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Introduction

As has been mentioned in the introduction to the present volume, there is a large 

body of literature devoted to di!erent aspects of non-canonical subjects or subject-

like obliques ranging from language-speci"c case studies to typological overviews. 

Nevertheless, the diachrony of these constituents has not been the subject of cross-

linguistic research (an important exception here is Cole et al. 1980). Most of the 

diachronic studies concentrated on Germanic languages (especially Old English vs. 

Middle and Modern English as well as Old Norse vs. Modern Scandinavian). #e 

aim of the present paper is to summarize and give structure to the research results 

in a rather theory-neutral way acknowledging the contributions of all approaches 

applied in this volume, as well as to integrate the preceding research on the evolution 

of non-canonical, oblique case-marked subjects. It is intended to establish an interim 

diachronic typology of the phenomenon including diachronic generalizations and 

recurrent developmental clines.

#e generalizations that will be put forward in this paper are inductive and exclu-

sively empirically based; the approach is typological and data-driven. At the same 

time, the empirical data base is not exhaustive, and no universality of the generaliza-

tions may be claimed. Rather, it should be considered as a "rst attempt to provide the 

evolutionary typology of non-canonical subjects.

Diachronic typology views the synchronic descriptions as representing stages that 

languages pass through in their in"nite evolution, stages that a language can enter and 

exit (Cro$ 2003: 234–5) ad libitum.
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Following Cro� (2003: 245–6), studies that entertain the stage-by-stage view of the 

diachronic processes exempli!ed by the following change are not included:1

 (1) no articles -> anaphoric demonstratives -> de!nite articles

"e inquiry is rather about a particular, morphologically and functionally individu-

ated linguistic construction that undergoes a particular diachronic process (as per 

Cro� 2003: 246) because only case studies of this kind can provide a reliable basis for 

generalizations.2 "us the sample does not include those investigations which assume 

a historical inheritance between constructions only on the basis of their functional 

similarity/synonymy while disregarding the etymological unrelatedness of their mor-

phology and lexical input. It seems that, in these cases, the requirement that there 

be a particular construction that undergoes certain changes put forward in Cro� 

(2003: 245–6) is not obeyed.

"e paper is structured as follows. First, the prototype approach applied to 

the diachrony of non-canonical subjects is presented in Section 1. Section 2 brie#y 

provides a categorization of the types of constructions that attest non-canonical 

subjects or subject-like obliques. Section 3 presents a diachronic typology of the non- 

canonical subjects or subject-like obliques. Here, Subsection 3.1 presents attested 

developmental clines for the rise of non-canonical subjects and subject-like obliques. 

 Subsequently, subsection 3.2 discusses the constraints for their diachronic stability 

and even productivity in some languages. Finally, Subsection 3.3 investigates the 

demise of non-canonical subjects and subject-like obliques as well as their develop-

ment into canonical subjects (henceforth: canonicization).

.  �e prototype approach

"e notion of prototype was !rst introduced in the cognitive sciences (cf. inter alia, 

Rosch 1973, 1975; Rosch & Mervis 1975; Bybee & Moder 1983; Taylor 1998, 2004) 

where it has been recognized as crucial to the understanding of how certain concepts 

and their categories are structured and represented in the human mind. When it comes 

to grammar, it was probably Keenan (1976) who was the !rst to recognize prototype 

. Even though the processes at hand consist of gradual transitions between an infinite 

number of intermediate micro-steps, the diachronic descriptions are provided in quasi- 

discrete steps (stages) for the sake of clarity. !e case studies of the volume, in turn, provide a 

much higher resolution of the processes concerned.

. A different approach is put forward in Barðdal et al. 2012.
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e!ects with the category of subject. A further important study here is Taylor (1998) who 

illustrates the prototype e!ects with the category subject in English, as well as Faarlund 

(1990) who applies the prototype approach to subject in the diachronic perspective, cf. 

furthermore Malchukov and Ogawa (2011).

�e prototype approach allows the category of subject to be de"ned with a good 

portion of gradience – which is absolutely necessary for any diachronic study dealing 

with the changes from one syntactic category into some other. �e category subject 

encompasses a signi"cant number of di!erent kinds of less prototypical instantia-

tions grouped together around the prototype in a structured way (cf. radial category 

within the cognitive linguistics paradigm, inter alia, at the hands of Lako! 1987; 

Janda 1993; Nesset et al. 2011). �e prototype, in turn, is de"ned as the maximal set 

of subject properties of the respective language. �is set is subject to cross-linguistic 

variation.

�e less prototypical, peripheral members of the category subject are de"ned 

by lacking some of these properties (cf. Cro# 2003: 162) and/or having some of the 

properties of other prototypes. Crucial to the present study is the assumption that 

there might be more than just one prototype that the particular member in question 

is linked to; there is no uniqueness requirement. �at is to say, a particular periph-

eral member may enter a relationship with several prototypes at the same time, 

though to a di!erent degree, of course. �us the language-speci"c category subject 

encompasses members that are prototypical (i.e. prototypical subjects) and those 

that are less prototypical. �e less prototypical members are not only those mem-

bers that lack some of the properties from the maximal set, but also those that have 

some of the properties indicative of some other prototype. �us non-prototypical 

subjects o#en share some properties with other prototypes such as, e.g. direct object 

or indirect object; in this sense, there is no increasing degree of abstractness with less 

prototypical members.

�e maximal set of properties typically consists of the following types: behavioral, 

coding and semantic properties (Keenan 1976). Behavioral properties refer to the syntac-

tic behavior typical of a subject in the given language, such as control of PRO, raising, 

binding the re$exive anaphora, etc. whereas coding properties are rather expressed by 

morphology, such as subject-verb agreement markers or dedicated case-marking (e.g. the 

nominative case).3 �ere are also pragmatic properties encompassing such subjecthood 

correlatives as topichood (Keenan 1976: 318–9; Andrews 1985; Lambrecht 2000: 132), 

empathy and de!niteness (Kibrik 1997; Givón 1997; Cro# 2001; Lambrecht 2000), while 

. Keenan (1976) and a number of subsequent researchers consider word order to be a 

coding property while, e.g. Haspelmath (2010) takes it as a behavioral property.
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semantic properties refer to the Proto-Agent introduced by Dowty (1991) or Antecedent 

(vs. Subsequent) in Cro!’s (1998) force dynamics. I group pragmatic and semantic prop-

erties together under the label functional properties since these properties represent the 

functional load of the category subject whereas both the behavioral and coding proper-

ties represent its grammatical encoding (cf. Malchukov & Ogawa 2011: 22), henceforth: 

grammatical properties. "e syntactic roles are thus understood as a multi-dimensional 

space that consists of all possible properties. It is organized along such dimensions as 

coding, behavioral, semantic and pragmatic dimensions and structured around the proto-

types, i.e. members that are endowed with the maximal set of properties, such as subject, 

direct object, adjunct, etc.

Note that no cross-linguistically valid coupling between di#erent property types 

(dimensions) is assumed here. "is implies that a particular member may be placed 

considerably close to the prototype within one dimension (if scoring high with regard 

to the respective properties) while being distant from the prototype within another 

dimension. To give an example, the subjects of passives are typically close to the subject 

prototype with regard to their behavioral, coding and (typically) pragmatic properties 

but are distant from the subject prototype with regard to their semantic properties (e.g. 

in terms of the Proto-Role entailments): the semantic properties of the passive subjects 

are linked to the object prototype.

No coupling between di#erent dimensions also implies that the diachronic 

changes that a particular member undergoes may progress within every dimen-

sion independently – i.e. with regard to the coding, behavioral, semantic and prag-

matic dimensions – and to a di#erent extent, not least because the interplay of 

the  morphological and syntactic properties which encode a particular functional 

property is subject to language-speci$c constraints. "us – just to mention both 

extremes – some languages may encode the discourse prominence syntactically (e.g. 

by the clause-initial position) while others do so by means of morphology (e.g. via 

dedicated a*xes). Even though changes in the functional properties are the main 

trigger for changes in the grammatical properties, the particular choice and rela-

tive chronology of the acquisition of the grammatical properties is language-speci$c 

(Seržant, this volume).

"e prototypes themselves largely correspond to the traditional understanding 

of the syntactic roles as discrete entities, which abstracts away from the less proto-

typical or quirky cases. "e di#erence between the traditional understanding and 

the prototype-model results from a di#erent factor of focus, but it is not a funda-

mental di#erence. "us, at a lower zoom-in factor, a particular argument in a clause 

(e.g. passive) is analyzed as the subject because it has most of those properties that 

are indicative of the subject in that language. "ere is no way to acknowledge the 

gradience here. In turn, at a higher zoom-in level, one faces more prototypical and 
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less prototypical instantiations each with somewhat di!erent relations to their proto-

type. �ese instantiations are mistreated if grouped together with no disclaimers and 

require an increased zoom-in level of observation for a coherent description thereof 

(cf. Barðdal 2006).

Indeed, an analysis in terms of discrete syntactic roles fails to capture the 

syntactic organization of the data discussed in this volume. In most of the cases, 

one finds argument structure constructions with a diffusion of subject  properties 

( Haspelmath  & Caruana 2000; Benedetti, this volume, Fernández-Soriano & 

 Mendikoetxea, this volume, Holvoet, this volume, Montaut 2004: 35). Fernández-

Soriano & Mendikoetxea (this volume) speak about “characteristics scattered 

across more than one nominal.” Thus Holvoet (this volume) argues that certain 

structures with the highest ranked (experiencer) dative NPs in Slavic and Baltic – 

in contrast to the Icelandic textbook-examples – show diffusion of subject prop-

erties between the dative NP and the “demoted” intransitive nominative subject 

(stimulus). He compares the diffusion of subject properties in such configurations 

to the diffusion of object properties between the direct and indirect objects of the 

ditransitive verbs of transfer like English John gave Mary the flowers where both 

Mary and flowers share some object properties. Benedetti (this volume), in turn, 

accounts for diffusion by assuming that both  arguments concerned are subjects 

but each at a different level of derivation. A diffusion of subjecthood can even be 

found on the morphological level. Thus Croft (1998: 85) states that the experi-

encer and the stimulus may both be coded as subjects in the Japanese “double-ga” 

construction. Haspelmath and Caruana (2000) argue that the verb-experiencer 

agreement in Maltese is twofold: it is oblique as the object agreement but it is 

obligatory as the subject agreement. Furthermore, one finds argument structure 

constructions in which certain subject behavioral properties are not available at 

all, even though there is no pragmatic reason for that. Thus Holvoet (this volume) 

shows that with some Dat-Nom predicates such as Lith. patikti ‘to like’, some pivot 

functions (like the control of pro in conjoined clauses) are not available with any 

of its arguments.

�e prototype model applied here also allows cross-linguistic variation of super%-

cially parallel constructions to be captured. In this way, verbs such as ‘to like’ o*en sub-

categorize for Dat-Nom case frame for the experiencer and the stimulus, respectively. 

It is, however, essential that, despite the super%cial correlation in case assignment, 

languages considerably distinguish the degree to which subject behavioral proper-

ties are assigned to the dative and to the nominative argument, respectively (cf. Bickel 

2004: 77). Sigurðsson (2002a) argues that the dative experiencer of the Icelandic lika ‘to 

like’ is syntactically a non-nominative (non-canonical) subject, whereas its Russian and 

German counterparts are just subject-like arguments (with respect to, e.g. the linear 
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position) with few syntactic subject properties (di�erently Barðdal 2006).4 �e latter 

option is found in many other languages of Europe as well (Haspelmath 2001b: 79). 

�is is, furthermore, true for the dative of Spanish gustar ‘like’ (Fernández-Soriano & 

Mendikoetxea, this volume, Melis & Flores, this volume), Latvian patikt ‘to like’ and 

Lithuanian patikti ‘to like’ (Holvoet, this volume, Seržant, this volume). �e variation 

found across languages is o"en a matter of degree, sometimes diachronically motivated 

(Haspelmath 2001b: 79; Haspelmath & Caruana 2000).

�e prototype model not only accommodates gradience of the subject notion in 

the sense of Keenan’s seminal paper (Keenan 1976), but also implies that this gradi-

ence correlates to other prototype relations (such as, e.g. direct object, indirect object, 

adjunct, etc.). �us, contrasting with other approaches, it is assumed that there are 

no “non-indicative” properties – most of the properties found with a particular argu-

ment are indicative of some of the prototypes. �e most prototypical members are 

endowed with properties from just one prototype, while less prototypical members 

also have those properties that are indicative of some other prototype. �ere is, thus, 

no clear-cut boundary between the syntactic roles (cf., inter alia, Lazard 1994; Taylor 

1998: 196–7).

Now, when it comes to diachrony, it seems that the modeling of the diachronic 

processes that grammatical categories undergo is inherently biased towards con-

#icting evidence because the processes of change from one category to another are 

 typically gradual, o"en with no prototypical in-between stages. Crucially, embedding 

our understanding of syntactic roles into the prototype model allows diachronic pro-

cesses that the syntactic roles undergo to be modeled by capturing them as develop-

ments from one prototype towards another. It is a gradual change in the proportion of 

properties linked to both prototypes (for example, a change from mainly object and 

few subject properties towards few object and mainly subject properties) – something 

that an approach with discrete syntactic roles would not enable. �us the prototype 

model allows instances of an on-going re-assignment of properties with di�erent 

 prototype attributions between two arguments of a construction to be captured, cf. 

the Latvian debitive in Holvoet (this volume).

�e present approach is capable of accommodating the cross-linguistic variation 

of the category subject. �us languages di�er along the degree of grammaticalization 

. Barðdal (2006), while also acknowledging the fact that the dative experiencers, 

for example, in German are endowed with less subject properties than their Icelandic 

 counterparts, argues that, nevertheless, these properties are enough to call these datives sub-

jects in German. While it is correct that the differences between German and Icelandic are 

not  categorial, there are considerable differences in terms of degree (cf. Sigurðsson 2002a; 

Haspelmath 2001b) that are le� unaccounted for in Barðdal’s approach but can be captured 

by the prototype model.
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of subject. �e degree of grammaticalization not only depends on the number of the 

functional and grammatical properties attributed to the subject prototype, but also 

correlates with how densely the less prototypical members are located with respect to 

each other and to their prototype in the space of syntactic roles. Following this under-

standing, it is expected that those languages with more subtypes of non-prototypical 

subjects across their constructions will exhibit a less grammaticalized degree of sub-

ject than those languages whose subjects show a greater degree of uniformity across 

di!erent constructions. �is is also empirically supported by the development from 

Old Norse to Modern Norwegian, as Faarlund (1990) shows. �e former not only 

exhibits considerable prototype e!ects with regard to the category subject in di!erent 

constructions, but also shows the maximal set of prototypical-subject properties to 

be much smaller. Its successor, Modern Norwegian, in turn exhibits much less varia-

tion across di!erent constructions and has a more complex set of subject properties 

( Faarlund 1990: 132–3).

�e degree of grammaticalization can also be observed in the type frequency 

which is indicative of its entrenchment in the language. �us, even though the cate-

gory subject is a cluster category exhibiting a whole set of grammatical and  functional 

properties in Lithuanian and representing the cumulative strategy (in Kibrik 1997’s 

typology), there are some constructions that lack subjects in this language. As a 

matter of fact, the category subject cannot be unequivocally postulated for several 

experiencer predicate constructions in Lithuanian; e.g. with the verb patikti ‘to 

like’ whose two arguments – even if taken together – considerably underscore the 

 prototypical subjects with regard to several grammatical (and functional) properties 

(cf. Holvoet, this volume). �at is to say, the degree of entrenchment and produc-

tivity of subject in Lithuanian is lower than in the more subject-oriented languages 

with a greater uniformity and less prototype e!ects such as, for example, English or 

French. At the same time, a prototypical Lithuanian subject would not necessarily 

underscore a prototypical subject of English or French with regard to the number of 

properties attributed.

A lower degree of grammaticalization of subject can also be substantiated in a 

less complex clustering of di!erent properties types (like information-structure prop-

erties, syntactic properties, semantic properties, etc.) and hence in more diversity. 

Montaut (2004; this volume) illustrates the versatility of non-prototypical subjects and 

their di!erent types in Modern Indo-Aryan languages; speci"cally in Hindi and Urdu 

and ranging from ergative or dative to genitive, locative and instrumental ones with 

the respective decrease in the endowment with the syntactic subject  properties. She 

argues that modern Hindi/Urdu tend to separate information-structure properties, 

thematic-roles-related properties, and coding properties while syntactic  properties 

are attached to the most salient NP in terms of semantic and pragmatic properties 

in the past/perfective. In such systems, the very category subject has not been fully 
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grammaticalized by completely accumulating all the properties types. �us only the 

clustering of semantic and syntactic properties with an inherent lack of coding prop-

erties (e.g. verbal agreement) exists with ergative NPs or experiential dative NPs; the 

pragmatic properties are also optional with both NP types. See also the discussion of 

 Nakh-Daghestanian languages in Ganenkov (this volume).

�e degree of grammaticalization of the syntactic category subject also correlates 

with the proportion of how much those functions that are responsible for the clausal 

and inter-clausal organization are constrained syntactically and how much mor-

phologically. To give an example, while for some languages, e.g. Icelandic, the role 

of syntactic properties is crucial here, other languages, like ancient Indo-European 

languages (such as Ancient Greek or Vedic Sanskrit) are more morphology-driven. 

�e morphological case and rich verbal morphology primarily code the internal orga-

nization of the event/state referred to by the clause as well as provide the necessary 

parameters and mechanisms upon which the clausal and inter-clausal linking rests, 

while syntax has much less weight here.5

�e present paper and volume are devoted to a speci!c kind of non-prototypical 

subject, namely, to the kind of argument which is endowed with some properties link-

ing it to the subject prototype but which consistently lacks certain subject (morpho-

logical) coding properties. �ere are an in!nite number of subtypes. For the sake of 

clarity, however, I will distinguish between two diachronic extremes: non-canonical 

subjects and subject-like obliques. �e former refer to oblique NPs that are not endowed 

with canonical subject case-marking and have no access to (canonical) verbal agree-

ment; at the same time, they are characterized by the endowment with behavioral sub-

ject properties and are syntactically full-"edged subjects (Sigurðsson 2002a; Holvoet, 

this volume). Subject-like obliques, in turn, are constituents that considerably deviate 

from the subject prototype lacking not only morphological, but also most behavioral 

subject properties. �ese constituents only share a small subset of properties pertain-

ing !rst of all to the semantic and/or information-structure with the subject prototype. 

. �us these languages typically lack a dedicated reflexive anaphora with reflexivization 

typically being coded on the verb by means of the middle voice endings (both beneficiary/

possessive and object reflexives). �ere are no converbs, while infinitives are still abstract 

deverbal nouns that can even inflect for case, subordination being expressed by means of par-

ticiples that have to agree with the controller in case, gender and number and do not depend 

on its syntactic role. �e function of the predicates that typically have raising or control func-

tions in the modern European languages are expressed by verbal morphology: e.g. phasal 

meanings are expressed by verbal aspect derivations while modal meanings are primarily 

expressed by different mood formations. Similarly, causatives (where they are found) involve 

dedicated causative stem formations and never a raising auxiliary. �e word order, as well as a 

rich system of particles, constrains the information structure.
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�us a subject-like oblique (as understood here) encodes the highest ranked partici-

pant in the clause and/or is the default topic. From the synchronic point of view, it may 

be better analyzed in terms of some other prototype (e.g. as a direct object) with which 

it has a higher degree of correspondence (e.g. with regard to the syntactic properties).6 

However, from the diachronic perspective, these constituents have the potential to 

develop into non-canonical subjects. As we shall see below (Section  3), arguments 

with di"erent syntactic roles may develop into non-canonical (and sometimes, sub-

sequently, into canonical) subjects. �ey will all, therefore, be grouped together here 

under the label subject-like obliques as long as they consistently encode the highest 

ranked participant and/or the default topic.

Notably, the labels subject-like oblique and non-canonical subject are under-

stood here as notions representing two opposite poles of sets of properties. �e 

transition between them is gradual and primarily a"ects the behavioral properties. 

In those cases where I will have to refer to subject-like obliques and non-canonical 

subjects as well as to the variety of transitional cases between these two poles, I will 

refer to non- prototypical subjects.7 �e following table summarizes the terminology 

(Table 1):

Table 1. Subject-like oblique vs. Non-canonical vs. Canonical subject

subject properties non-prototypical subjects prototypical  
subjects

subject-like

oblique

non-canonical  
subject

canonical  
subjects

Semantic properties and/or
Information-structure properties  
(default topic)

yes yes yes

Behavioral properties no/(few) yes yes

Coding properties no no yes

It is the aim of the present volume and of the present paper to establish the main 

recurrent diachronic tendencies that lead to (i) the rise of the subject-like obliques, 

. Other notions have been used in the literature to refer to such “semantic but not syntactic 

subjects”, cf. quasi-subjects (Benedetti, this volume), actant H (for presentational clauses in 

Lazard 1994), semi-subject (cf. Sasse 1982), diffused subjecthood (Haspelmath & Caruana 2000; 

Holvoet, this volume) or subject-like oblique (cf. Sigurðsson 2002a, 2002b).

. Note that I thereby artificially exclude other subtypes of non-prototypical subjects, e.g. the 

canonical subjects of passives. I do this simply for the sake of brevity.
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(ii) their development into non-canonical subjects, (iii) the productivity of both 

and, �nally, (iv) the demise of non-canonical subjects and/or their development into 

canonical ones. However, before I proceed to this, I will �rst introduce a categoriza-

tion of the non-canonical subjects and subject-like obliques.

.  Classi�cation of non-prototypical subjects

Non-prototypical subjects (henceforth: NS) may be classi�ed into lexically-driven 

 non-prototypical subjects, gram-driven non-prototypical subjects and syntax-driven non-

prototypical subjects, depending on the particular source for the non- prototypicality of 

the constituent in question (Seržant to appear-d).

With lexically-driven non-prototypical subjects, the non-canonical case-marking 

of the subject-like constituent is motivated by the entailments that the lexical predicate 

imposes on its argument. !e lexically-driven NS type corresponds to the predicate-

related condition for non-canonical case assignment in Haspelmath (2001b). A typical 

lexically-driven NS predicate is, for example, a predicate that subcategorizes for an 

oblique case-marked experiencer, cf. (2)–(4):

 (2) Okkur fellur þessi bók (Icelandic)

  we:dat like:3sg this:nom book:nom 

  ‘We like that book.’

 (3) Man piestāv šis uzvalks (Latvian)

  I:dat �t:3sg this:nom suit:nom 

  ‘!is suit sits on me well.’

 (4) Rebenka vyrvalo kašej (Russian)

  child:acc vomit:pst.3sg.neutr porridge:instr 

  ‘!e child vomited the porridge.’

In turn, a gram-driven predicate is a complex predicate where the non-canonical case 

assignment is not triggered by the underlying lexical verb but rather by the gram in 

which it occurs. !at is, the case frame of a lexical verb is overridden by the case 

frame imposed by the gram. In formal terms, with lexically-driven NS predicates, the 

case is assigned by the lexical verb on the basis of the thematic role of the argument 

while with the gram-driven NS predicates, the case is assigned by the corresponding 

functional head, e.g. by the debitive mood in Latvian (Holvoet, this volume), per-

fect in North Russian (Seržant 2012a, Seržant, to appear-d) or the evidential mood in 

Lithuanian in (6) opposed to the nominative-accusative alignment of the same verb 

elsewhere, e.g. in (5):
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 (5) Sen-ieji mišk-us mylė-jo (Lithuanian)

  old-nom.pl forrest-acc.pl love-past.3 

  ‘�e elders loved the forests’

 (6) Sen-ų mišk-ai mylė-t-a (Lithuanian)

  old-gen.pl forrest:nom.pl love-ppp-sg.neutr 

  ‘�e elders [apparently] have loved the forests’ 

 (adopted from Jablonskis 1922: 141)

With the syntax-driven NSs, in turn, the oblique case is assigned to the logical subject 

at the clause level, e.g. in such constructions as accusativus cum in"nitivo or di<erent 

kinds of absolutive constructions (e.g. the ablativus absolutus in Latin).

. Diachronic typology of non-prototypical subjects

The aim of the present section is to establish cross-linguistic generalizations on 

the diachronic processes that the non-prototypical subjects significantly often 

undergo.

�is section includes the following subsections: rise (3.1), expansion (3.2) and 

demise (3.3). First (subsection 3.1), three recurrent paths of development are put 

forward that schematically describe processes leading to the rise of non-prototypical 

subjects. Secondly, subsection 3.2 discusses the main factors leading to the diachronic 

stability and even productivity thereof. Finally (subsection 3.3), the mechanisms that 

lead to the demise of non-prototypical subjects and their development into prototypi-

cal and canonical ones are analyzed.

.  Rise of non-prototypical subjects

On the basis of the available data, three major Developmental Clines (DC) can be 

postulated:

DC1:  a non-core constituent, an adjunct, develops into a non-prototypical 

subject (subsection 3.1.1),

DC2:  an object becomes reinterpreted as a non-prototypical subject (subsection 

3.1.2), and

DC3:  a system of di!erential object marking is extended onto the subject 

(subsection 3.1.3).

Subsection 3.1.4 summarizes the discussion of the whole subsection 3.1.
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..  An adjunct develops into a non-prototypical subject  

(1st Developmental Cline)

A frequent pattern of acquiring a subject-like oblique/non-canonical subject in a 

 language may proceed as follows:8

i. !ere is a non-agentive or inactive predicate with a patient-like subject denoting 

an uncontrolled action (e.g. a resultative, passive, anticausative, middle, etc.);

ii. One of the following adjuncts can optionally be added to the construction in (i):

ii.a.  o"en a free dative or a free-dative-like PP9 (with experiencer predicates, 

resultative predicates, anticausatives/middles). At this step, it encodes the 

meaning of an a!ected participant10 such as: physically a#ected participant,11 

external possessor, bene-/male$ciary or experiencer of the event in (i). !is 

semantics restricts the referent of the adjunct to animates only;

ii.b.  alternatively, the internal possessor that has been disjoined from its original 

host phrase;

ii.c.  other type adjuncts that encode a#ected participants, e.g. accusativus com-

modi (animates only);

ii.d.  $nally, a location denoting adjunct with existential predicates to yield pre-

sentational constructions (no animacy restrictions here).

iii. !e adjunct from (ii) starts outranking the original subject on animacy scale 

and/or de$niteness and/or empathy and, as a consequence, topic-worthiness. 

As a result, it gradually occupies the linear subject position (by means of some 

sort of (le")-dislocation) in an unmarked word order of the construction. Con-

comitantly, it intrudes on the predicate’s valence and develops into one of its core 

arguments.

iii.a.  Predicate-speci$c (e.g. typically with resultatives or anticausatives): this 

adjunct – originally just an a!ected-participant – additionally acquires 

the reading of a participant that is in some sort responsible for the event 

encoded by the predicate (“non-controlling agent”).

. A somewhat different version of this cline has been suggested in Estival & Myhill (1988) 

to account for the rise of ergative patterns.

. An optional, non-subcategorized dative/dative-like-PP, cf., inter alia, Schäfer (2008: 41ff). 

. "is participant is sometimes more precisely referred to as indirectly affected 

 participant (cf. Kemmer & Verhagen 1994) to distinguish it from the direct affectedness 

of the prototypical objects. However, for the sake of brevity, I will refer to it as to affected 

participant.

. "e process takes place in the immediate proximity of that participant. 
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iv. Subsequently, the adjunct acquires subject properties which the former subject 

loses.

iv.a.  Applies only to (iii.a): the original a�ected-participant reading is lost, which 

leads to a loosening of the lexical input restrictions on the former adjunct: 

inanimate NPs are also allowed from this stage on.

v. Concomitantly, the original subject, the internal argument of the inagentive pred-

icate loses its subject-coding properties opening up the way for the acquisition of 

the subject-coding properties by the new subject at this !nal stage (discussed at 

length in subsection 3.3).

Comments and data

... Step (ii). (ii.a): It is o"en assumed for the languages which encode the pred-

icative possessor (in the mihi-est-type possessive construction) and the cluster (indi-

rectly) a�ected participant (external possessor/experiencer/bene!ciary, cf.  Kemmer & 

Verhagen 1994) alike, that step (ii.a) evolves from embedding the predicate in (i) under 

the possessee of the mihi-est-type possessive construction, cf., inter alia,  Benveniste 

(1952) and Bauer (2000: 197–260) with a number of potential examples. �is is also 

assumed for the modal in!nitive constructions in Baltic and Slavic (Holvoet 2003a; 

Jung, this volume) as well as for the so-called possessive perfects in North Russian 

or Estonian (Lindström & Tragel 2010 following Kuteva & Heine 2004). However, I 

have argued against the possessive origin in favor of a free dative adjunct denoting 

an a$ected participant for the North Russian perfect in Seržant (2012a). In the same 

vein, Seržant and Bjarnadóttir (to appear) argue for a free-dative-like adjunct for some 

experiencer and modal predicates in Baltic and Russian. �e possessive origin is fur-

thermore rejected for the deadjectival experiencer predicates of Hebrew and Aramaic, 

even though both languages encode the free-dative-like a$ected participant and the 

predicative possessor alike (with the pre!x l-) (Pat-El, to appear). �is origin is, fur-

thermore, rejected by Coghill (to appear) for the perfect construction of Late Eastern 

Aramaic dialects (e.g. Syriac), see also Butt (2006) on the origin of the ergative in 

Hindi/Urdu.

While I do not intend to rule out such a possibility entirely, I believe that it is 

not as frequent as is o"en assumed. �e reason for con*ating these two strategies lies 

in the semantic and morphosyntactic similarity of the possessive construction of the 

mihi-est-type (like Latvian (7)) with a construction at the stage (ii.a), if the latter also 

involves copula (e.g. as an auxiliary), like Latvian (8):

 (7) Man ir māja (Latvian)

  I:dat is (=copula) house:nom.sg.f 

   ‘I have a house.’
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 (8) Man ir šī

  I:dat is (=copula) this:nom.sg.f

  māja par lielu (Latvian)

  house:nom.sg.f too-big:predicative-only 

  ‘To me/For me, this house is too big.’

An important weakness of this account is that it obviously fails in those languages 

that morphologically and syntactically discriminate between the possessors in their 

 possessive construction and the external possessors associated with the a<ected- 

participant-cluster.12 For example, if the former is encoded as the subject (possessor 

of the habeo-type) while the latter by the dative case or a dative-like PP as is the case, 

for example, in German, Spanish or Italian. @us Melis & Flores (this volume, see also 

Fernández-Soriano & Mendikoetxea, this volume) provide examples of the accidental-

causer construction in Spanish in which the external possessor strategy is used to encode 

the accidental causer. @e latter also becomes the natural candidate to be associated 

with syntactic subject properties. At the same time, there is no predicative possessor of 

the mihi est type in Spanish, from which it could have been historically derived. @us, 

di<erently from Latvian, there is no ambiguity in Spanish here.

Even those languages that have mihi-est-type possessive construction, however, 

provide strong evidence in favor of the external-possessor/a<ected-participant- 

strategy (ii.a) in giving rise to non-canonical dative subjects. Montaut (this volume) 

argues that the experiencer of Early Hindi bhānā ‘to please’ stems from the original 

dative beneDciary of the Sanskrit verb bhā- ‘to shine’. At the same time, the predicative 

possessor is expressed by the genitive or locative case in Sanskrit and in Prakrits and, 

hence, cannot have been the source for the subject of bhānā.

Furthermore, there are general semantic and syntactic arguments to keep the pos-

sessors of the possessive constructions and the external possessors (free datives) apart. 

Both may also di<er from one another with regard to their distribution and, hence, 

meaning (cf. McIntyre 2006 for German), or Benedetti (this volume). Benedetti, in 

her discussion of the nominal experiencer predicates, shows that the external pos-

sessor is only used with the inchoative experiencer predicates in Italian whereas stative 

experiences can only be encoded by means of the possessive construction. In addition, 

the link-requirement entailing that the utterance is most felicitous if its possessor is 

represented somewhere in the complement (my reformulation of McIntyre 2006: 195) 

may be violated with the external possessor but not with the possessors in the pos-

. Even in the Latvian example (8) the dative Man ‘to me’ is arguably not a predicative 

 possessor (Holvoet 2003b).
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sessive constructions (cf. McIntyre 2006: 195).13 Furthermore, the external possessor 

and the possessor in the possessive construction mostly di!er denotationally, e.g. in 

Russian (Haspelmath 1999: 128), also syntactically, for example, in Latvian (Holvoet 

2003b). Holvoet argues that the copular construction with an external possessor as in 

(8) exhibits considerable di!erences in its syntactic organization from the possessive 

mihi-est construction with the predicative possessor as in (7), even though both are 

super"cially coded alike (with the dative case in Latvian).

�e dative/dative-like-PP adjunct in (ii.a) can also stem from the so-called free 

dative traditionally referred to as dativus (in)commodi (van Hoecke 1996: 7; McIntyre 

2006: 194) semantically encoding bene- and male!ciaries as in Spanish (Melis & 

Flores, this volume) or, more generally, the physically or psychologically a!ected 

participant (Wegener 1991; McIntyre 2006: 194; Melis & Flores this volume; Seržant 

2012a). Free datives are o$en di%cult to distinguish from external possessors because 

the a!ected participant they encode may o$en also be pragmatically interpreted as 

the possessor of the patientive subject referent: if someone is a!ected by an action to 

an inanimate referent, then it is natural (though not necessary) that one is in the pos-

session of that referent (e.g. if Peter is a!ected by the fact that a table is broken, then 

a typical implication might be that it is because Peter is the possessor of that table). 

However, in some languages, this distinction can be made. �us, there is no evidence 

for external possessors in earlier Aramaic, only the experiencer or bene"ciary roles 

are found with the dative marker l-. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the agent 

marking of the perfect construction of Late Eastern Aramaic dialects (e.g. Syriac) 

stems directly from experiencers or bene"ciaries and not from an external possessor 

(Coghill, to appear).

To summarize, the free-dative (a!ected participant)/external possessor, on the 

one hand, and the possessor of the possessive construction, on the other, are two 

 di!erent strategies to encode a!ectedness of a participant. �ese may either co-exist 

in a language (e.g. in German, Spanish or Italian), be homonymic (e.g. in Latvian, Old 

Persian (Haig 2008), Estonian or Hebrew), or, alternatively, one of the strategies may 

be absent from the language, e.g. English, which almost lacks the external-possessor 

strategy. From this I conclude that one also has to distinguish between both sources in 

the diachronic perspective: the external possessor/free dative and the possessor in the 

possessive construction.

(ii.b): �e adjunct in step (ii) may also rise via the possessor emancipation from its 

host NP with no signi"cant di!erences in the following steps. �e possessor emancipa-

tion is a diachronic process by which an (originally) internal possessor encoded by a 

. Here I adopt McIntyre’s argument originally applied to distinguish between the experi-

encer subjects of have and the dative experiencers in German. 
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genitive or a genitive-like NP is raised out of its original host NP and becomes an inde-

pendent constituent. �is is found with the perfect constructions in Classical  Armenian 

(Kölligan, this volume) and also with the past ergative of the modern Indo-Aryan lan-

guages (Hock 1991; Bynon 2005). Kölligan (this volume) and Bynon (2005: 62–5), 

based on their data, claim that, in the case of the perfect in Classical Armenian and 

Indo-Aryan, respectively, the internal possessor is �rst used with the deverbal adjec-

tives derived from the intransitive verbs and, only later extended this strategy to transi-

tive verbs as well. With regard to the Sanskrit resultative/perfect construction in -ta, 

Hock (1991) provides evidence that the genitive argument passes through step (ii/ii.b) 

with bene�ciary and a!ected-participant readings, exhibiting the reading of an agent 

(step iii.a), and even being endowed with subject properties (step iv).

(ii.a & ii.b): A semantic emancipation is common for all kinds of original pos-

sessors at step (ii): the original internal (ii.b), external or predicative possessors 

(ii.a) cease being just possessors of a particular NP/DP and start rather relating to 

whole situations (cf. McIntyre 2006 for German). �is is a necessary precondition 

for step (iii) to start and is valid for all languages and case studies discussed in this 

volume.

Note that the possessor NP/DP may become obligatory very early, e.g. if entering 

a part-whole-relation with the original subject NP. At this stage, it is the part-denoting 

subject NP that has the semantic valence for the respective whole (the possessor NP). 

�us the experiencer and simultaneously the possessor of a body-part in pain events is 

semantically an obligatory participant from the very beginning because it is required 

by the semantic valence of the body-part NP (but not by the verb to begin with!): the 
latter generally does not occur without its possessor. �us Seržant and Bjarnadóttir 
(to appear) argue that the verb bolet’ ‘to ache’ in Russian originally had the meaning 
‘to be sick’ in Old Russian with exclusively animate subjects. Once it started allowing 
body-part NPs in its subject position, the experiencer immediately became obligatory 
due to pragmatics.

(ii.c): Quite rare but still an attested possibility is that the experiencer adjunct is 
case-marked as a direct object. �e encoding of the a!ected participant by means of 
the so-called accusativus commodi is found in some ancient Indo-European languages 
such as Old Church Slavonic and Old Russian (cf., inter alia, Popov 1881; Danylenko 
2003: 105–6, 2006; Krys’ko 2006: 118–9; Seržant & Bjarnadóttir to appear). �e accu-

sativus commodi like the free dative, is not an argument of the verb to begin with, cf. 
the following examples from Old Russian (Krys’ko 2006: 118–9 with further references 
to Šaxmatov):

 (9) Straxъ mja eda vъdadjatъ ny ognevi (Old Russian)
  fear:nom I:acc whether expose:pres.3pl us �re:dat 
  ‘I am afraid, they might expose us to the �re.’ 
 (12c., adopted from Krys’ko 2006: 118)
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 (10) … da mja tuža ne budetь (Old Russian)

   that I:acc trouble:nom.sg not be:fut.3.sg 

  ‘so that I would not come into troubles.’ 

 (14c., adopted from Krys’ko 2006: 118)

As can be seen from Examples (9) and (10), the accusative experiencer is added to 

the (originally) copular construction based on the verb byti ‘to be’ (in this language 

 generally omitted in the present tense as in (9)) and a noun in the predicative function: 

strax ‘fear’ in (9) and tuža ‘trouble’ in (10).

Step (ii.d) is attested in the English locative-inversion construction in 

which  the  locative adjunct acquires some subject properties such as raising (cf. 
Bresnan 1994).

... Step (iii). Step (iii) implies that there is an increasing obligatoriness for the 

original adjunct constituent in the construction, a consequence of the rise of semantic 

valence for this argument at the predicate. Even if this valence is overtly un5lled in 

a particular utterance, its participant remains implicitly present and is either inter-

preted as co-referential with a participant in the preceding discourse or as generic/

arbitrary. Once the new valence is established, it starts outranking the original subject 

NP in discursive prominence: it becomes more and more frequently overtly realized, 

increasingly by salient NPs; it occupies the linear subject/topic position (typically the 

5rst position); and, more and more frequently, it is found to control the subject of a 

dependent (e.g. in5nitive) clause (cf. Say to appear). At the same time, the original 

subject undergoes the reverse development: if, for example, it is originally the stimulus 

of an experience predicate, it ceases to assume salient NPs owing control over the event 

and allowing for the interpretation of a “causative stimulus” (as in English he tried to 

please me) (cf. Say, to appear).

(iii.a): Generally, step (iii.a) is not found with the lexically-driven-NS-type con-

structions, e.g. with the experiencer predicates which do not undergo this kind of 

change in the meaning of the adjunct. It is only found with the experiencer- anticausative 

(Malchukov 2006) or dative-anticausative (Creissels 2007) constructions, e.g. in such 

languages as Italian, German, Albanian, Greek (with genitive), Bulgarian, Romanian 

(Schäfer 2008; McIntyre 2006: 204>), Polish, Russian ( Malchukov 2006), Spanish 

(Fernández-Soriano & Mendikoetxea, this volume, with further references), East 

Caucasian languages (Ganenkov et al. 2008; Ganenkov, this volume),14 but also, sensu 

lato, with the North Russian perfect construction (Seržant 2012a). It is common to 

. In the formal approach, this valence is accommodated by an applicative head high 

in the derivation that licenses the dative argument for some of the predicates in question 
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both construction types, i.e. the North Russian perfect and the dative-anticausative-

construction (e.g. in Spanish), that the participant referred to by the dative-like PP 

only controls the preceding step of the event, not its ultimate segment (Fernández-

Soriano & Mendikoetxea this volume; Melis & Flores this volume; Seržant 2012a): 

neither the accidental causer nor the agent-of-the-preceding-action has  control over 

the ultimate segment of breaking in (11) and the resultant state in (12), respectively:

 (11) A Juan se le ha roto el vaso. (Spanish)

  to Juan refl CLDAT has broken the glass 

  ‘Juan has (unintentionally) broken the glass.’

 (12) U nego korova podoeno (North Russian)

  at him cow:nom.sg.fem milk:ppp.invar 

  ‘He has milked the cow.’

8e change from (iii) to (iii.a), i.e. the rise of the “non-controlling agent” reading, con-

stitutes an increase in degree of grammaticalization not only because the acquisition of 

another reading facilitates the contextual expansion, but also because the semantics of 

the adjunct becomes more abstract by that (semantic bleaching). In formal terms, (i) to 

(iv) is a development from a purely lexical projection to a functional projection (vP), 

i.e. the process of the “reduction of thematic structure” which is a diagnostic feature 

for a process of grammaticalization (Jung 2011; this volume).

... Other data. 8e development along the lines (i) – (iv) (including iii.a) 

is found with the Spanish dative adjunct extending the anticausative predicates to 

encode the meaning of an accidental causer, an involuntary or indirect facilitator or 

an unexpected causer (Fernández-Soriano & Mendikoetxea, this volume), cf. (11) 

above. 8e dative originally coded the meaning of the a9ected participant (male!-

ciary) in this construction and only acquired the accidental causer reading ((iii) -> 

(iii.a)) around the 19th century (Melis & Flores, this volume). Note that the acciden-

tal causer  meaning cluster and the male!ciary meaning cluster distinguish them-

selves from each  other syntactically in Spanish: only the former – in contrast to the 

latter – is endowed with certain subject behavioral properties (Fernández-Soriano & 

Mendikoetxea, this  volume). It is only the accidental causer dative that has arrived 

at stage (iv).

(cf.   McIntyre 2006: 187 for German, Fernández-Soriano & Mendikoetxea this volume for 

Spanish, following Pylkkänen 2008).
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�e development from (i) to (iii) is found with a number of Lithuanian, Latvian 

experiencer and modal predicates as well as with the Old Russian verb bolěti ‘to ache’; 

these Lithuanian and Latvian predicates are denominal in origin. �ey started out as 

copular sentences with a subsequent verbalization of the predicative noun or adverbial 

(Seržant & Bjarnadóttir, to appear).

�e development from (i) to (iv) is found in the Sanskrit verb bhā- ‘shine’ with an 

optional dative bene#ciary developed in Early Hindi (already in the 14 c.) bhānā ‘to 

please’. �is original dative bene#ciary turns into the experiencer concurrently with 

the change in the verb’s semantics from ‘to shine’ to ‘to like’. �is verb reaches step 

(iv) (without the optional step iii.a), and the dative experiencer acquires a number of 

syntactic subject properties (Montaut, this volume). �e development from (i) to (iv) 

is furthermore found in a number of other predicates of New Indo-Aryan, both lexi-

cally-driven and grammatically-driven non-prototypical subject predicates ( Montaut 

2007, to appear).

�e development from (i) to (iv) is also found with the stative experiencer 

 predicates in Aramaic and Hebrew (Pat-El to appear). It is furthermore found with the 

Qṭil l- perfect construction of Late Eastern Aramaic (Coghill to appear.).

The development from (i) to (iv) is found in the perfect predicate in North 

Russian that encodes its non-canonical subject with a dative-like PP (headed 

by the preposition u ‘at’ with genitive) and its object either with nominative 

or accusative; structurally analogical developments with a decreased degree of 

 grammaticalization and entrenchment are found in neighboring languages such 

as Standard Russian, Latvian, Votian, Karelian, Estonian (Jung 2007, this volume; 

Seržant 2012a).

In a broader perspective, the development from (i) to (iv) in, for example, the 

North Russian perfect is somewhat reminiscent of the rise of agent phrases with pas-

sives, which sometimes also start out as non-agentive, middle-type predicates, subse-

quently extended by an oblique adjunct. �e main di$erences here are: the original 

subject remains the subject and does not turn into the object, and the agent adjunct 

does not acquire subject properties with passives. Furthermore, the development from 

(i) to (iv) with perfects (without step (v)) may result in the rise of ergative alignment in 

the past tense, cf. the split ergativity in Modern Indo-Aryan languages (Bynon 2005; 

Montaut 1996, 2007), Iranian (Haig 2008) or North-eastern Neo- Aramaic (Coghill 

to appear). �e necessary precondition is that there be a shi% along the frequently 

attested diachronic cline resultatives > perfects > aorist > preterit leading to the rise 

of prototypical transitivity (in terms of Hopper & �omson 1980) of the given con-

struction. �e main di$erence in North Russian is that there is an analogical spread 

of the dative-like subject marking to intransitive and even unaccusative subjects 

(Seržant 2012a: 372).
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..  Object develops into subject (2nd Developmental Cline)

!is development (DC2) is frequently found with the originally transitive or even 

(morphologically) causative verbs with an experiencer object (henceforth labelled P) 

and subject stimulus (henceforth labelled A).15 I assume the following schematic steps 

for this cline:

i. !e P position outranks the A argument on the animacy scale, de"niteness, 

 subsequently, topic-worthiness; as a consequence, the original subject/object 

word order becomes inverted.

ii. !e A position becomes lexically restricted (e.g. to some particular stimuli with 

the experiencer verbs).

iii. O#en, the A (original subject) position is gradually absorbed by the verb or 

 disappears while the cause/stimulus can only be encoded in the syntactic  periphery 

(e.g. by means of an adjunct); alternatively, it may lag in the verb’s morphology (as 

agreement residue) until the completion of step (v) below (cf. transimpersonals in 

Malchukov 2008a).

iv. !e P argument, even though originally the object, starts acquiring subject 

 properties due to the functional overlap with the prototypical subject.

v. Subsequently and optionally, the verb loses transitivity features (e.g. its original 

subject agreement).

Comments and data

!is is a typologically well-established DC (cf. Creissel 2007: 30–1, Malchukov & 

Ogawa 2011: 48–9).16 I believe that this DC2 is one of the most frequent and  recurrent 

patterns in many (if not all) languages. Evans (2004) even refers to this  development 

in Iwaidjan as a cline leading to the rise of split intransitive alignments; see also 

 Malchukov & Siewierska (2011: 5) for an overview.

Note that non-structural objects are subsumed under P as well, cf. the textbook 

example from Germanic on the verb to like that in Old Germanic languages subcat-

egorized for the dative experiencer and the nominative stimulus (Seefranz-Montag 

1983; Malchukov 2008a). !is verb attests steps (i) to (iv): the dative experiencer has 

gradually acquired subjecthood to di$erent degrees in di$erent Germanic  languages, 

ranging from a non-canonical subject in Old English, Icelandic or  Faroese, to a 

. Note that A and P are just used as labels here. !ey imply only that, at stage (i), the 

stimulus argument patterns syntactically (and morphologically) with prototypical agents and 

the experiencer argument with patients (including less canonical ones which are typically 

mapped into indirect objects).

. Differently, Eythórsson and Barðdal (2005).
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canonical subject in English or Scandinavian languages (Seefranz-Montag 1983; 

 Denison 1993: 61–102; Allen 1995; Haspelmath 2001b: 75–78; Trousdale 2008; 

 Gisborne 2011: 175f).

�e DC2 is discussed in detail in Malchukov (2008a) on the basis of a number 

of typologically di!erent languages (Siberian, Native American, Amazonian, etc.) 
that consistently attest the development from a transitive pattern with a referential 
A-stimulus into the transimpersonal experiencer pattern with a non-referential ex-
stimulus index (step iii) and, "nally, to the patientive experiencer pattern (step v), 

see also Kimball (1991) on Koasati, Evans (2004), Drapeau (2011: 512), among many 

others. Malchukov notes that di!erent languages attest to di!erent degrees of pro-
gression along the cline like our DC2, e.g. he mentions the Papuan languages where 
the reanalysis from object to subject has proceeded to varying degrees (Malchukov 
2008a: 87). �e development from (i) to (iii) is also found in Iwaidjan languages in 

Australia (Evans 2004: 176).

Generally, as Malchukov (2008a: 90) states, the motivation behind this DC2 is 

twofold: the stimulus subject tends to be demoted due to its inherently low promi-

nence (it is o#en inde"nite or non-speci"c, always inanimate) while the object experi-

encer is promoted due to its inherent prominence (it is always animate, de"nite, etc.). 

Notably, it seems that there is a semantic change that is necessary for and prior to this 

development. �e reason for the assumption of a preceding semantic change is that, 

assumedly in every language, there is a class of verbs which code their experiencer 

like A and stimulus like P but which nevertheless do not undergo the developments of 

DC2, i.e. do not gradually invert the former A and P syntactically (and morphologi-

cally) and rather retain their alignment. �e stimulus of these verbs need not be of 

inherently low prominence – it can also be occupied by an animate NP while the verbs 

themselves remain compatible with agentivity adverbs (such as on purpose, intention-

ally) and/or can be embedded under such weak-agentivity verbs as try or want, very 

much like the English verb to satisfy, for example. For some reason, to be studied else-

where, some of these verbs lose their agentive (or even causative-like) reading like 

‘We always satisfy our customers’ retaining only the non-agentive one, ‘Her excuse has 

not satis!ed him.’ Crucially, it is only the later reading that then typically undergoes a 

development along the lines of DC2. To give an example, I refer to the history of two 

Old English verbs lician and (ge)cweman, both meaning ‘to please’, discussed in detail 

in Allen (1995). Although both verbs are glossed with the same meaning, they have 

been distinct with regard to these two readings. �us the nominative (subject) argu-

ment of cweman always expresses a stimulus with a certain control over the situation 

(henceforth “causative” stimulus) – there is only one attestation in which the stimulus 

is an inanimate NP in Old English. At the same time, lician attests a great number of 

inanimate stimuli in Old English. Yet, when it comes to Middle English, only lician has 

developed nominative/subject experiencer and accusative/object stimulus (along our 
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DC2) while (ge)cweman (later replaced by the French borrowing to please) never did 

and instead retained its original alignment (Allen 1995: 149). !is means that lician 

has generalized/lexicalized the non-agentive and (ge)cweman the agentive reading, 

although, at least in case of (ge)cweman, both readings were available in Old English.

Say shows, in a corpus-based study (Say to appear), that a number of two-place 

dative experiencer predicates in Russian considerably decrease the token frequency of 

their agentive readings from 18th century onwards concomitantly with expanding the 

non-agentive reading onto other contexts. !us, while there are no (with nadoest’ ‘to 

bore, annoy’) or almost no (with nravit’sja ‘to like’) attestations of control in"nitives 

with the dative experiencer predicates in the 18th century, they become productive in 

the 20th century.

In many instances, however, both readings may be upheld for quite a long period 

of time, as is the case in Finnic languages, for example. Here, steps (i)–(iii) are found 

in Finnish, Votic, Veps, Livonian, and Karelian with A consistently encoded by the 

nominative case (Sands & Campbell 2001; Lindström this volume). !e experiencer 

(P, marked with the case partitive) does not show any behavioral subject properties 

except a default topic position in Finnish (Sands & Campbell 2001: 255, though cf. 

some less acceptable but attested examples in Siiroinen 2001 apud Lindström, this 

volume), hence, arriving only at step (iii) or, for some speakers (in Siiroinen 2001), to 

a certain degree at step (iv). !e verb is o$en morphologically marked as causative, 

cf. pelo-tt-aa- ‘to fear’ where -tt- is a causative morpheme, thus proving the original 

status of the partitive experiencer as the one of object. Finally, the stimulus position 

still allows for animate NPs that may have the reading of the “causative”-stimulus at 

least with some verbs.17

Contrastingly to its close cognates, Estonian only attests step (i) with its 

 experiencer predicates, having the stimulus as an obligatory, non-ommitable argu-

ment (Lindström, this volume). Lindström (this volume) considers this a retrograde 

development, assuming that the other Finnic languages are more conservative in the 

optionality of the presence of the stimulus argument in an utterance. Lindström (this 

volume) argues that the obligatoriness of the stimulus argument in Estonian is the 

reason why Estonian object-like experiencers did not acquire any syntactic subject 

properties in contrast to the other, closely related Finnic languages, while the nomina-

tive case-marked stimulus has kept its subject properties.

!e development from (i) to (iii) is also attested in a number of experiencer 

verbs in Lithuanian (Seržant to appear-a). Here, a series of experiencer verbs with 

explicit causative or transitive verb morphology undergo considerable lexical input 

. Cf. Karannut leijona pelottaa eteläafrikkalaiskaupungissa ‘!e escaped lions frighten 

(people) in a South-African town.’ 〈http://yle.fi/uutiset/karannut_leijona_pelottaa_etelaafrik-

kalaiskaupungissa/6456284〉.
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restrictions of the A (stimulus) position (step (ii)) and, subsequently, almost loose it 

(step (iii)), e.g. plėšti ‘to ache badly’ (non-metaphorically ‘to tear’, tr.), gelti ‘to have 

strong pains’ (non-metaphorically ‘to sting’, tr.). �e verb plėšti is used without any 

stimulus in most of its utterances. �e lexical input of the stimulus is restricted to 

only a few, less prototypical, semantically redundant NPs like, for example, skausmas 

‘pain’. At the same time, the experiencer, being the only topic-worthy participant, is 

 promoted to the !rst position in the unmarked word order. Parallel developments 

are also found in Russian (Creissels 2007; Malchukov & Ogawa 2011: 48–9)18 or Late 

Sanskrit ( Deshpande 1991; Montaut, this volume).

Another alternative to the input restrictions placed on the former subject  position 

in Lithuanian or Russian at step (iii) is the so-called ‘frozen subject’ in Iwaidjan 

( Non-Pama-Nyungan Australian family). �is term implies that a particular lexeme 

sti"ens in the subject/A position, subsequently losing its constituency and becom-

ing, to a certain degree, part of the predicate (Evans 2004: 170–2). Another degree of 

subject/A absorption is its full incorporation (Evans 2004: 173; Malchukov 2008a: 92).

Furthermore, DC2 is also found with anticausative constructions as in (13), 

expressing events caused by the nature activities in such languages as Russian (cf. 

 Malchukov & Ogawa 2011), Lithuanian or Icelandic:

 (13) jego ubilo tokom (Russian)

  he:acc kill:act.past.3.sg.neutr current:instr 

  ‘He was electrocuted.’

�ese constructions are derived from the corresponding active transitive construc-

tions as in (14) (Barðdal, to appear: 3.2):

 (14) jego ubil grabitel’ (Russian)

  he:acc kill:act.past.3.sg.masc robber:nom 

  ‘He was killed by the robber.’

I emphasize that the degree of subjecthood with the former P argument, i.e. the degree 

of completion of step (iv), is subject to cross-linguistic and diachronic variation. It 

acquires full syntactic subjecthood, e.g. in Icelandic, or (pivothood) (Creissel 2007) in 

Tibeto-Burman languages (Bickel 2004), but it retains most of its object features in, for 

example Finnic, Baltic or Russian.

. �us the Modern Russian verb pretit’ ‘to dislike, disgust’ can only be used in the third 

person with the dative experiencer and the nominative stimulus. But in Old Russian, it only 

had the meaning of ‘to prevent, to frighten someone’ subcategorizing for human agent in the 

subject (nom.) and human patient in the object position in the dative case. Once the selec-

tional restrictions of the subject slot were loosened and inanimate, NPs started occurring in it, 

the meaning of pretit’ has changed from ‘it prevents me’ to the modern meaning ‘it turns me 

off’. Subsequently, the original meaning was lost.
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..  Loss of prototypicality (3rd Developmental Cline)

Another common DC to acquire a subject-like oblique and/or a non-canonical subject 

is found when a prototypical subject loses its prototypicality – as the consequence of 

the losses some of the functional properties – and acquires a non-canonical marking 

and/or loses (the canonical) verbal agreement.19

A frequent motivation behind the loss of prototypicality is the aim to morpho-

logically discriminate between the less prominent (inde!nite/inanimate/non-topical) 

subjects and their prototypical counterparts, which may lead to di"erent kinds of DSM-

driven splits (Di"erential Subject Marking). Di"erential argument marking (DAM) is 

typically conditioned by factors from domains such as de!niteness and/or speci!city, 

or discourse prominence, cf. Aissen (2003), Bossong (1998); von  Heusinger &  Kaiser 

(2007), Kittilä (2006), Kittilä et al. (2011), Leonetti (2004), just to mention some. 

DAM phenomena are also sensitive to the thematic roles of the respective arguments, 

thus DAM o%en involves the marking of highly agentive subjects rather than atypical 

ones (cf. de Hoop & Malchukov 2007; de Hoop & de Swart 2008) in order to contrast 

both arguments of a transitive clause (de Hoop, this volume). Cross- linguistically, it 

may appear in di"erent formal realizations triggered by a variety of conditions (cf. 

de Hoop & de Swart 2008). In addition to the DSM based on pragmatic or seman-

tic properties of the respective NP, it may also be governed by the tense or aspectual 

 properties of the verb phrase or the clause type (De Hoop, this volume).

'e acquisition of non-canonical marking may historically stem from the 

 Di"erential Object Marking (DOM) that spread onto the subject domain but may 

also be independent of the object marking. In fact, it is o%en di*cult to distinguish 

between these two options diachronically.

A case of the latter may be the Russian subject NPs containing numerals. If the 

numeral NP is inde!nite and/or non-topical (new), it may lose its verbal agreement 

while otherwise agreement is obligatory (cf., inter alia, Malchukov & Ogawa 2011: 30):

 (15) Prišlo / prišli tri čeloveka (Russian)

  came:3sg/ came:3pl three human 

  ‘'ere came three men.’

 (16) Eti tri čeloveka prišli /*prišlo (Russian)

  these three human came:3pl /*came:3sg 

  ‘'ese three men came.’

A clear case of the former is presented in De Hoop (this volume). She shows that the 

oblique third person pronoun, hun ‘they’, in Dutch has spread out from the animacy-

. �is development may be observed with the original subjects in DC1 and DC2, 

which gradually develop into objects, but may retain some of their subject properties quite 

 consistently. For the data on these cases, the reader is referred to the relevant sections above.
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driven DOM to the animacy-driven DSM, whereby the marked option, that is hun 

‘they’, referring back to animate active participants only, has become acceptable in the 

subject position. �ereby, a form responsible for the object marking spreads out to the 

subject position yielding analogically-based DSM.

While hun ‘they’ was the marked option in Dutch to mark salient NPs, Finnic 

 languages attest the extension of the marked option to encode non-salient NPs. �e 

partitive case extremely decreases the referentiality of its NP as well as does a number 

of other functions (such as quanti!cation, interaction with aspect, etc.). �e productive 

partitive vs. total alternation found in the modern Finnic languages with unaccusative 

subjects (DSM) and objects (DOM) stem most probably from the object domain. �is 

is strongly suggested by the comparative evidence from Mordvinian, another Finno-

Ugric language, which attests the more original state of a"airs with regard to parti-

tive as to its syntax and function (Kiparsky 1998). In this language, the partitive vs. 

total alternation is found with objects only (Kiparsky 1998). Furthermore, the DSM 

expands in contemporary Finnish from unaccusative subjects to subjects of transitive 

verbs. �us, Hakulinen and Karlsson (1979: 167)20 state that the partitive case-marked 

subjects began to also appear in sentences with a full direct object.21

 (17) Use-i-ta siviilihenkilö-i-tä

  several-pl-part civilian.person-pl-part

  sa-i surma-nsa. (Finnish)

  receive-3sg+past death+acc-3sg+poss

  ‘Several civilians received their deaths.’/ ‘Several civilians died.’

 (18) Kieltenopettaj-i-a saa

  language.teacher-PL-PART get+3sg

  luo-na-mme työ-tä. (Finnish)

  presence-iness-pl+poss work-part 

  ‘Language teachers get work with us.’ (Hakulinen and Karlsson 1979: 167)

In the same way, the distributive subjects in Russian realized by the PP headed by the 

preposition po (≈ ‘each, per’) can replace canonical intransitive subjects, cf. the dis-

tributive (19) as opposed to canonical (20):

 (19) Prišlo po dva studenta ot kazdoj gruppy

  came:3sg.neutr distr two students from each group

  ‘Two students came from each group.’

. Quoted from Sands and Campbell (2001: 265).

. Notably, this historical process works against the general function of case to discriminate 

between subjects and objects (see the discussion of DOM/DSM in Malchukov 2008b: 211ff).
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 (20) Prišli dva studenta

  came:3pl two students

  ‘Two students came.’

#e distributive subjects, as in (19), are inherently inde$nite (narrow scope). Even 

though it has originally been assumed that non-referential distributive subjects can 

occur only with unaccusatives, Kuznecova (2010: 193) provides natural examples with 

transitive and unergative verbs.

Another example of the extension of the object case-marking onto the subject 

domain is provided by Late Latin texts. Cennamo (2011) argues that the accusative 

case-marking has been extended in Late Latin (from 4th c. on) onto the intransitive 

unaccusative, then intransitive unergative and, $nally, on the transitive subjects.

..  Interim conclusions

To summarize, at least three recurrent Developmental Clines for how subject-like 

obliques and, subsequently, non-canonical subjects may evolve have been found. 

Common to both the DC1 and DC2 is the step where the predicate denotes some 

non-agentive situation/action with a patient- or theme subject to begin with. O%en 

(especially with the gram-driven non-prototypical subject predicates such as perfect 

(originally resultative) or anticausative), the non-agentivity of the predicate is con-

strued or reinterpreted as having some external cause. #us such sentences as the door 

opened or the car is damaged may easily imply that there might have been an external 

cause for the resultant state.

Another commonality with both DCs is that the original mismatch between the 

prominence of the argument, on the one hand, and the mapping onto the grammatical 

relations, on the other hand, becomes $xed by the respective restructuring of gram-

matical relations of the construction (cf. Holvoet, this volume). Both the pragmatic 

and semantic (thematic) mismatches between the properties of an NP and its syn-

tactic role may independently or jointly trigger this restructuring. In turn, the main 

 di&erence between the DC1 and DC2 lies in the source of the new highest ranked 

argument, subsequently non-canonical subject: while in DC1 it is originally a non-

core argument, an adjunct, it is a core argument (object) in DC2.

#e degree of subjecthood acquisition is not only language and construction 

 speci$c, but it also very much depends on the predicate type in both DC1 and DC2. 

#e gram-driven-NS constructions undergo these DCs much faster in time than their 

lexically-driven counterparts – a fact that will also be evident from the data on the 

acquisition of canonical subjecthood below (Subsection 3.3). To give an example, 

the North Russian perfect (a gram-driven-NS predicate) assigns an adessive PP to 

the  subject and (in some subdialects) nominative to the object of the underlying lexical 

verb. #e adessive PP is endowed with all behavioral subject properties. At the same 

time, the Russian verb bolet’ ‘to ache’ (lexically-driven-NS predicate) also assigns the 
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same case frame: the adessive PP to the highest ranked argument (experiencer) and 

the nominative case to the lowest argument (body part). However, di"erently from the 

perfect, the adessive PP of the latter does not show any subject properties at all, even 

though both predicates (in the respective meaning and with this subcategorization 

frame) have emerged some time during the Middle Russian period (cf. Seržant 2012a 

on perfect and Seržant & Bjarnadóttir, to appear on bolet’).

Furthermore, there is a certain variation within the type of the lexically- driven-NS 

predicates. Verbs of this type progress in acquiring subjecthood each to a di"erent 

extent dependent on its semantics. �us di"erent experiencer verbs entail di"erent 

tiny degrees of agentivity, subsequently subject-worthiness on the experiencer argu-

ment. As a consequence, di"erent semantic subclasses of experiencer verbs may 

acquire subjecthood to di"erent degrees and at chronologically di"erent time periods, 

cf.  Fedriani (this volume) on examples from Late Latin. Similarly, Deo (2003) shows 

that the dative arguments of the verbs with the core meaning to !nd are (syntacti-

cally) better subjects than the semantic class grouped around the meaning to like in 

Marathi. �e semantic class of the !nd verbs also shows greater a%nity to canonical 

subjecthood in  Eastern Caucasian languages than verbs from other semantic classes 

(cf. Ganenkov, this  volume, and below in 3.3).

Finally, I emphasize that I do not claim these three DCs exhaust the range of 

possibilities. In the same way, I concede that languages may di"erentiate in their indi-

vidual developments along these paths. Furthermore, the degree of progression along 

these DCs is subject not only to cross-linguistic, but also to intra-linguistic variation. 

�e prototype model allows the accommodation and alignment of di"erent degrees of 

progression attested along these three DCs.

.  Stability of non-prototypical subjects

..  Stability factors

Constructions with non-canonical subjects or subject-like obliques can be quite stable 

over time. �us the oblique, subject-like constituents are considered inherited in the 

East Caucasian languages (Ganenkov, this volume).22 Furthermore, they may and do 

become a productive pattern cross-linguistically, e.g. in Hindi/Urdu (Montaut, this 

volume) or Spanish (Melis & Flores).

Barðdal (2008) argues that, in addition to type frequency, the semantic coher-

ence of the argument structure construction is another important factor to ensure 

its diachronic stability, as can be observed from the development of oblique subjects 

in Icelandic. �is is, furthermore, supported by the data from Late Latin. �us the 

. Potential prototypical subjects and objects cannot be distinguished by means of the 

 syntactic tests generally applied to determine subjects (such as in Onishi 2001) in most East 

Caucasian languages.
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non-oriented (as per Verhoeven 2007), semantically aligned pattern as ACCexperiencer-

GENstimulus remains stable throughout, from Early to Late and Medieval Latin, due to 

the internal semantic coherency of the verb class that assigns this pattern (Fedriani, 

this volume). Fedriani (this volume) concludes that “the formal and functional consis-

tency” is an important factor that enables “a high degree of constructional persistence” 

and preserves this pattern from analogical leveling while overriding other factors such 

as low type frequency.

While the formal and functional consistency factor may ensure the “conservation” 

of a construction with a non-prototypical subject (Fedriani, this volume), there are 

mechanisms to trigger the spread of non-prototypical subject constructions. !us 

Montaut (this volume), on the bases of data from Indo-Aryan, identi"es the following 

triggering factors that are at work when these constructions become productive:

i. Reanalysis and speaker’s choice,

ii. Lexical renewal and attraction (following Barðdal 2009: 142),

iii. Di!erentiation between alternative argument structures and avoidance of synonymy,

iv. Language contact.

As to (iv), the typology of area is a highly important factor for the stability of non-pro-

totypical subjects. To give an example, dative subjects constitute an areal feature in the 

South-Asian area (Masica 1976: 164); dative experiencers also show areal impact in the 

Circum-Baltic Sprachbund (term coined in Dahl & Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2001), espe-

cially in the Northeast. !ey exhibit striking correlations across the languages of the 

Sprachbund regarding their syntactic and morphological make-up, as well as include a 

number of lexical borrowings (Lindström, this volume, Seržant to appear-b). !e areal 

impact is one of the main factors for the stability of non-prototypical subjects.

At the same time, some of the Circum-Baltic Sprachbund languages such 

as Estonian gradually increase the type frequency of the canonical, transitive 

( Nom-Partitive)23 patterns with the nominative experiencer, assumedly in%uenced 

by the Standard Average European (inter alia, Haspelmath 2001a: 1492–1510; 2001b), 

as suggested in Lindström (this volume). Such dative-like (adessive) experiencer 

predicates as meeldima ‘to like’ are, therefore, o*en replaced by the Nom-Part verbs 

as armastama ‘to love’ whereas labile PartEXP-NomSTIM/NomEXP-Obl.STIM verbs were 

more o*en generalized with the NomEXP-PartSTIM case-frame between 1995–2000 

in Estonian (Erelt & Metslang 2008; Metslang 2009; Lindström, this volume). Fur-

thermore, Lindström (this volume) argues that the nominative stimulus argument 

in constructions with the object experiencer – as opposed to the other neighboring 

Finnic languages – increasingly becomes an obligatory, non-ommitable argument in 

. Partitive (henceforth Part) is the canonical object case-marking with the atelic verbs in 

the Finnic languages.
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Estonian. �is can be interpreted as a development backwards, towards transitive, 

nominative-accusative alignment. Notably, the experiencer has no subject properties 

in these constructions.

At the same time, an opposite development may also be found, as seen, for exam-

ple, in the change of case frame of the Latvian verb drikstēt ‘to dare, may’ from Standard 

Latvian Nom-Complement-Clause into Colloquial Latvian Dat-Complement-Clause 

under Russian in!uence, which has dative case-marking with the synonymous predi-

cates here (like Russ. možno ‘to dare’) (Holvoet 2007).

Melis & Flores (this volume) observe not only stability in the “dative pattern” 

(i.e. constructions with the dative-marked highest ranked argument) in Spanish, but 

also its analogical spread (productivity) leading to some sort of grammaticalization 

thereof (see also Fedriani, this volume, for the data from Latin) “whereby the seman-

tic value of the construction is obscured and the formal structure generalizes over a 

wide range of distinct event types” (Melis & Flores, this volume). Parallel entrench-

ment developments of the subject-like datives in Russian, Latvian, Lithuanian, and, 

 correspondingly, adessives/allatives/(genitives) in Finnish or Estonian can also be 

observed. �ere is, however, considerable variation regarding the syntactic status of 

these constituents in every particular construction depending, not least, on whether 

the main predicate is a lexically- or gram-driven-NS predicate (see more on this below) 

as well as on other factors.

Melis & Flores (this volume), contrasting Spanish with its close relative French 

as well as with English, link the productivity of the dative pattern in Spanish to the 

general syntactic organization of the language. �ey suggest that the productivity of 

the dative pattern typologically correlates with such features as a relative (i) free word 

order allowing for the nominative subjects to also occur postverbally, (ii) lack of the 

expletives, (iii) no requirement for the explicit subject pronouns, i.e. pro-drop. Taken 

together, these properties typically resist the generalization of transitive syntax. Even 

though exceptions are well known (cf. Icelandic which has non-canonical subjects but, 

at the same time, expletives, no pro-drop and relatively strict word order), it seems that 

this correlation is indeed frequently found, cf. many more languages such as Russian, 

Latvian, Lithuanian but also the Old Germanic languages such as Old English (Allen 

1995), Gothic and Old Norse (cf. Barðdal & Eythórsson 2003). Faarlund (this volume) 

also suggests that the demise of the Old Norse non-canonical subject-like obliques 

in Modern Norwegian is directly related to the loss of pro in the latter. In contrast to 

the pro-drop languages, this pronoun could only assume non-referential or inde%nite 

referential values already in Old Norse, which implies that it has lost the de%nite and 

speci%c values reconstructed on the basis of ancient Indo-European languages as the 

precursor of Old Norse.

Even though there are a number of stability and even productivity facilitating fac-

tors, one o*en %nds traces of some sort of syntactic and/or morphosyntactic instability 

in the synchronic perspective (for the diachronic perspective, see Sections 3.2.2 and 3.3). 
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It has been observed that the stative predicates expressing a near-symmetrical relation 

between both arguments, e.g. the experiencer predicates, are unstable with regard to the 

attribution of the subject properties to one of the arguments. Cro� (1993: 64, 1994: 51–3) 

observes that one and the same verb is o�en compatible with two di�erent constella-

tions: (i) it is the experiencer argument that is assigned non-prototypical subjecthood, 

and (ii) it is the stimulus that is assigned non-prototypical subjecthood depending on the 

information structure and the construal of the utterance (cf. also Montaut 2004: 44–5; 

this volume). Barðdal (2001: 47) discusses such an example from Icelandic where the 

verb henta alternates between ‘to like’ (a) and ‘to please’ (b) in (21). In (21)a, it is the 

stimulus argument that is the syntactic subject while in (21)b, it is the experiencer argu-

ment (Barðdal 2001: 47):

 (21) a. Hentar Þetta Þér? (Icelandic)

   pleases this:nom you:dat 

   ‘Does this please you?’

  b. Hentar Þér Þetta? (Icelandic)

   pleases you:dat this:nom 

   ‘Are you pleased with this?’

Moreover, it o�en su*ces that the stimulus position is occupied by an animate and/

or highly referential (e.g. a personal pronoun) NP to make option (a) unavailable (cf. 

Barðdal 2001 for Icelandic; Holvoet, this volume, for Baltic; Montaut, this volume, for 

Hindi/Urdu; Lindström, this volume, for Estonian). 8e symmetrical relation where 

both options, namely (a) and (b), are possible is thus so sensitive that it is su*cient 

for only this one (lexical) factor to stabilize the assignment of subject properties to a 

particular argument.

..  “Dative Sickness”

In Icelandic, a number of accusative experiencer subjects have acquired dative case-

marking with no change in the meaning, a process discussed under the label dative 

sickness (see, inter alia, Zaenen et al. 1985; Jónsson & Eythórsson 2005; Barðdal 2011):

 (22) Mig langar í ís. Mér langar í ís. (Icelandic)

  I:acc longs in ice-cream –> me:dat longs in ice-cream 

  ‘I want ice cream.’ (from Barðdal 2011: 61)

Originally suggested for Icelandic, this phenomenon seems to be attested far beyond 

Icelandic. 8us Melis & Flores (this volume) show that in the history of Spanish the 

dative experiencers expel the accusative experiencers of the so-called “emotional caus-

atives” such as espantar ‘frighten’, molestar ‘annoy’ etc. that originally subcategorize for 

the nominative stimulus and accusative experiencer.

A similar phenomenon is furthermore attested in Latvian:
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 (23) Man interesē Jūsu viedoklis24 (Latvian)

  I:dat interest:caus.pres.3 your point-of-view:nom.sg 

  ‘I am interested in your opinion.’

 (24) Mani interesē Jūsu viedoklis25 (Latvian)

  I:acc interest:caus.pres.3 your point-of-view:nom.sg 

  ‘I am interested in your opinion.’

Analogical phenomenon is found in colloquial Czech with unstressed clitic pro-

nouns (Fried 2004: 100–2) and Polish (Dabrowska 1997). �e original accusative 

case-marking is sometimes replaced by the dative one in colloquial speech:

 (25) Píchlo mĕ / mi u srdce. (Czech)

  stab.ppl.sg.n 1sg.acc/dat at heart.gen.sg.n 

  ‘I felt a sharp pain in [my] chest.’ (Fried 2004: 101)

Dative case-marking thus seems to be more apt for experiencers cross-linguistically 

than the accusative case-marking (Dabrowska 1997; Fried 2004: 100). �at is to say, 

experiencers tend to pattern with recipients rather than with patients (direct objects). 

Additionally, I refer to Barðdal (2011) for the productivity-related account of this 

development.

.  Demise and canonicization of non-prototypical subjects

�e prototype model predicts that less prototypical members will be more constrained 

as to their selectional restrictions and are thus less productive than  prototypical 

 members (Taylor 1998: 192). Non-productive patterns are oGen unstable diachronic-

ally. Harris and Campbell’s (1995) Complementarity Principle predicts that minority 

alignment patterns tend to be resolved in favor of the unmarked system (see also 

Haig 2008; Malchukov 2008a; Fedriani, this volume) or prototypical system in our 

terms. �is may happen either (i) via a loss of the non-prototypical constituent in 

the construction or, more frequently, (ii) by the acquisition of prototypical, canonical 

subjecthood. �e former option (i) is found, for example, in some modal predicates 

in Polish such as trzeba ‘have to, should’ that superimposed the dative case-marking 

on the (canonical) subject of the embedded lexical verb in Old Polish. �ese dative 

subject-like arguments did not develop further but were lost in Modern Polish, the 

modal construction becoming exclusively impersonal with no option to explicitly 

encode the subject of the underlying verb (Weiss 1993; Hansen 2001).

. Found in 〈http://www.maminuklubs.lv/sieviesu-klubs/20120829-man-interese-jusu-vie-

doklis/〉

. Found in 〈http://medicine.lv/jautajumi/LVQA_108671〉
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Alternatively (ii), the non-prototypical subjects gradually acquire subject proper-

ties and, �nally, become canonical. I will discuss this process in detail with special 

emphasis on their relative order.

Both DC1 and DC2 share the step with an oblique argument outranking the other 

constituents of the clause by virtue of its saliency (DC1: step (iii); DC2: step (ii)). �is 

is the crucial step for the next development. With saliency, I mean that this argu-

ment outranks the other arguments in the degree of the functional overlap with a 

prototypical subject in the given language. It becomes the most subject- worthy con-

stituent with regard to its pragmatic and/or semantic properties (cf. “the least oblique 

argument” in Holvoet, this volume). �us the oblique experiencers of Old English 

became semantically part of the agent prototype (de�ned with Dowty’s 1991: 572 

proto-entailments) which triggered their further development into non-canonical 

and, subsequently, canonical subjects in Modern English (Gisborne 2011: 177!). Fur-

thermore, the demise of the dative experiencers in some East Caucasian languages 

is due to the merger of the agent domain (that is linked with the canonical coding 

properties) and the experiencer domain (that is linked with the non-canonical cod-

ing properties) in these languages (Ganenkov, this volume). At the same time, the 

productivity of non-prototypical subjects with experiencer predicates is related to 

the stability of the experiencer prototype in a language (Melis & Flores, this volume). 

�e semantic and/or pragmatic overlap with prototypical subjects is, thus, the main 

trigger for the  acquisition of syntactic and morphological properties. Only somewhat 

di!erently, Holvoet (this volume) motivates the acquisition of the canonical coding 

properties as being due to the adjustments to the Obliqueness Hierarchy of Keenan 

and Comrie (1977) – another manifestation of the Grammatical Relations Hierarchy 

(Cro" 2003: 147) – that let the least oblique argument acquire nominative case and 

(canonical) verbal agreement.

In addition to the semantic and functional reasons for the canonicization, 

 particular languages may provide a more compatible or less compatible environ-

ment for the non-canonical or, respectively, for the canonical subjects, depending 

on their syntactic organization. �us the demise of non-prototypical subjects from 

Old Norse into Modern Norwegian (cf. the criticism of positing non-canonical 

 subjects for Old Norse in Faarlund 2001) is related to the loss of the empty pro with 

an inde�nite (both non-referential and referential), rarely de�nite reference as is 

argued in Faarlund (this volume). A"er the pro was lost, there was no �ller avail-

able for the Spec-TP with the predicates that subcategorize for a non-canonical case 

frame. �e generative model requires a �ller that can be assigned the nominative 

case, which predicts the creation of such a �ller: either by means of expletives or 

by coercing one of the oblique  arguments to receive the nominative case (Faarlund, 

this volume).



PAGE P R O O F S

© JOHN BENJAMINS PUBLISHING COMPANY

 �e diachronic typology of non-canonical subjects and subject-like obliques 

..  Behavior-before-Coding Principle

�ere is a developmental cline that entails the behavioral properties being acquired 

!rst and the (morphological) coding properties only being acquired subsequently 

(Cole et al. 1980; Allen 1995; Haspelmath 2001b: 76", 2010). �e acquisition of the 

coding properties has been motivated by the increasing preference to mark subject 

arguments with structural rather than lexical case (Allen 1995: 347) or by the ten-

dency towards prototypicality of the category of subject (Faarlund 1990: 133). �is 

cline has been integrated into the more general Behavior-before-Coding-Principle by 

Haspelmath (2010) who followed Cole et al. (1980) with regard to subject acquisi-

tion, see also Malchukov (2008a: 90). Indeed, data from such languages as Germanic 

(Cole et al. 1980), Late Latin (Fedriani 2009), Armenian (Kölligan, this volume) or 

North Russian (Seržant 2012a) support this principle, just to mention a few. It seems, 

however, that this is not a universal principle and counterexamples are found in Lithu-

anian, Standard Russian, North Russian and German (Seržant, this volume). �us the 

original pattern in (26) with a dative experiencer predicate in Lithuanian acquires 

canonical subjecthood, as in (27), without ever having been a non-canonical subject 

syntactically:

 (26) Man sušalo ranka (Lithuanian)

  I:dat freeze:pst.3 hand:nom 

  ‘I got my hand cold.’

 (27) Aš sušalau ranką (Lithuanian)

  I:nom freeze:pst.1sg hand:acc 

  ‘I got my hand cold.’

�ese counterexamples can be ruled out by assuming that the coding and syntactic 

properties can also be acquired simultaneously with no gradience and, hence, no 

 relative order; the assumption that morphological properties are never acquired prior 

to syntactic ones can thus be maintained (Seržant, this volume).

�e Behavior-before-Coding Principle makes an unpronounced assumption in this 

context that the acquisition of the morphological properties is causally related to the 

prior acquisition of the syntactic subject properties: the acquisition of coding proper-

ties may be considered the necessary morphological adjustment to what has already 

happened in syntax.26 As Ganenkov (this volume) rightly emphasizes, this appears to 

be problematic, however, with respect to those languages (e.g. some Eastern Caucasian 

lgg.) that syntactically do not discriminate between subjects,  non-canonical  subjects 

. �us Gisborne (2011: 178) argues that the case marking of the Icelandic non-canonical 

subjects is “an exponent of morphological lag in grammaticalization”.
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and, say, objects because it does not account for the fact that the non- canonically 

marked subjects acquire coding properties but, other arguments do not. Nevertheless, 

these languages also do not contradict the principle in itself since there is no acquisi-

tion of morphological properties prior to the acquisition of syntactic ones. Moreover, 

this principle is compatible with the semantic motivation behind it mentioned above. 

To conclude, Ganenkov (this volume), Fedriani (this volume), and Seržant (this vol-

ume) argue for a primarily semantic motivation as the main triggering force that 

makes the experiencer and the agents pattern alike. It depends, however, very much 

on the syntactic organization of the language as to whether the experiencers (a) must 

be �rst adjusted to the agents syntactically and only then also morphologically (see 

examples in Fedriani, this volume), (b) must be adjusted syntactically and morpho-

logically at the same time (see examples in Seržant, this volume) or whether (c) only 

the morphological (coding) properties must be adjusted because there is no discrimi-

nation in syntax (see examples in Ganenkov, this volume).

..  What is acquired �rst: Verbal agreement or the canonical  

subject case-marking?

With regard to the acquisition of the coding properties, the available data suggest that 

there is a particular preference for the verbal agreement typically acquired �rst in those 

languages that do not have a dedicated, morphologically distinguished non-canonical 

verb agreement (cf. Givón 1997). "us examples from some North  Russian  subdialects 

(Seržant to appear-c) and from Ancient Greek (Seržant 2012b) attest the acquisition 

of the verbal agreement with the subject-like argument encoded by  the  (partitive) 

 genitive while no acquisition of the canonical case-marking is found. "e following 

examples demonstrate that the verb takes the plural form if the genitive  subject is 

formally a plural NP instead of the default third person singular neuter form used 

regularly elsewhere in Russian with a genitive NP in the subject position:

 (26) A kto rabotal pokrepče, tak 

  But who worked stronger, so 

  ix byli (Sujsar’, Onega North Russian)

  they:gen.pl were:pl 

   ‘As regards those who worked harder, there were (some) of them.’  

 (adopted from Markova 2008: 153)

 (27) Zdes’ vsjakix rastut (Derevjannoe, Onega North Russian)

  here any-kind:gen.pl grow:3.pl 

  ‘Here grow any kind (of plants).’ (adopted from Markova 2008: 153)

Similarly, the dative subjects of the modal in�nitives in Russian trigger verbal agree-

ment for gender and number, cf.:
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 (30) Jej ne byt’ sčastlivoj (Standard Russian)

  she:dat.sg.f not be:inf happy:adj.instr.sg.f 

  ‘She will never be happy.’

 (31) Jemu ne byt’ sčastlivym (Standard Russian)

  he:dat.sg.m not be:inf happy:adj.instr.sg.m 

  ‘He will never be happy.’

 (32) Im ne byt’ sčastlivymi (Standard Russian)

  they:dat.pl not be:inf happy:adj.instr.pl 

  ‘�ey will never be happy.’

Furthermore, the accusative subjects in Late Latin could also trigger verbal agreement 

(Cennamo 2011) thereby attesting the same tendency.

By contrast, verbal agreement seems to be more stable in those languages, which 

have a morphologically distinguished, dedicated non-canonical agreement beside the 

canonical one, cf. Maltese in Haspelmath and Caruana (2000). �e non-canonical 

agreement may be diachronically more stable than the non-canonical case  marking 

with regard to canonicization (Ganenkov, this volume). Vartashen Udi (an East 

Caucasian language), for example, attests the innovative, canonical (ergative) case-

marking while still having non-canonical (dative-like) verbal agreement. Further-

more, Ganenkov (this volume) puts forward a second hypothesis that “[i]f a verb 

in a language features non-canonical case marking together with canonical person 

agreement, then the verb (or the language in general) has never had non-canonical 

agreement”. Indeed, neither such Caucasian languages as Dargwa and Lak nor North 

Russian, Ancient Greek or Latin ever did have non-canonical verb agreement.27 Sum-

ming up, if the language has a dedicated non-canonical verbal agreement, then the 

verbal agreement seems to be more stable than the case marking. In turn, if the lan-

guage does not have a dedicated non-canonical verbal agreement but rather a lack of 

agreement (cf. Andrews 1982: 492–9) or the default agreement (Sigurðsson 2002b) 

with non-canonical subjects or subject-like obliques, then it will tend to acquire the 

(canonical) verbal agreement prior to the canonical case-marking.

Generally, the acquisition of the (canonical) verbal agreement preceding the 

acquisition of the canonical case-marking behaves symmetrically to the loss of the 

subject coding properties whereby the (canonical) verbal agreement is lost 6rst, and 

only then is there a loss of the subject case-marking (Malchukov & Ogawa 2011: 30, cf. 

also Seržant 2012a for a case study). �erefore, if there is a canonically case-marked 

subject with no ability to trigger verbal agreement, then it loses subjecthood whereas 

. �is, of course, presupposes that the default agreement is not considered a full-fledged 

agreement. 
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if there is a non-canonically marked subject with the ability to trigger (the canonical) 

verbal agreement, then it acquires subjecthood.

..  Which predicate and NP types are a�ected �rst?

Another important factor in the canonicization process is that not all verbs and not 

all input NP types are a!ected simultaneously by the canonicization. "is leads to 

 di!erent kinds of splits, both predicate- and argument-driven splits.

... Predicate-driven splits. Such splits are, for instance, represented in those 

East Caucasian languages (Ganenkov, this volume) that gradually replace the original 

dative case-marking by the ergative (agent-like) case-marking.28 Ganenkov further 

states that the process of canonicization (i.e. the expansion of the ergative or  transitive 

alignment) proceeds along the following steps (i) to (iii), gradually a!ecting verbs 

from (a) to (e):

i. expansion of the ergative into the experiential domain, leading to the dative/erga-

tive alternations;

ii. shi# to the ergative as the default option, i.e. from dative being the unmarked 

option to ergative being the unmarked option,

iii. loss of the dative option.

a. ‘$nd’, most prone to the ergative marking,

b. ‘forget’,

c. ‘see’ and ‘hear’,

d. ‘know’ and ‘understand’, and

e. ‘want, love’, most resistant to changes in subject marking

Similar splits are found in other languages as well. Fedriani (this volume) shows that 

di!erent lexical predicates acquire canonical case-marking in di!erent historical peri-

ods of Latin which is crucially dependent on their semantic properties. "e Latin 

experiencer predicates – even though all being low on the transitivity scale – vary 

in the degrees of control they entail on the part of the experiencer. "is variation is 

indicative of tiny di!erences on the transitivity scale or in the asymmetry between 

both participants (the experiencer and the stimulus). "is, in turn, as Fedriani shows, 

determines the order for the acquisition of the canonical, transitive case frame. Me 

paenitet ‘I repent’, therefore, acquires the canonical case frame earlier than me pudet 

. However, this process is not a syntactic one in East Caucasian languages since it does 

not involve a change with respect to the syntactic behavior (subject properties), as Ganenkov 

points out.
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‘I  am ashamed’ because the former scores higher than the latter with regard to the 

control endowment on the part of the experiencer (Fedriani, this volume).

In the same light, Ganenkov (this volume) provides a semantic explanation for the 

fact that the verb ‘want, love’ preserves the original dative experiencer marking even in 

those East Caucasian languages that have generalized the ergative alignment with all 

other originally dative-experiencer predicates.

Additional factors in the acquisition of the subject properties are at play with the 

gram-driven-NS constructions as opposed to their lexically-driven counterparts. �e 

non-canonical encoding of arguments of a lexically-driven-NS  construction may be 

very stable across long periods of time whereas the gram-driven-NS constructions, 

with super"cially the same case assignments, may acquire the canonical case-marking 

and the behavioral subject properties much faster in time. To give some examples, 

the Latvian debitive construction that assigns dative to the subject and nominative to 

the object of any transitive verb emerged around the 16th century (Endzelīns 1951; 

Holvoet 1993: 152):

 (33) Tev augļi (ir) jā-ēd (Latvian)

  you:dat fruit:nom.pl (cop:pres.3) deb-eat 

  ‘You have to eat fruits.’

Despite its recent character, it has already acquired accusative as the object case-

marking in Colloquial Latvian (Dat-Nom -> Dat-Acc) replacing the older, nominative 

object.

 (34) Tev augļus (ir) jā-ēd (Colloquial Latvian)

  you:dat fruit:acc.pl (cop:pres.3) deb-eat 

  ‘You have to eat fruits.’

�e process of canonicization even went so far as to have the nominative subject with 

the verb būt ‘to be’ start appearing in colloquial speech replacing the original dative, 

cf. (37) below. At the same time, lexically-driven-NS predicates with the Dat-Nom 

case frame in Latvian (such as patikt ‘to like’) are extremely stable as evidenced by the 

Lithuanian etymological counterpart patikti ‘to like’ also with Dat-Nom, given that the 

split between these languages is generally dated at approx. 5th century AD.

 (35) Tev patīk augļi / *augļus (Latvian)

  Tau patinka vaisiai / *vaisius (Lithuanian)

  you:dat like:pres.3 fruit:nom.pl/*fruit:acc.pl

  ‘You like fruits.’

Crucially, the lexically-driven Dat-Nom predicates (such as Latvian patikt), in con-

trast to the gram-driven Dat-Nom predicates (such as the Latvian debitive), do not 
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allow any canonicization of their arguments in Latvian. Moreover, these lexically-

driven-NS predicates lack any syntactic subject properties on the part of their dative 

experiencer in contrast to the dative obligee of the debitive. �us, even though being 

historically older, they do not reach the progress of the much younger gram-driven-NS 

predicates. Another example is the case frame AdessPP29-Nom of the Russian  lexical 

predicates such as bolet’ ‘to ache’. �e latter does not allow any variation, whereas the 

same case frame shows essential modi!cations towards canonicity with the North 

Russian perfect, a gram-driven-NS type predicate. �e latter is equally a very recent 

development (Seržant 2012a). Nevertheless, here, the AdessPP has acquired a full 

syntactic subjecthood (di"erently from, e.g. the AdessPP with the lexically-driven 

NS of bolet’) and can even be replaced with the nominative in the context of strong 

topicalization (Timberlake 1976, Seržant, this volume). Additionally, its nominative 

object has been replaced with accusative in some North Russian subdialects.

Furthermore, the dative accidental causer in the Spanish anticausative  construction 

(gram-driven NS) considerably outranks the lexically-driven dative experiencer of 

gustar ‘to like’ in Spanish as regards the subject properties, even though both construc-

tions involve the same Dat-Nom case frame (Fernández-Soriano & Mendikoetxea, this 

volume). Notably, the accidental causer construction is also a much more recent devel-

opment than the lexically-driven non-prototypical subjects of the gustar type. �us the 

earliest example of the accidental causer in Spanish stems only from the 19th century 

(Melis & Flores, this volume).

�e fact that the gram-driven-NS predicates generally acquire canonical argu-

ment marking much faster than their lexically-driven counterparts can presumably be 

explained by the fact that the gram-driven-NS predicates embed verbs with prototypi-

cal/canonical subjects and objects. �e competing case frames – i.e. that of the embed-

ded lexical verb and the gram – are then leveled out as a sort of paradigmatic leveling 

whereby the case frame of the underlying lexical verb wins.30 �is is because the con-

sequence of the grammaticalization process is that the gram becomes much weaker 

with regard to its semantic entailments than the embedded lexical verb. �e latter 

becomes predominantly responsible for providing the semantic information about the 

event. �e decreasing weight of the gram is even o%en iconically mirrored and corre-

lated by the minimum of morphology that encodes it as opposed to a larger phonetic 

. Adessive-like PP based on the preposition u ‘at’ governing genitive.

. !is is, however, not a necessary outcome; also the case frame of the respective gram 

may win the competition, cf., for example, the Indo-Aryan perfect with agent originally 

 case-marked by an oblique case. !e alignment of the gram (perfect) has led to the ergative 

alignment in the past tense in most of the Modern Indo-Aryan languages. 
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string of the lexical verb. �ere is no such con!ict between di"erent case frames with 

the lexically-driven-NS predicates.

... Argument-driven splits. �e argument-driven split entails that not all sub-

ject input NP-types acquire canonical subjecthood at the same time. �ere is o#en a 

gradual acquisition of coding properties with an intermediate step in the Di"erential 

Subject Marking driven by di"erent saliency of particular input types. �e canonical 

case-marking typically spreads from the lexically most salient NPs along the Extended 

Animacy Hierarchy (Cro# 2003: 130) such as personal pronouns (see, however, Bickel 

et al., submitted). Alternatively, the intermediate DSM may be driven by the discursive 

prominence of the participants. �us the nominative subject marking of the North 

Russian perfect replaces the adessive-like PP subject marking if the subject NP is a 

contrastive topic (Seržant, this volume, following Timberlake 1976: 562–3). From this 

sort of DSM, the canonical coding may gradually spread out to other input types in 

this syntactic position.

An interesting example in this context represents the Latvian debitive mood that 

is formed by means of the verbal pre%x jā- added to the (formally) third person present 

verb. �e nominative subject of the underlying verb obligatorily turns into dative in 

both Standard and Colloquial language:

 (36) Es lasu grāmatu Man (ir) jā-lasa grāmata (Latvian)

  I:nom read book:acc I:dat is deb-read book:nom 

  ‘I read the/a book.’ ‘I have to read the/a book.’

Yet, the only verb that allows canonicization of the debitive subject in colloquial 

 language is the verb būt ‘to be’ and, basically, only when the pronoun tas ‘this:nom.m’ 

(there is no neuter in Latvian) occupies the subject slot, cf. (37) as opposed to the 

standard (38):

 (37) … kā tas jā-būt o#ciāli (Colloquial Latvian)

   as this:nom deb-be o@cially 

  ‘… in the way as this has to be o@cially.’31

 (38) … kā tam jā-būt o#ciāli (Standard Latvian)

   as this:dat deb-be o@cially 

  ‘… in the way as this has to be o@cially.’

. http://www.audi-style.lv/forum/topic/24246-jautajums-par-dzincju/. I thank Andra Kalnača 

(p.c.) who pointed out this to me, see also Grīsle (2005: 7).
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�us the canonicization (i.e. the change from pattern in (38) to the pattern in (37)) 

that has just started emerging in Colloquial Latvian exhibits selectional restrictions 

regarding both the verb and the subject-NP.

.  Conclusions

�e aim of this paper has been to summarize and structure results from the preceding 

research and case studies carried out in this volume in order to achieve a (preliminary) 

diachronic typology of non-canonical subjects and uncover diachronic generaliza-

tions going beyond the language-speci!c level.

�ree Developmental Clines – probably most frequently found cross-linguistically 

– have been put forth to schematically show the rise of subject-like obliques and, subse-

quently, non-canonical subjects. �e main di"erence between DC1 and DC2 concerns 

the source of the oblique constituent that develops into a non-canonical  subject: it is 

adjunct with DC1 and object with DC2. Consequently, DC1 a"ects mainly intransitive 

predicates while DC2 a"ects transitive ones. Otherwise, both DC1 and DC2 are almost 

parallel in the way that they describe diachronic adjustment processes of the syntac-

tic and, subsequently or concomitantly, morphological properties to the new semantic 

ranking among arguments.

Furthermore, di"erent kinds of aspects of productivity of non-canonical subjects 

have been discussed and suggested. I have mentioned that the areal impact may quite 

considerably constrain the syntactic and morphological properties of non-canonical 

subjects.

Finally, I discuss data featuring the canonicization of non-canonical subjects. Here 

such factors as the type of the predicate that triggers the non-canonical  case-marking of 

arguments, di"erent degrees of agentivity with di"erent experiential verbs and, !nally, 

di"erent NP types constrain the acquisition of the canonical subject coding properties.

�is organization of this paper and the volume, however, does not imply that all 

subject-like obliques necessarily have to undergo the whole life-cycle.

Acknowledgement

I am !rst of all very much indebted to Alena Witzlack-Makarevich (Zürich) who has 

extensively commented on the earlier versions of this paper. I am, furthermore, grate-

ful to (alphabetically) Chiara  Fedriani (Bergamo), Leonid Kulikov (Ghent), Chantal 

Melis (Mexico), Annie Montaut (Paris), Sergey Say (St. Petersburg) and, of course, to 

all the authors of this volume for their help with this paper. All disclaimers apply.



PAGE P R O O F S

© JOHN BENJAMINS PUBLISHING COMPANY

 �e diachronic typology of non-canonical subjects and subject-like obliques 

Abbreviations

acc accusative

adv adverb

aux auxiliary

dat dative

distr distributive

gen genitive

inf in0nitive

instr instrumental

invar invariant

loc locative

m masculine

neg negation

neutr neuter

nom nominative

np Nominal phrase

part partitive

pass passive

perf perfective

pl plural

pp Prepositional phrase

ppp passive past participle

prt particle

pres present

pst past

refl re5exive

sg singular.
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