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Syntactic parameter change in Early Middle Chinese  
 
In this presentation, I propose an analysis of the movement asymmetry between subjects and 
non-subjects in Late Archaic Chinese (LAC; 5th-3rd centuries BCE) and the subsequent loss 
of this asymmetry in Early Middle Chinese. I propose that the motivation for the loss was 
morphological, specifically the loss of the grammatical morpheme marking genitive case, but 
the parametric change which resulted can only be accounted for in the syntax. 

LAC was an SVO language in which the subject typically appeared in clause-initial 
position, as in (1a). An object topic could also appear to the left of the subject, but topicalized 
objects were always resumed by pronouns, as in (1b), indicating that object topics were base 
generated in clause-initial position rather than undergoing movement to this position. 
(1) a. 鄭伯亦惡之。      (Zuozhuan, Xi 31) 
  Zheng bo  yi  wu  zhi. 
  Zheng earl also dislike 3.OBJ 
  ‘The Earl of Zheng also disliked him.’ 
 b. 是二氏者，吾亦聞之。    (Zuozhuan, Zhao 29) 
  [Shi er  shi  zhe], wu  yi  wen zhi. 
  DEM two clan DET 1  also hear 3.OBJ 
  ‘These two clans, I have also heard of them.’ 
I account for the lack of object movement by building on Aldridge’s (2019) analysis of 
nominative case in LAC within the framework of C-T Inheritance (Chomsky 2008 and 
subsequent work). Aldridge proposes with Richards (2007) that features which seek values 
and serve as probes such as[uɸ] are inherited from a phase head like C to a lower head like T 
in order for these features to be spelled out as soon as they are valued. But in languages like 
LAC, where there is no agreement, there is no probe on C/T, and Inheritance does not take 
place. The subject moves agnostically to value its case feature (along the lines of Bošcović 
2007) and proceeds directly to [Spec, CP]. 
(2)  [CP DP[uNOM] [C’ C[NOM] [vP <DP[uCASE]> [v’ v VP ]]]] 
The fact that the subject must occupy [Spec, CP] in order to be licensed prevents the objects 
(as in 1b) from moving to this position. Consequently, an object topic can only be base 
generated as an adjunct and resumed by a pronoun in argument position. 

When object movement was required in LAC, as in relative clause formation, then an 
alternative strategy had to be employed in order to license the subject in a position other than 
[Spec, CP]. Object relative clauses in LAC were nominalized, as indicated by the genitive 
case-marking on the subject. I propose that an uninterpretable genitive case feature was 
merged with a nominalizing C. Since this feature was uninterpretable, it served as a probe 
and had to be inherited by T. The subject then moved to [Spec, TP] to value genitive case, 
leaving [Spec, CP] available as a landing site for the object. The relativizer suo was merged 
in v and had an EPP feature to attract a VP-internal constituent (Aldridge 2013). 
(3) 人之所畏          (Laozi 20) 
 [CP OP [TP ren-zhi  [T’ T[uGEN] [vP <ren> suo [VP  wei  <OP>]]]]] 
    person-GEN      REL fear 
 ‘what people fear’ 
In contrast, subject relative clauses were not nominalized. The subject simply moved to [Spec, 
CP] in a finite clause, where it valued nominative case and served as the head of the relative 
clause. The determiner zhe is what projected a nominal layer so that this constituent could 
occupy a nominal argument position. 



(4) 欲戰者        (Zuozhuan, Cheng 6) 
 [DP [CP OP [vP <OP> yu  zhan]] zhe] 
       desire fight DET 
  ‘(those) who desire to fight’ 
The LAC subject/object movement asymmetry was lost in Early Middle Chinese (EMC; 1st C. 
BCE – 2nd C. CE). (5a) shows an object relative clause which is not nominalized, indicated 
by fact that the subject does not have genitive case. The genitive particle zhi occupies D and 
functions as a linker between the clause and the external head nominal, a function which this 
particle also had in LAC, as shown by the LAC subject relative in (5b). In short, object 
relatives in EMC came to be formed on the same strategy as subject relatives, which 
continues to be the case in modern varieties of Chinese. The possibility of object movement 
in the absence of genitive marking for the subject clearly suggests that the unmarked 
(nominative) subject came to occupy a position below [Spec, CP]. In other words, C-T 
Inheritance in EMC was no longer dependent on the presence of nominalizing morphology or 
a marked case feature but was instead generalized to apply in the licensing of all subjects. 
(5) a. 項羽侵奪之地    (EMC: 2nd century CE; Hanshu; Xiang Ji) 
  [DP  [CP OP [TP Xiang Yu qin  duo <OP>]] zhi  di] 
      Xiang Yu invade confiscate   GEN land 
  ‘land that Xiang Yu had invaded and confiscated’ 
 b. 豈若從避世之士哉。  (LAC: 5th century BCE; Analects, Weizi) 
  qi  ruo  cong  [DP [CP OP bi   shi] zhi  shi]  zai. 
  how like follow    escape  world GEN scholar  EXCL 
  ‘How could that compare to following a scholar who escapes from the world?!’ 
I further show that the trigger for this change was the loss of the morpheme marking genitive 
case. Comparing the LAC example shown in (6a) with a similar EMC example in (6b), it can 
easily be observed that the EMC example does not employ any overt marking on the 
possessor. 
(6) a. 諸侯之地方百里。  (LAC: 4th C. BCE; Mencius, Gaozi 2) 
  [Zhuhou  zhi  di]  fang bai  li. 
  feudal.lord  GEN land square 100 li 
  ‘The fiefdoms of the lords are square and consist of 100 li.’ 
 b. 侵奪諸侯地方。   (EMC: 1st C. BCE; Shiji; Xiang Yu) 
  Qin duo  [zhuhou __ di]. 
  invade confiscate feudal.lord  land 
  ‘(They) reduce and confiscate the fiefdoms of the lords.’ 
Given facts like (6), it might be countered that the parametric change took place only in the 
morphology, specifically that overt genitive case-marking was replaced by a null form. In this 
presentation, however, I argue that the parametric difference between LAC and EMC was 
syntactic and not determined solely post-Spell-Out. This is clear from the fact that movement 
over a nominative subject also became possible in EMC. The topic in (7) is the subject of an 
embedded clause. But it clearly moves over the subject in the matrix clause. Given that the 
matrix subject is the subject of a finite root clause, it must have nominative case. 
(7) 百神所食 ，聖人謂當與人等。  (EMC: 1st century CE; Lunheng 69) 
 [Bai shen suo  shi]i shengren wei  [ __i dang  yu  ren  deng]. 
 100 god REL eat  saint  say    should  as  person same 
 ‘What the various gods eat, saints say (it) should be the same as for people.’ 
Consequently, the difference between LAC and EMC cannot be understood in terms of the 
morphological realization of genitive case but rather must be analyzed as a syntactic 
difference in terms of structural positions for licensing subjects. 


