concept of insituness denotes constancy of an operator or any other language unit 
in a grammatical structure. In other words, an affected unit is expected not to be moved from its 
position, but allowed to remain 'in place'. This, probably, is to avoid ungrammaticality which 
moving an operator may cause. Again, this opinion is adduced from the following expression 
by Carnie (2007:342-3) since echo questions don't involve movement, they aren't going to be 
subject to MLC [Minimal Link condition – 'move to the closest landing site]. 

The MLC rule is similar to the “Economic Principle” which advocates economisation of 
grammatical structures and movements (Radford et al 1999: 330). That is, do not create too 
many structures; minimize the quantity of constituents to be moved and do not move to long 
distance. Reverting to Carnie's claim about the insituness of echo expression's wh-constituents 
etc, we want to argue that if an operator expression can survive the test of grammaticality by an 
appropriacy principle – That is the altruism to fill Specifier CP if “what; 'which', 'no' etc are 
regarded as interrogatives, negative and determiner constituents, then movement in an echo 
question should not be ruled out. More so, regarding that in a complement clause having wh- 
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operator, auxiliary inversion is barred especially where the complementiser is obscure or 
explicit; the wh-operator can be possibly moved to the left of the head C leaving the aux- 
constituent insitu to disable the realisation of inexplicit double question as indicated by the 
sentence and schema below. 

3. “The President has spoken to which Senators?” 

“Which Senators has the President spoken to”? 

'Which Senators?' and 'Has the President spoken? (to…?)' are two separate questions 
which the inversion of AUX to C may cause in a Wh or negative carrying complement 
expression. This can be avoided by moving the operator to a position left of C, while leaving the 
AUX insitu. Radford et al (1999:329) disagrees with the blanket insituness and un-
interrogative tag which Carnie labeled Wh-operator expressions. To illustrate this he asserted 
that overt complementiser carrying expressions such as “'I didn't know that he was cheating' 
can't be interpreted as questions….” It is therefore the embedment of an interrogative within 
a phrase structure that can designate it as a question. This is made possible by the movement 
of the interrogative constituent into Specifier-CP left of the matrix. It is important to note that 
earlier on, Chomsky (1981, 1986) had proposed a “C-adjunction analysis” which apportions 
wh- phrases to the bar headed by C. This view was later modified by Chomsky to bear that the 
wh-phrase moves up higher than the C-bar projection that is CP (in Ndimele 2000:52). In the 
view of Radford (1988:503-4) “…the C-adjunction analysis turns out to be fatally flawed.” 
He further noted that: 

Under this analysis [C-specifier analysis – Chomsky 1986], 
the universal aspect of WH-Movement is not (as was 
originally thought) that it positions wh-phrases to the 
immediate left of C-bar, into an empty C-specifier position 
(in languages which are specifier-initial). 
Thus, the obvious conclusion is that WH-movement cannot 
involve adjunction to C either in Veta or universally. 

Despite the settlement of the controversy of Wh-phrase analysis, the movement of an 
interrogative word or constituent to Specifier-CP is not without constraints (i.e. barriers). These 
barriers relate to the 'Island' phenomenon and other economic principles such as the “Minimal 
Link Condition” (Carnie 2007), “Superiority Condition” and “Complement-non-complement 
asymmetry” (Ndimele: 2000). These principles will no doubt assist with the leverage which is 
required for the unveiling of the syntactic parameters which exist between Ogbah and English. 

A clause or phrase can contain more than one Wh-word, and moving them 
simultaneously will pose quite some constraints. This is because one could crash since there 
may be no landing site for any other constituent that is base generated, or an auxiliary which 
movement to C or into C-bar is obligatory. This notion presupposes the idea of insituness of one 
of the Wh-words in a multiple Wh-phrase or clause. Where this is applicable, there is yet another 
restriction which obligates the movement of the nearest wh-word to the CP-Specifier left of C- 
bar. This works in conjunction with the fact of moving the one that is superior. This This idea is 
demonstrated in the schema below: 
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o. (1) is ungrammatical, because the 
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say 
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say 
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who 

Ogbah: I(yu) mhe ku kini olengbe 
D 

4. Who will say what?    * will say who what 

 will say – t1 what 

 * Will say who what 
 

will say who – t1 (what) 
Sentence N wh-word was moved. It is supposed not 

to be moved but remain insitu at the “foot of the movement chain.” The supposed immovability 
of 'what' in the structure is based on the syntactic fact that it is the rightmost modifier of the verb 
'say'. Ndimele (2000:58) noted that: 

…the choice of the wh-phrase to be extracted depends 
upon what is designated as the 'true' or “natural predicate' 
of the sentence… move-a cannot extract what-ever wh- 
phrase that functions as the natural predicate in a multiple 
wh-construction 

'What' in example No. 1(c) is the predicate object; the one that qualifies to remain insitu at its initial location. The 
extraction of 'who' and its flight to fill Specifier-CP is therefore justified since it is not a better predicate modifier to 
“say” than “what”. This syntactic operation obeys the Complement-non-Complement Asymmetry rule proposed by 
Lasnik and Uriagereka (1988) according to Huang 1982 (in Ndimele, 2000). Let us illustrate the schema above 
with some tree diagramm E nglish: “Who will say what?” 5a. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

5b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6a. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CP 

C 
TP 

C T 

VP 

Adv 

What? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



THE COLLOQUIUM  A Multi-disciplinary Thematic Policy Journal 6 (2) 2018 Page 47 
 

n 

who 

I(yu) 
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The tree diagrams for English and Ogbah are similar; differing only in the generation 
of the 'ka' inflection which is moved into C-bar. But there is one striking parameter reflected 
in the diagrams. The wh-transformation in 6(b) and 7(b) for Ogbah, do not obey the 
“Complement-non-Complement Asymmetry” constraint, being that the transformations are 
grammatical, compared to 1(b) of the schema in which 'who' instead of “what” is insitu 
making it ungrammatical, while 1(c) is grammatical. This presupposes that in English, one 

DP 
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of the wh-movements, as shown above, is blocked by the Comp-non-Comp 
Asymmetry to remain at base, while the other wh-word moves to the landing site 
outside C-bar. For Ogbah, the principle is violated, being that it is unable to hold 
insitu, any of the wh- constituents as a matter of rule, 

Another parameter which the tree diagrams in No 6(b) and 7(b) presuppose is 
that the wh-movements, especially that of the relative clause, in Ogbah, is not also 
loyal to the 'Superiority Condition” principle which Chomsky (1973: 246 & 
Marantz, 1995:352; (in Ndimele:2000:56) respectively asserted that: 

…the category A is superior to the category B in the 
phrase marker if every major category dominating A 
dominates B as well but not conversely 
Superiority effects…suggest that the highest among 

a set of wh-phrases – the one closest to the Spec- of CP 
position – must move; wh-island effects suggest that 
when the closest Spec- of CP position is filled, 
movement of a wh-phrase is blocked. 

Summarily, this means that in a multiple wh-phrase, the wh-word to be 
moved, according to the Superiority Condition Principle, is the first wh-word, which 
in terms of grammatical distance is nearer the landing site of Specifier CP. In 6(b) 
and 7(b) 'Olengbe' ('when') can move to head of the matrix (CP) as well as 'kini' 
('what'). The aftermaths of the movements will not be ungrammatical. This is not the 
case with English which, as we have observed, is sensitive to both Comp-non-Comp 
Asymmetry and Superiority Condition Principles 

Conclusion 

In the perspective of the Minimalist Program, program, some of the economic 
devices intended to deter the rigors and bloated procedures of grammatical derivation 
may not be universally tenable because of some parametric constraint that are the 
peculiar featurity of world languages. As has been empirically confirmed in this 
paper, the Superiority Condition and Compl-non-Compl asymmetry obey polar 
swing in the syntax of Ogbah language; contrary to English of which the violation of 
either economy principles would led to crash in the derivation as clearly demonstrated 
here using the Movement of Operators in the syntax of both languages. 

References 

Carnie, A. (2007). Syntax (a generative introduction (2
nd 

edn). UK: Blackwell 
Publishing. Radford, A. (1988). Transformational grammar: a first Course. UK:  
Cambridge University Press. Radford, A. (1999). Linguistics: an introduction.  U K :  
Cambridge University Press. 
Ozo-Mekuri, N, (2000). “Move-a in igbo; multiple wh-construction as a violation of 

superiority condition & non-complement asymmetry”In Afrika and Ubersee, 
Band 83 

Tomori, O. (1977). The morphology and syntax of present-day English: an introduction. 
Nigeria : Heinemann 

Jackendoff, R. (1997). The architecture of the language faculty – linguistic inquiry 
(monogragh twenty-eight). USA: MIT Press. 

           Hinzen, W. (2006). Mind design and minimal syntax. UK:  Oxford University Press. 


