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Thegoalof thispaperis to outlinethecoreof anew minimalistanalysisof accusative

vs. ergative patternsof argumentencoding(via casemarkingor agreement).Thecentral

observation is that indeterminaciesmay arisein the applicationof the two elementary

operationsMerge andAgree(seeChomsky (2000,2001)),given that they bothobey an

Earlinessrequirement(seePesetsky (1989)); and the centralclaim I would like to put

forwardis thataprincipledresolutionof onesuchindeterminacy (on thevPcycle) in one

or theotherdirectionyieldsanaccusativeor ergativeencodingpatternfor arguments.

1. Ar gumentEncodingPatterns

Thereare two basicencodingpatternsfor external and internal argumentDPs (DP����� ,
DP��� � ) of transitive and intransitive verbs(V � , V � ) that arenot lexically marked. In an

accusativepattern,DP��� � of V � is encodedby accusativemorphology;DP����� of V � andV � ,
andDP��� � of V � areencodedby nominativemorphology. In contrast,in a (pure)ergative

pattern,DP����� of V � is encodedby ergativemorphology;DP����� of V � , andDP��� � of V � and

V � areencodedby absolutive morphology. This is illustratedschematicallyin (1) (see

Plank(1995)).

(1) a. Accusativemarking

DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �
DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �

nom acc

b. Ergativemarking

DP����� -V � DP�	� � -V �
DP����� -V � DP�	� � -V �

erg abs

Argumentencodingcan proceedby case-markingon the DP argument (‘dependent-

marking’) or by agreement-markingon the verb (‘head-marking’);seeNichols (1986),

Baker (1996).I take this issueto beorthogonalto thechoiceof encodingpatternassuch,

andwill usetheterms‘accusative’, ‘nominative’, ‘ergative’, and‘absolutive’ indiscrimi-

natelyfor case-andagreement-markingthroughoutthispaper, with CASE asacover term
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for both.1 In what follows, I give examplesinstantiatingeachof thefour languagetypes

that result from cross-classifyingtype (accusative vs. ergative) andandplace(casevs.

agreement)of argumentencoding.

TheIcelandicexamplesin (2) illustrateanaccusative case-markingpattern.DP��� � of

V � is markedby accusative;otherprimaryargumentsreceivenominative.

(2) a. Sól-Ø=in
sun-SG.NOM=DET.SG.FEM .NOM

skín-Ø
shine-3.SG

‘The sunis shining.’ (Kress(1982,263))

b. Ólaf-ur
Olaf-SG.NOM

byrja-ð-i
begin-PAST-3.SG

of
too

sein-t
late-3.SG.NEUT

‘Olaf begantoo late.’

c. Ólaf-ur
Olaf-SG.NOM

las-Ø
read.PAST-3.SG

bók-Ø=ina
book-SG.ACC=DET.SG.FEM .ACC

‘Olaf readthebook.’ (Sigurðsson(2002,698))

An accusative patternthat relieson agreement-markingcanbe found in Navajo. An in-

transitive context is givenin (3-a), transitive contexts areshown in (3-bc). Again, DP��� �
of V � is encodedby one type of morphologicalmarker (accusative), whereasall other

primaryargumentsareencodedby anothermarker (nominative).2

(3) a. (Y)i-sh-cha
Ø-1.SG.NOM-cry
‘I amcrying.’

b. Ni-sh-ch’id
2.SG.ACC-1.SG.NOM-scratch
‘I amscratchingyou.’

c. Shí-í-ní-gháád
1.SG.ACC-PERF-2.SG.NOM-shake
‘Youshookme.’ (Speas(1990,209))

1This extensionof the traditionalcaseterminologyto agreement-markingmay be morecommonfor

ergativesystemsthanfor accusativesystems;see,e.g.,Bickel & Nichols(2001).
2OvertargumentDPsareusuallyoptionalin head-markinglanguages;I assumethatprimaryarguments

areneverthelesspresentin thesyntaxhere,in theform of emptyDP pronouns(seeBaker (1996),Bruening

(2001) for someof the optionsthat ariseunderthis generalview). The Navajo agreementmarkersare

usuallycalled‘subject’ and ‘object’ markers in the literature,andglossedherewith the labelsNOM and

ACC; they arefusionalandencodepersonandnumberin additionto CASE.
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A languagethat instantiatesanergative case-markingpatternin a relatively pureway is

Archi (North-Caucasian,Daghestanian;seeKibrik (1979)). DP����� of V � is singledout

andmarkedby ergative case;all otherprimaryargumentsreceive absolutive case.(4-a)

providesanintransitivecontext, (4-b)a transitiveone.3

(4) a. Dija-Ø
father:I-SG.ABS

w-irx̄ 
 in
I.SG-work

‘Fatheris working.’

b. Dija-mu
father:I-SG.ERG

x̄ 
 alli-Ø
bread:III-SG.ABS

b-ar-ši
III. SG-bake-GER

b-i
III. SG-Aux

‘Fatheris bakingthebread.’ (Kibrik (1979,67))

Finally, Sierra Popoluca(Meso-American,Mixe-Zoque; see Elson (1960), Marlett

(1986))exhibits an ergative encodingpatternthat relieson agreement-marking.DP�����
of V � is encodedby one type of agreementmarker (ergative); all other primary argu-

mentsareencodedby anothertype of agreementmarker (absolutive).4 (5-ab) illustrate

intransitivecontexts; (5-cd)provide transitivecontexts.

(5) a. A-n
�
k-pa

1.ABS-go-INC

‘I amgoing.’ (Marlett (1986,364))

b. A-p
���
šiñ

1.ABS-man
‘I amaman.’

c. A-Ø-ko
 c-pa
1.ABS-3.ERG-hit-INC

‘He is hitting me.’

d. Ø-A � -ko
 c-pa
3.ABS-1.ERG-hit-INC

‘I amhitting him.’ (Elson(1960,208))

Theseexamplesmaysufficeasanillustrationof thetwobasicargumentencodingpatterns,

by case-markingandby agreement-marking.Needlessto say, closerscrutiny revealsthe

actualsituationto bemoreinvolvedin all four languages,with variousinterferingfactors

emerging thatblur thesimplepicturearisingon thebasisof thedatapresentedhere.Still,

3I, III arenounclasses(thereareeight);casemarkersbearnumberinformation(Kibrik (2003,53ff)).
4The agreementmarkersalso indicateperson,but not number;the latter playsa minor role in Sierra

Popolucamorphology(Elson(1960,209/218)).
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thecoreof thesystemsof argumentencodingin theselanguagesis either(1-a)or (1-b),

and thesetwo patternsneedto be derived in a simpleandgeneralway. What follows

is an attemptto do this by resolvingan indeterminacy in the applicationof elementary

minimalistoperationsthatcanindependentlybeobserved.

2. A Caseof Indeterminacy on the vP Cycle

Let me begin with somebackgroundassumptions(basedon Chomsky (2000,2001)).

Assumethat syntacticstructureis createdincrementally, bottom-up,by the elementary

operationsMergeandAgree,andby Move (which mayor maynot bea specialcaseof

Merge,andwhich will not play a majorrole in what follows). For presentpurposes,the

operationsMergeandAgreecanbeunderstoodasin (6) and(7), respectively.

(6) Merge:
� is mergedwith � , formingaprojectionof � , if � selects� .5

(7) Agree:
� agreeswith � with respectto a featurebundle � if f (a), (b), and(c) hold:

a. � bearsa probefeature[*F*] in � , � bearsamatchinggoalfeature[F] in � .6

b. � m-commands� .7

c. Thereis no � suchthat(i) and(ii) hold:

(i) � is closerto � than � .8

(ii) � bearsa feature[F] thathasnotyet participatedin Agree.

5In (6) andin (7), � , � , � standfor categories. That Merge is restrictedto selectioncontexts is often

tacitly presupposedbut madeexplicit here(adverbsmay or may not requireadditionalassumptions);not

muchdependson this in thepresentcontext, though.
6Starringa featureindicatesits probestatus,hereandin whatfollows;seeSternefeld(2003).
7ThispermitsanAgreerelationbetweena headandits specifier, asseemsnatural.
8 � is closerto � than � if thepathfrom � to � is shorterthanthepathfrom � to � . Thepathfrom X to

Y is thesetof categoriesZ suchthat(a)and(b) hold: (a)Z is reflexively dominatedby theminimalXP that

dominatesbothX andY. (b) Z dominatesX or Y. (SeeMüller (1998,130);alsocf. Pesetsky (1982,289),

Collins (1994,56).) The lengthof a pathis determinedby its cardinality. It follows that thespecifierand

thecomplementof a headqualify asequallycloseto thehead;andthat thespecifierof a headis closerto

theheadthanacategory thatis furtherembeddedin thecomplementof thehead.
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Thus,Agreeoperationsaredrivenby a probeseekinga goal (7-a), requirem-command

(7-b), andobey minimality (7-c). I assumethatAgreeneedsonly identity of probeand

goal featuresto apply, andcanthusapply if probeandgoal differ in their featurevalue

(i.e., if the featurespecificationsaredifferent); but if it doesso, it is unsuccessfuland

createsacrashof thederivation.

Supposefurther (following Chomsky (2000, 2001)) that the basicclausestructure

consistsof CP, TP, vP, andVP; that lexical itemsthatareto participatein derivationsare

selectedfrom the lexicon pre-syntactically, andassembledin a numerationN (or lexical

array); that DP��� � is mergedin VP, whereasDP����� is merged in vP, asa specifier;and,

finally, that T andv are involved in the structuralencodingof primary arguments(i.e.,

DP����� andDP��� � argumentsfor which no inherent/lexical CASE is specified),by bearing

featuresthatactasprobesandthustriggerAgreeoperations.

More specifically, I will assumethat that thereis only onestructuralargumenten-

coding feature, CASE, which can have two values: ext(ernal) and int(ernal) (deter-

minedwith respectto vP, the predicatedomain). The featurespecifications[CASE:ext]

and [CASE:int] replacethe traditional featurespecifications[CASE:nom], [CASE:acc],

[CASE:abs],[CASE:erg]. [CASE] featuresfigurein Agreerelationsinvolving T/v andDP,

whereT bearsa probe[* CASE:ext*] requiringa matching[CASE:ext] goalon DP, andv

bearsa probe[* CASE:int*] requiringa matching[CASE:int] goalon DP.9 Case-marking

andagreement-markingbothdependon anAgreerelationbetweenT/v andDP, andthus

qualify astwo sidesof thesamecoin (see,e.g.,Bobaljik & Wurmbrand(2003)): Argu-

mentencodingproceedsby casemarkingif [CASE: � ] is morphologicallyrealizedonDP;

it proceedsby agreement-markingif [* CASE: � *] is morphologicallyrealizedonT/v.10

9This deviatesfrom Chomsky (2001,6). Still, what follows would in its essentialsalsobecompatible

with theassumptionthatsomeotherfeatures(e.g., � -features)onT/v actasprobesforcingAgreewith DP,

andCASE is partof thefeaturebundle � in thesenseof (7). However, Chomsky furtherassumesthatCASE

is ‘not a featureof [...] T, v’ (even though‘the valueassigneddependson the probe: nominative for T,

accusative for v’), which might raisequestionsconcerningagreement-markingunderpresentassumptions.
10Thetwo optionsarenot mutually incompatibleandoftenco-exist to someextent in a singlelanguage

(cf., e.g., nominative encodingvia caseand agreementin Icelandic); but seeNichols (1986) for some

distributionalasymmetries.– Morphologicalagreementmarkingon T/v requirescomplex headformation

(involving T, v, V), at leastin thelanguagesunderconsideration.I assumethatthis is accomplishedby head
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Independentlyof thesespecificassumptionsaboutthevaluesof CASE, it is aconspic-

uouspropertyof theoverallsystemthatv (unlikeT or V) playsadualrole: It participates

in a (first) Merge operationwith a DP, andit alsoparticipatesin an Agreerelationwith

a DP. I will now arguethatthis dualrole hasfar-reachingconsequencesfor thenatureof

argumentencodingin a language.

Considerfirst a simpletransitivecontext, with two argumentsDP��� � , DP����� . Suppose

that thederivationhasreacheda stage� wherev hasbeenmergedwith a VP containing

DP��� � , with DP����� waiting to be mergedwith v in theworkspaceof thederivation.11 At

this point, an indeterminacy in rule applicationarises:The next operationcould be ei-

ther Agree(v,DP��� � ) or Merge(DP����� ,v). Basedon complexity considerations,Chomsky

(2001)proposesanEarlinessrequirementfor syntacticoperations(seePesetsky (1989)).12

GivenEarliness,operationslike MergeandAgreemustapplyassoonastheir structural

conditionsaremet,which they bothareat stage� in thederivationunderconsideration.

Consequently, thereis a dilemma: Only one operationcan apply first, as requiredby

Earliness.In view of this, onemight concludethat an Earlinessrequirementshouldbe

abandonedfor eitherMergeor Agree,soasto resolve theindeterminacy. However, such

astepwouldmake it necessaryto deny all empiricalrelevanceof Earlinessfor oneof the

two operations,andit would alsobeat variancewith thecomplexity-basedmotivation.13

In contrast,I wouldliketo contendthatconflictsof thistypearereal,andmustberesolved

movement(and,perhaps,headlowering), followedby post-syntacticinsertionof agreementmarkersinto

T/v (Halle & Marantz(1993)).SeeEmbick& Noyer (2001),Bobaljik (2002)for discussionof therole of

headmovementin this; andMüller (2003,15-18)for anaccountof themorphologyof agreement-marking

in SierraPopolucaalongtheselines.
11Theworkspaceof thederivationcomprisesitemsin thenumerationandphrasesthathavebeencreated

independently;DP����� belongsto theformerif it is abarelexical item,andto thelatterif it hasbeencreated

via Merge.See,amongothers,Frampton& Gutman(1999)andHornstein(2001)for relevantdiscussion.
12SeeChomsky (2001, 15): “With the motivation for Procrastinategone,considerationsof efficient

computationwould lead us to expect somethinglike the opposite: Performcomputationsas quickly as

possible.”
13Rezac(2003,158),in discussingstage� , tacitly presupposesthatEarlinessholdsonly for Agree(even

thoughheenvisagesAgree(v,DP��� � ) asageneralpossibilityunderlyingcasesof ‘agreementdisplacement’).

However, thereis empiricalevidencefor anEarlinessrequirementfor Merge,andsucha requirementhas

beenassumedin practice;cf. thediscussionof MergebeforeMove in Chomsky (1995,2000,2001).
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in a languageby giving oneEarlinessrequirementpriority over the otherin the caseof

conflict– in otherwords,by rankingthetwo requirements.14 It turnsout thatthisnotonly

resolvesthe indeterminacy encounteredon thevP cycle; it is in factall thatneedsto be

assumedto derive thecoredifferencebetweenaccusativeandergativeencodingpatterns.

3. The Order of Elementary Operations

Supposefirst thata languagegivespriority to theEarlinessconditiononAgreein thecase

of conflict. Then,anaccusativepatternarises(see(8-a)): At stage� , Agree(v,DP��� � ) ap-

pliesfirst (step(i)). Sincev ismarked[* CASE:int*], thisensuresa[CASE:int] specification

onDP�	� � . (If DP��� � is specifiedas[CASE:ext], Agree(v,DP��� � ) appliesunsuccessfully, and

thederivationcrashes).DP����� is mergedin Specvin thenext step(step(ii)). Thederiva-

tion continues,merging T andvP, andthencarryingout Agree(T,DP����� ), which requires

[CASE:ext] on DP����� (step(iii)). The morphologicalrealizationof an internalencoding

feature[(*) CASE:int(*)] with Agree(v,DP��� � ) (by caseor agreement)can be called ac-

cusative; themorphologicalrealizationof anexternalencodingfeature[(*) CASE:ext(*)]

with Agree(T,DP����� ) can be called nominative. This accountsfor argumentencoding

in transitive contexts in languageslike IcelandicandNavajo: The internalargumentis

markedby theinternalCASE, theexternalargumentis markedby theexternalCASE.15

In contrast,supposenow thata languagegivespriority to theEarlinessconditionon

Merge. Then,an ergative patternarises(see(8-b)): At stage � , Merge(DP����� ,v) must

apply first (step(i)). Crucially, DP����� is now closerto v than DP��� � (cf. note 8), and

given that Agreerelationsaresubjectto a minimality requirementandrequireonly m-

commandby the probe (see(7)), the next operationwill have to be Agree(v,DP����� ),
in a specifier/headconfiguration(step(ii)). This requires[CASE:int] on DP����� . Subse-

quently, T is merged,andAgree(T,DP��� � ) is carriedout (step(iii)), with [CASE:ext] for

14Thisamountsto anoptimizationprocedure,with minimal violability of thelower-rankedrequirement;

seePrince& Smolensky (1993). However, the optimizationinvolvedhereis extremelylocal (competing

candidatesarederivationalsteps),whichavoidsthecomplexity problemsincurredby standardoptimization

procedures;seeHeck & Müller (2000). Note also that the samekind of local optimizationprocedure

underliestheMergebeforeMoveprinciple.
15In all languagesdiscussedin this paper, Agreetriggeredby [* CASE: � *] alsoaffects � -features.
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DP��� � .16 Themorphologicalrealizationof an internalencodingfeature[(*) CASE:int(*)]

with Agree(v,DP����� ) canbecalledergative; themorphologicalrealizationof anexternal

encodingfeature[(*) CASE:ext(*)] with Agree(T,DP��� � ) can be called absolutive. This

accountsfor argumentencodingin transitive contexts in languageslike Archi andSierra

Popoluca:Theinternalargumentis markedby theexternalCASE, theexternalargument

is markedby theinternalCASE.17

(8) a. AgreebeforeMerge: accusative

TP

T !
T " #%$%& ����� #�' vP

DP����� v !
(iii) v " #%$%& ��� � #�' VP

(ii) V DP��� �
(i)

b. MergebeforeAgree:ergative

TP

T !
T " #%$%& ����� #�' vP

DP����� v !
(i) v " #%$(& �	� � #�' VP

(iii) (ii) V DP��� �

4. CaseFeature Specificationsin Numerations

Considernext intransitive contexts. Uncheckedprobesleadto a crashof thederivation;

hence,[* CASE: � *] mustbe absenton eitherT or v in the derivation if only oneDP is

presentthatprovidesa matchinggoal featurespecification[CASE: � ]. Thus,again,there

is anindeterminacy, andagain,theproblemarisesindependentlyof specificassumptions

16This Agreeoperationis just local enoughto be in accordancewith the liberal versionof the Phase

ImpenetrabilityCondition(PIC) in Chomsky (2001,14)). (Also, DP����� doesnot intervene,given(7-c)).
17Someremarksaredueonhow thepresentapproachis relatedto otheranalysesthatidentify adifference

in structuralCASE assignmentas the sourceof the two basicargumentencodingtypes(as opposedto

differencesin projection,as in Marantz(1984), or differencesin lexical CASE assignment,as in Nash

(1996),Alexiadou(2001),andWoolford (2001)).Theanalysesin Chomsky (1995,ch.3),Bobaljik (1993),

Laka(1993),andRezac(2003)differ from theonegivenherein thatergativeis identifiedwith nominative,

andabsolutivewith accusative. Bittner & Hale(1996)identify absolutiveandnominativebut treatergative

andaccusativedifferently. Theclosestpredecessorof thepresentproposalis theanalysisin Murasugi(1992)

(alsoseeJelinek(1993)),wherenominative is identifiedwith absolutive,andergativewith accusative.
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aboutCASE featurevalues.18 I will suggestthattwo principledsolutionsareavailable.

Considera derivation that fails to provide a matchinggoal featurespecificationfor

eachprobefeaturespecificationthat it employs. Sucha derivation is doomedfrom the

start. It shouldthereforebe excludedin somegeneralway. A placewherethis canbe

ensuredstraightforwardly is the numeration– a componentof grammarthat doesnot

yet involve structure(outsideof individual lexical items)but providesjust enoughinfor-

mationto formulateconstraintsthat reducethenumberof unsuccessfulderivations.For

concreteness,I assumethefollowing constraintonnumerations:19

(9) FeatureBalance:

For every featurespecification[*F: � *], theremustbea matchingfeaturespecifica-

tion [F: � ].

It follows thateither[* CASE:ext*] on T or [* CASE:int*] on v mustbe absentif thereis

only oneD with a CASE featurein thenumeration.But which of thetwo? Onepossibil-

ity is suggestedby markednessconsiderations:[(*) CASE:ext(*)] (nominative/absolutive)

is unmarked,[(*) CASE:int(*)] (accusative/ergative) is marked,bothfrom a syntacticand

from a morphologicalpoint of view. Syntactically, nominative/absolutive is the type of

CASE usedin default contexts. Morphologically, at leastas a robust tendency, nomi-

native andabsolutive markersare segmentallylesscomplex (often default or zero,es-

pecially the latter); accusative andergative markersaremorphologicallymorecomplex

(seeComrie (1989,126) andDixon (1994,11), amongothers). Thus,assumethat (9)

is respectedin intransitive contexts by maintainingthe unmarked featurespecification.

Then, [* CASE:ext*] on T hasto be preserved, and [* CASE:int*] cannotbe instantiated

on v. Consequently, thesoleargumentof anintransitivepredicate(DP����� or D ��� � ) is pre-

dictedto be encodedby [(*) CASE:ext(*)] (nominative/absolutive), after Agree(T,DP����� )
18A faithfully updatedversionof Burzio’sgeneralization(“v canbear[* CASE:int*] if f V takesaDP��� � ”,

cf. Burzio(1986,185))wouldstill requireanauxiliaryassumptionto derivethepatternsin (1) (theproblem

is to ensurethatDP����� of V ) cannotbemarkedby accusative/ergative).
19Thisconstraintmaypossiblybeconceivedof asaspecialcaseof amoregeneralrequirementfor numer-

ations,which,e.g.,mightalsoensurethepresenceof exactlyn lexical itemsthatcanserveasargumentsfor

everyn-placepredicate(essentially, aversionof the * -Criterion).Also compareStabler’s(1996)discussion

of countinvariants.
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or Agree(T,DP��� � ), whichcapturesthesituationin thetypesof languagediscussedsofar.

However, supposenow that thereis a secondway for a languageto respect(9): In

the numeration,a CASE featurespecificationmustbe matchedby the argumenttype of

a D with respectto markedness.(This canbe viewed asan iconicity constrainton nu-

merations.)The unmarked situationfor an argumentof a predicateis to be merged in

that predicate’s projection; ‘externalization’of an argumentcanbe viewed asa special

operationin argumentstructures(see,e.g.,Williams (1981)).Consequently, with respect

to argumenttype,DP����� is inherentlymoremarkedthana DP�	� � . Underthis assumption,

a marked featurespecification([* CASE:int*] on v) mustshow up in the numerationin

thepresenceof a V takinganmarkedargument(DP����� ), andanunmarkedfeaturespeci-

fication([* CASE:ext*] on T) occursin thepresenceof a V takinganunmarkedargument

(DP��� � ). A languagethatchoosesthis optiondoesnot differ from the languagesconsid-

eredthusfar in transitivecontexts,but it doesin intransitivecontexts. Supposethatsuch

a languageexhibits anergative markingpattern(by giving priority to Mergeover Agree

on thevP cycle). Then,DP��� � undergoesanAgree(T,DP��� � ) operationandis encodedby

absolutive in intransitive contexts, whereasDP����� participatesin Agree(v,DP����� ) and is

encodedby ergative. Thisway, an‘active’ systemof split ergativity arises;see(10-a).

(10) a. Activemarking

DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �
DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �

erg abs

b. Anti-activemarking

DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �

DP����� -V � DP��� � -V �
nom acc

Again restrictingattentionto the core system,(10-a) is instantiatedin languageslike

Basque(with case)andGuaraní(with agreement);see(11), (12),respectively.

(11) a. Jon-Ø
Jon-ABS

etorri
come:PTCP.PRF

da
is:3.SG.INTR

‘Joncame.’

b. Jon-ek
Jon-ERG

saltatu
jump:PTCP.PRF

du
have:3.SG.TR

‘Jon jumped.’

c. Jon-ek
Jon-ERG

ardo-a-Ø
wine-DET-ABS

ekarri
bring:PTCP.PRF

du
have:3.SG.TR

‘Jonbroughtthewine.’ (Hualde& Ortiz deUrbina(2003,364))
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(12) a. Še-manu
 a
1.SG.ABS-remember
‘I remember.’

b. A-ma.apo
1.SG.ERG-work
‘I work.’

c. Ø-Ai-pete
3.SG.ABS-1.SG.ERG-hit
‘I hit him.’ (Gregores& Suárez(1967))

Thepresentanalysisdoesnot perseexcludean ‘anti-active’ pattern,asin (10-b). Anti-

activemarkingwouldarisein anaccusativesystemthatpreservestheCASE featurespec-

ification matchingthe argumenttype in markednessin intransitive contexts (ratherthan

the CASE featurespecificationthat is unmarked); it differs from the accusative pattern

in (1-a) in encodingDP����� of V � by accusative. This type of encodingpatterndoesnot

seemto occur. However, thereis an obviousproblemwith (10-b) (seeBechert(1979)):

In ananti-activepattern,thereis notasingleimplicationalrelationbetweenCASE feature

specificationandargumenttype. Consequently, the patternis extremelydysfunctional

andposesseveredifficultiesfor languageacquisition.20

5. Concluding Remarks

I have suggestedtwo parametersfor argumentencodingwhich are active in different

componentsof grammar:Whethera languageemploys accusative markingor ergative

markingis decidedin the syntax,by resolvingan indeterminacy in the orderof the el-

ementaryoperationsMerge andAgree on the vP cycle. Whethera languageemploys

active markingor not is decidedin the numeration,i.e., pre-syntactically, by resolving

anindeterminacy in thepreservationof CASE featurespecificationin intransitivecontexts

via markedness(choiceof theunmarkedfeaturespecification)or iconicity (choiceof the

featurespecificationwith thesamemarkednessstatus).To theextent that this approach

succeedsin capturingthemainargumentencodingpatternsin a simpleway, it hasreper-

20This may imply that thepatternis in principleavailableto the languagefacultybut unusablein prac-

tice, or thatoptimaldesignrestrictionsprevent it from beingavailablein thefirst place(e.g.,by requiring

unambiguityof argumentidentification);I will leave thisopen.
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cussionson the theoryof parametrization:It suggeststhat parametricvariationcannot

exclusively bedueto variationin the(functional)lexicon,andthattheremustbealimited

decisionspacein theapplicationof elementaryoperationsin thesyntaxandin thenumer-

ation.Furthermore,it is worthemphasizingthatthepresentanalysiscruciallydependson

anincremental-derivationalapproachto syntax;thedifferencebetweenanaccusativeand

anergativepatternboils down to whetherDP����� is or is not yet partof thestructurewhen

theCASE featureof v triggersAgree.

To endthis paper, let mestressthatwhatprecedesis not intendedto bea comprehen-

sive theoryof accusativevs. ergativepatternsof argumentencoding;for this, theanalysis

wouldhaveto beextendedin variousdirections.I will hereconfinemyselfto mentioning

four of these.First, thereareotherinstancesof split ergativity, in additionto an active

markingpattern– mostnotably, aspect-basedsplit ergativitiy, asin Hindi (seeMahajan

(1990));person-basedsplit ergativity, asin Dyirbal (seeDixon (1994));andclause-type

basedsplit ergativity, as in SierraPopoluca(seeElson(1960)). Second,thereare lan-

guagesin which ergative andaccusative canco-occur(seeWoolford (1997)). Third, in

this paperI have only beenconcernedwith ‘morphologicalergativity’ (i.e., formal ar-

gumentencodingby caseor agreement),andnot at all with ‘syntacticergativity’ (i.e.,

caseswhereDP����� andDP��� � of V � , andDP��� � of V � aresystematicallytreatedonaparin

thesyntaxby processesdifferentfrom argumentencoding);seeComrie(1989),Bobaljik

(1993),Dixon (1994),andBittner & Hale(1996). Fourth,movementto SpecThasbeen

neglectedin theprecedingdiscussion;but this operationseemsto berelatedto thenature

of argumentencodingto someextent. As for thefirst two issues,I surmisethat they can

successfullybetackledby invoking language-specificrestrictionson (possiblymultiple)

CASE featureinstantiationson v. In contrast,thelast two issuesessentiallyreduceto the

questionof whichargumentqualifiesasmostprominent(i.e.,acquires‘subject’or ‘pivot’

properties).Relevantfactorshereinclude(a)externalCASE and(b) externalargumentsta-

tus. With accusative markingpatterns,the two propertiesusuallyconverge(but cf., e.g.,

Icelandicquirky casesubjects);with ergativemarkingpatterns,they usuallydiverge,and

this mayplausiblybe taken to underliethesubstantialvariationin promotionto subject

statusthatcanbeobservedhere.
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