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1. Introduction: The prevailing model of nominal licensing since Chomsky 2000, 2001 is that
all nominals have an “uninterpretable” (and unvalued) Case feature, as well as “interpretable” (and
valued) phi-features. Nominals need abstract licensing because Case must be deleted for the derivation to converge—Case is not a legible feature at LF. Based on novel observations about parallels
between the Person Case Constraint and Differential Object Marking, I argue for a shift in this
paradigm: nominal licensing is driven by the needs of the valued (“interpretable”, legible at LF)
features that nominals carry, rather than by abstract Case; whether a nominal needs licensing—and
in what configurations a nominal can be licensed—therefore depends on its (phi-)features. I will
show that this small change in our toolbox significantly simplifies the model of nominal licensing
while also extending its coverage to a larger set of empirical phenomena.
2. Data: In language after language, nominals behave differently based on which features they bear,
in particular, phi-features and features related to definiteness and animacy. I use the Neo-Aramaic
language Jewish Zakho to illustrate. First, we can observe that a 3rd person object triggers agreement (boxed) if it is specific, (1a). If the object is nonspecific, then it does not trigger agreement,
(1b). Finally, a 1st/2nd person object is disallowed (whether or not it triggers agreement, and
whether or not accompanied by a full pronoun), (1c). (Jewish Zakho lacks morphological case.)
tlımsA.
(1)
a. ’ĀnA zwı̄n -Ā -li
˙
buy.PFV -O BJ .3 FS -S BJ .1 MS flatbread.
F
I
‘I bought the flatbread.’ (specific object; must trigger agreement)
b. ’ĀnA zwın-ni
tlımsA.
˙
I
buy.PFV-S BJ .1 MS flatbread.
F
‘I bought some flatbread.’ (nonspecific object; must not trigger agreement)
c. *’ĀnA (’AttA) zwı̄n -ıt -ti.
I
you buy.PFV -O BJ .2 MS -S BJ .1 MS
Intended: ‘I bought you.’ (1st/2nd person object; disallowed)
(1a) displays Differential Object Marking, (2), and (1c) can be seen as an extended instance of the
Person Case Constraint (as argued by Doron & Khan 2012, Kalin & van Urk 2015), (3).
(2)
Differential Object Marking (DOM; Comrie 1979, Bossong 1991, i.a.): Objects high in
definiteness/animacy are more likely to need to be overtly marked via case or agreement.
(3)
The Person Case Constraint (PCC; canonical strong version, Bonet 1991): In a combination
of a weak direct object and a weak indirect object, the direct object has to be third person.
3. Earlier analyses: Previous accounts hold that some nominals have additional licensing needs
beyond Case. A typical answer for why specific nominals are special, (1a)/(2), is that such nominals
must leave VP (Diesing 1992, Bhatt and Anagnostopoulou 1996, i.a.). A typical answer for why
1st/2nd person nominals are special, (1c)/(3), is that interpretable person features need special
licensing (Anagnostopoulou 2003, Béjar and Rezac 2003, i.a.). Previous accounts of DOM and the
PCC thus treat them as distinct phenomena and require a proliferation of licensing conditions.
4. New observations: At the right level of abstraction, a number of commonalities between DOM
and the PCC become apparent. First, both involve the lower of two nominals: DOM crucially
applies to an object, which implies the presence of a subject, and the PCC affects a direct object
under an indirect object. The direct object in a PCC configuration cannot be 1st/2nd person, unless
there is a rescue/repair, such as the addition of a case marker or adposition, (4); along the same
lines, the object in a DOM configuration cannot be (e.g.) specific, unless there is a special marker
on that object, such as a case marker or adposition, (5). DOM and the PCC are about licensing.

M’ha recomanat
*(a) tu per a la feina la subdirectora. Catalan PCC repair; Bonet 2002
1-has recommended P 2 for the job the deputy.director
‘The deputy director has recommended you to me for the job.’
(5)
Bes-ó
*(a) María.
Spanish DOM “repair”; Rodríguez-Mondoñedo 2007
kiss-3 SG . PAST P Mary
‘He kissed Mary.’
Second, the higher of the two implicated nominals is typically immune from the effect: subjects
and indirect objects are not similarly restricted or differentiated the way the direct objects are in
(1)/(4)/(5). In fact, if the higher nominal is removed, the effect disappears: removing the indirect
object in a PCC configuration allows the direct object to be 1st/2nd person without a “repair”, and
removing the subject in a DOM configuration (e.g., via passivization) typically results in the object
being promoted and no longer treated differentially. DOM and the PCC arise due to intervention.
Finally, different versions of DOM and the PCC surface based on language-specific choices
about which features matter, giving rise to (e.g.) the super strong PCC (Kambera; Doliana 2013),
the weak PCC (Sambaa; Riedel 2009), and DOM based on animacy (Kannada; Lidz 2006). Further, both DOM and the PCC appear outside of their “canonical” environments, e.g., DOM on the
subjects of nominalizations (Kornfilt 2008), and the PCC affecting the direct object in transitives,
(1c). DOM and the PCC are general configurational effects triggered by valued features.
5. Proposal: I propose that DOM and the PCC are conspiring to tell us that nominal features are
what crucially matter for licensing, and that certain syntactic positions are inaccessible to “canonical” licensers (e.g., T, v). First, I reverse the burden of licensing: valued (phi-)features need
licensing while abstract Case is an innocent bystander. Concretely, I propose that the feature [PAR TICIPANT] universally needs licensing, following Béjar and Rezac (2003), i.a. Further, I propose
that the crosslinguistic variability of DOM tells us that (i) other nominal features can require licensing, and (ii) which nominal features need licensing is a language-specific choice. (Note that there
is a variety of evidence that features like [SPECIFIC] and [ANIMATE] can be generated on nominals;
see e.g. Fodor and Sag 1982, Finer 1997, Cowper and Hall 2002.) When a nominal bears a feature
that needs licensing, that nominal needs licensing. A feature is licensed (as traditional) via Agree.
The second piece of the puzzle is understanding the environments in which differential marking
and person restrictions occur. Crucial are (i) a distinction between obligatory and secondary licensing loci (Levin and Massam 1985, Bobaljik 1993, i.a.), with secondary licensers activated only
when a feature that needs licensing would otherwise go unlicensed (a global last-resort condition
similar to that of Rezac 2011), and (ii) an account of defective intervention (Chomsky 2000, Béjar
and Rezac 2003, Preminger 2011, i.a.), such that in certain contexts, Agree with [PARTICIPANT ] is
blocked, while Agree with other nominal features is possible. Combining these earlier proposals
with my proposal can derive both DOM and PCC effects. In brief, DOM environments are those
where a nominal cannot be reached by the obligatory licenser (e.g., T), and so requires activation
of a secondary licenser (e.g., v, Appl, or P), (1a)/(5); unmarked objects in DOM systems are in fact
unlicensed, (1b). PCC environments are those where a nominal is separated from a licenser by a
defective intervener, and so [PARTICIPANT] cannot be licensed in this position, (1c); to license such
a [PARTICIPANT], another secondary licenser must be activated, (4).

(4)

6. Conclusion: This proposal has done away with the proliferation of licensing conditions typically
proposed for DOM and the PCC. Important questions remain: What about PRO, and different
strengths of PCC? Why do valued features need licensing? I explore answers to these and more.

