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1 Introduction 
 
The literature on Differential Case Marking (DCM) has been studied from various different 
perspectives and with respect to a wide range of languages. Klaus von Heusinger has been a 
central contributor to the discussions, pushing the state of the art with respect to both analyses 
and languages covered, with a central theme being the underlying semantics governing DCM 
(e.g., von Heusinger & Kaiser 2011, Klein et al. 2012, von Heusinger 2018, von Heusinger & 
Tigău 2019, von Heusinger & Sadeghpoor 2020, Caro Reina et al. 2021). One example comes 
from Turkish, as illustrated in (1) from von Heusinger & Kornfilt (2021: 277) for which they 
argue in a series of papers (along with several co-authors) that overt accusative marking on 
indefinites signals epistemic specificity (von Heusinger & Kornfilt 2005, Kornfilt & von 
Heusinger 2009, von Heusinger & Bamyacı 2017, von Heusinger & Kornfilt 2017, Krause & 
von Heusinger 2019, von Heusinger et al. 2019), also citing experimental evidence from true 
partitives. 
 
(1) a. Mustafa bir sandalye satın al-dı-∅ 
 Mustafa  a chair  buy-PST-3.SG 
 ‘Mustafa bought a chair.’ 
 b. Mustafa bir  sandalye-yi  satın al-dı-∅  
  Mustafa  a chair-ACC buy-PST-3.SG 

‘Mustafa bought (certain) a chair.’ 
 
While DCM clearly has semantic underpinnings, a different strand of research has focused 
mainly on structural factors to explain the distribution of case in a language. Two influential 
but very different approaches have been formulated in terms of Optimality Theory (OT; Aissen 
1999, 2003) and Dependent Case (Baker 2015). Within these two overall approaches, some 
work has focused specifically on case in Urdu/Hindi, which presents a satisfyingly complex 
problem. 

This small contribution engages with the papers on Urdu/Hindi case by de Hoop & 
Narasimhan (2005) and Baker (2021) and focuses on claims made with respect to the 
interaction of dative subjects and DCM. The position taken in this paper is that while structural 
factors surely play a role in understanding the distribution of case in a language, they cannot 
provide a full account. Rather, systematic properties governing the relationship between 
arguments and the event structure of a predicate play a crucial role. 
 
2 Claims and data 
 
Both the Dependent Case and OT Approach to DCM were originally concerned with 
accounting for patterns of ergative vs. accusative alignment across languages (see Butt 2006 
for a general discussion/overview of case alignment). For both approaches, the rather complex 
case marking patterns in Urdu/Hindi provide a challenge. In attempting to meet this challenge, 
de Hoop & Narasimhan (2005) formulate an account in terms of constraints that ensure 
Distinguishability of two core arguments on the one hand, but also serve the purpose of the 
Indexing/Identification of types of argument roles and their specific semantic contribution on 
the other hand. Identificational constraints ensure, for example, that agents are to be 
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preferentially associated with ergative marking and that prototypical patients are to be 
associated with accusative case. 

While the identificational constraints do refer to systematic semantic factors, they are set up 
within a fundamentally binary opposition of agents vs. patients, whereby both agents and 
patients can also have weak (less prominent) or strong (more prominent) characteristics. 
Baker’s system also works in terms of a fundamentally binary opposition between two 
argument NPs, but the contrast is articulated strictly in terms of a structural relationship (c-
command) between two NP arguments by which one argument is assigned overt marking 
(either accuative or ergative) while the other (dependent) argument remains unmarked. 

Urdu/Hindi presents a challenging case for both the OT and Dependent Case approach 
because it questions this fundamentally binary, mutually dependent view of case organization. 
Data as in (2) and (3) taken together show that the Differential Object Marking (DOM) found 
with an unmarked (nominative) vs. accusative (ko-marked) opposition appears to be largely 
independent of whether the subject is ergative or not. The DOM is governed by a number of 
factors, the two most central ones being: 1) animate objects generally require the ko; 2) 
inanimate ko marked objects are to be interpreted as specific – the semantics of this are very 
close to that argued for for Turkish by von Heusinger and co-authors over the years. 

 
(2) a. yasin=ne   kamputar  xarid-a 
 Yassin.M.SG=ERG  computer.M.SG.NOM buy-PERF.M.SG 
 ‘Yassin bought a/some computer.’ 
 b. yasin=ne   kamputar=ko  xarid-a 
 Yassin.M.SG=ERG  computer.M.SG=ACC buy-PERF.M.SG 
 ‘Yassin bought a (certain)/the computer.’ 
 
(3) a. yasin   kamputar  xarid-e-g-a 

Yassin.M.SG.NOM  computer. M.SG.NOM buy-3.SG-FUT-M.SG 
 ‘Yassin will buy a/some computer.’ 
 b. yasin   kamputar=ko  xarid-e-g-a 
 Yassin.M.SG.NOM  computer.M.SG=ACC  buy-3.SG-FUT-M.SG 
 ‘Yassin bought a (certain)/the computer.’ 
 
For approaches in which the case marking of one argument is taken to be dependent on another, 
the overt accusative in the presence of an ergative is unexpected. In order to nevertheless 
account for the Urdu/Hindi data, Baker (2021) proposes to make use of the established idea 
that objects come in at least two versions, one of which is closer to the verb (within the VP, 
also termed “weak” object), the other of which may be found outside of the VP (also termed 
“strong” object). These two types of objects have crosslinguistically been associated with 
different types of semantics, with the “strong” object associated with definiteness/specificity 
and greater syntactic mobility within the clause (e.g., Diesing 1992, de Hoop 1996, Ramchand 
1997, see also Butt 1993, Bhatt & Anagnostopoulou 1996, Butt & King 1996 on Urdu/Hindi 
specifically). Baker thus posits an object position outside of the immediate VP to which an 
originally nominative object can move and receive accusative case – this provides the necessary 
leeway in his system for both the assignment of ergative due to an original ergative-nominative 
structural configuration and the additional appearance of an accusative. de Hoop & Narasimhan 
(2005) similarly appeal to a difference between “weak” and “strong” arguments, building on 
de Hoop’s (1996) original work. In the spirit of that work, they appeal directly to semantics in 
their OT analysis, for example via the constraint which requires “strong” patients as in both 
(2b) and (3b) to be marked overtly with ko. 



 - 33 - 

 Of interest for this paper is that both de Hoop & Narasimhan (2005) and Baker (2021) 
present data from dative experiencer subjects to bolster their argumentation. As shown in (4) 
(based on Baker 2021) and (5)–(6) (based on de Hoop & Narasimhan 2005: 329), DOM of the 
type illustrated by (2) and (3) does not occur in dative subject experiencer clauses. In each case, 
only the unmarked (nominative) version is acceptable. Example (6) is particularly remarkable 
because Urdu/Hindi nominative/accusative DOM generally requires animate objects to be 
marked with ko, but this is completely ungrammatical in conjunction with a dative subject.1 
 
(4) a. anu=ko          bagh=mẽ  ghɑṛi         mil-i 
  Anu.F.SG=DAT   garden.M.SG=in watch.F.SG.NOM      come.upon-PERF.F.SG 
  ‘Anu found a/some watch in the garden.’ 
 b. *anu=ko  bagh=mẽ      ghɑṛi=ko  mil-a 
  Anu.F.SG=DAT  garden.M.SG=in   watch.F.SG=ACC come.upon-PERF.M.SG 
 Intended: ‘Anu found a (certain)/the watch in the garden.’ 
 
(5) a. ram=ko   hɑlvɑ    pɑsɑnd  hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT halva.M.SG.NOM liking.M be.PRES.3.SG 
 ‘Ram likes halva.’ 
 b. *ram=ko  hɑlva=ko  pɑsɑnd  hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT halva.M.SG=ACC liking.M be.PRES.3.SG 
 Intended: ‘Ram likes halva.’ 
 
(6) a. ram=ko  vo  lɑṛki  pɑsɑnd  hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT that.OBL girl.F.SG=NOM liking.M  be.PRES.3.SG 
 ‘Ram likes that girl.’ 
 b. *ram=ko  ʊs  lɑṛki=ko pɑsɑnd  hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT that.NOM girl.F.SG=ACC liking.M  be.PRES.3.SG 
 Intended: ‘Ram likes that girl.’ 
 
De Hoop & Narasimhan (2005) propose that there is a partial dependency between subject and 
object case marking on the basis of the observation that DOM seems to be allowed only when 
Differential Subject Marking (DSM) is also possible: The agentive predicates as in (2-b) and 
(3-b) allow for both ergative and nominative subjects, so DOM can occur correspondingly. 
However, dative subjects are taken to not engage in DSM so there is no possibility for DOM 
is posited. 

Baker (2021) entertains Davison’s (2004) proposal that an explanation can be found in terms 
of the semantic roles that are involved, but dismisses this by arguing that the right 
generalization for understanding DOM is in terms of grammatical relations (only pertains to 
objects), rather than the semantic role of undergoer/patient, which can be found in other 
contexts such as unaccusatives and does not exhibit DOM there. Rather, Baker (2021) sees the 
basic pattern of marked dative subject vs. unmarked nominative object as a case in point for 
the fundamentally binary Dependent Case approach.2 

However, one does find dative-ergative DSM (contra de Hoop & Narasimhan 2005) and 
one does find patterns other than the dative-nominative in experiencer predicates (contra Baker 

                                                        
1 Urdu/Hindi ko is polysemous and can mark either datives or accusatives. Evidence for these two distinct 
functions is adduced in Butt & King (2004). 
2 Mohanan (1994) notes that generally Urdu/Hindi disprefers clauses in which two (or more) of the same type of 
overt case marker co-occur, positing an Obligatory Contour Principle (OCP) for case in Urdu/Hindi. However, 
Mohanan’s Case OCP does not completely rule out two ko-marked arguments co-occurring in a clause so we put 
this perspective aside for the purposes of this paper. 
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2021). An example of ergative-dative DSM is given in (7), where the choice of case marker is 
conditioned by the choice of light verb, much as the ergative/nominative DSM above is 
governed by the tense/aspect of the verb (perfective morphology allows for ergatives). 

 
 

(7) a. nadya=ne  kahani   yad  k-i 
Nadya.F.SG=ERG  story.F.SG.NOM memory  do-PERF.F.SG 

 ‘Nadya remembered a/the story.’ (lit.: ‘Nadya did memory of the story.’) 
 b. nadya=ko  kahani   yad  a-yi 
 Nadya.F.SG=DAT story.F.SG.NOM memory  come-PERF.F.SG 
 ‘Nadya remembered a/the story.’ (lit.: ‘Memory of the story came to Nadya.’) 
 
Dative experiencer predicates with a further non-nominative core argument are shown in (8). 
As can be seen, the comitative se3 can appear on both animate and inanimate arguments in the 
N-V psych complex predicate ‘hate’, which is structurally equivalent to the N-V with ‘liking’ 
in (6). 
 
(8) a. ram=ko  ʊs  lɑṛki=se nɑfrɑt  hɛ 
  Ram.M.SG=DAT that.OBL girl.F.SG=COM hate.F  be.PRES.3.SG 
 ‘Ram hates that girl.’ (lit. ‘Hate of that girl is to Ram.’) 
 b. ram=ko  sigɑrǝt=se  nɑfrɑt hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT cigarette.F=COM hate.F  be.PRES.3.SG 
 ‘Ram hates cigarettes.’ 
 
In seeking an explanation for this phenomenon, it is interesting to note that the agentive 
versions of (8) do allow for a type of DOM in which the se alternates with ko, as shown in (9) 
and (10). However, this DOM is again not available with the dative experiencer version, see 
(11). 
 
(9) ram  ʊs     lɑṛki=se/ko  nɑfrɑt  kɑr-ta  hɛ 

Ram.M.SG=DAT that.OBL   girl.F.SG=COM/ACC  hate.F  do-IMPF.M.SG be.PRES.3.SG 
‘Ram hates that girl.’ 

 
(10) ram  sigɑrǝt=se/ko  nɑfrɑt kɑr-ta  hɛ 

 Ram.M.SG=DAT cigarette.F= COM/ACC  hate.F  do-IMPF.M.SG be.PRES.3.SG 
 ‘Ram hates cigarettes.’ 

 
(11) a. *ram=ko  ʊs  lɑṛki=ko  nɑfrɑt hɛ 
 Ram.M.SG=DAT  that.OBL  girl.F.SG=ACC  hate.F  be.PRES.3.SG 
 Intended: ‘Ram hates/loves that girl.’ (lit. ‘Hate of that girl is to Ram.’) 
 b. *ram=ko  sigɑrǝt=ko  nɑfrɑt hɛ 

Ram.M.SG=DAT cigarette.F=ACC  hate.F be.PRES.3.SG 
 Intended: ‘Ram hates cigarettes.’ 
 
The (necessarily brief) explanation offered in this paper for these patterns is that case marking 
in Urdu/Hindi results from a combination of structural and semantic factors, as previously 
argued for in Butt & King (2003, 2004). Ergatives are confined to subjects and are subject to a 

                                                        
3 se has a number of functions in Urdu, prominently among them also the instrumental, see Butt & Ahmed (2011) 
for some discussion. 
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tense/aspect split, but necessarily express agentive/initiator semantics. Datives are associated 
with goal or experiencer semantics. Accusatives are confined to objects, but signal a particular 
type of semantics. We have seen that the accusative DOM is associated with specificity and 
animacy and I suggest that the unavailability of the ko-marked objects in experiencer predicates 
is not centrally due to a mutual dependence of case marking between core arguments, but due 
to the ability of the object to be a quantized. Seminal work by Krifka (1992) and Verkuyl (1993) 
has shown that quantizability of the change undergone by a referent or the progress along a 
path plays a central role in the interpretation and marking of objects (cf. also the discussion 
with respect to “strong” vs. “weak” objects above), also leading to telic vs. atelic interpretations 
of the overall predicate. Butt & Ahmed (2011) show that ko alternates with other case markers 
in Old Urdu to indicate completed paths, indicating an original association with quantizedness 
in the Krifka/Verkuyl sense that today plays out mostly in terms of specificity (and by extension 
animacy). 
 
3 Summary 
 
The suggestion made by this contribution is therefore that the absence of DOM in dative 
experiencer predicates is best explained in terms of the semantics of those predicates. Examples 
as in (4), (5), (6) and (8) do not allow for ko-marked objects because these predicates do not 
allow for their objects to be interpreted as quantized entities. The perceived mutual dependence 
between subject and object case marking is thus only an indirect effect due to the overall event 
semantics, but not the locus of explanation. Rather, the deeper explanation for the complex 
patterns of case marking that can be observed in languages such as Urdu/Hindi are due to 
semantic effects, as von Heusinger and his co-authors have been demonstrating with respect to 
DOM for several different languages over the years. The data from Urdu/Hindi only serves to 
confirm their findings. 
 
Author note 
I came to know Klaus von Heusinger at the University of Konstanz when he had just finished 
his dissertation and I was close to finishing mine. In a sense we grew up together in Konstanz, 
but I also learned quite a bit from Klaus on how to navigate the German research and funding 
landscape and how to stay true to one’s original interests and intents in the plethora of 
possibilities offered up to one. I am pleased to be able to contribute a short piece on a topic of 
long-term mutual interest: the semantics of case. This work was supported by the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) – Project-ID 251654672 – 
TRR 161 and I would like to thank Saira Bano and Benazir Mumtaz on working through the 
data with me. 
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