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Introduction. Subject-object (S/O) asymmetries are a nearly ubiquitous presence in natural lan-

guage (cf. English-type ECP effects where operations over objects are privileged and Austronesian
subject-only effects where a sole external argument is accessible to A’-operations). The Polyne-
sian language Niuean, however, displays a puzzling absence of familiar such asymmetries (Seiter
1980; Massam 2001; the authors’ recent field work). In this paper, we show that the lack of S/O
asymmetries in Niuean follows from the convergence of several independently observable prop-
erties that are each cross-linguistically well-attested: (i) a fused Voice-v head that licenses both
arguments; (i1) an EPP on T triggering V/VP, not DP, fronting (Massam 2001; Clemens 2014);
and (ii1) the obligatory shift of specific objects to the vP edge.

Subject/object symmetry. Niuean subject and objects are equally accessible to higher probes.
In particular, subject and object wh-words within a single clause do not evince superiority effects
(1), although such effects do emerge when the wh-words originate in different clauses (2).

(1) a.Ko e heigoane kaie hai? ) a.Ko hai ne pehene kaihae  heigoa?
Pred ABS what NFT eat ERG who Pred who NFT say PST steal ABS what
‘What did who eat?’ ‘Who said that he stole what?’
b.Ko hai ne kaie heigoa? b.*Ko e heigoane pehea hai ne kaiha?
Pred who NFT eat ABS what Pred ABS what NFT say ABS who PST steal

Although Niuean wh-questions are clefts (Potsdam & Polinsky 2011), these facts are still puzzling:

in English, superiority effects manifest when an operator moves over an overt wh-phrase:
3) a. *What is it that [Op; who saw #;]? b.  Whois it that [Op; #; saw what?]

Additionally, both subjects and objects in Niuean can (copy-)raise into a higher clause (Seiter
1980). Either argument (but not both) can appear in the genitive case in certain nominalizations
(4). We take genitive to be a structural case licensed by a probe on the nominalizing head n, again
indicating that both arguments are equally accessible to higher probes.

“4) a. e kotofa ha lautolua au b. e kotofa haaku e lautolu
DET choose GEN 3PL  ABS 1SG DET choose 1SG.GEN ERG 3pl
‘their choosing me’ ‘my/me being chosen by them’

(Seiter 1980: 120)
Proposal. (i) We propose that Niuean is a fused Voice-v language (Pylkkdnnen 2008), with a
single head responsible for licensing structural (absolutive) case on the internal argument and
semantically introducing the external argument. Given that both arguments appear to be licensed
vP-internally — both cases are optionally preserved under nominalizations, (5b) — we identify the

(transitive) fused Voice-v head as the locus of inherent ergative case. Thus, Niuean has the varieties
of Voice-v heads in (6):

®)) a. Kua kotofa e  lautolua au. b.e kotofa e lautolua au.
Perf choose ERG 3PL  ABS 1SG DET choose ERG 3PL  ABS 1SG
‘They chose me.’ ‘them choosing me’(Seiter 1980: 120)
(6) a.  Voice-Vians: ue b, Voice-Vunere: [ U9 ]
ERG Axe. APs;. Je[Ag(x,e) AP(e)]

Axe. AP;;. Je[Ag(x,e) AP(e)]

(ii) The EPP in Niuean attracts V/VP to T (we remain agnostic on whether V or VP fronts; see
Massam 2001; Clemens 2014) so the subject always remains in situ. (iii) Concomitantly, as in
many languages, specific/non-existential objects undergo obligatory shift out of VP, as diagnosed
by the presence of a) overt case marking on the object and b) obligatory VSO word order. Non-
specific/existential objects show up as unmarked NPs adjacent to the verb, resulting in VOS word
order; the structures with such objects often have a frequentative/durative meaning (Seiter 1980:
69-78).



The convergence of (ii) and (iii) results in the subject and object ultimately occupying the spec-
ifier of the same head (Voice-v) in transitive VSO clauses, thus deriving their structural parity.
Consider the derivation (7): VP is merged with Voice-v, which licenses structural absolutive case
on the object. The external argument is merged in the specifier of Voice-v, marked with inher-
ent ergative, and identified semantically as the agent. The EPP on Voice-v drives object-shift of
specific objects to the edge of Voice-v. Finally, the T attracts V/VP (for simplicity we show V
fronting; nothing hinges on this). Our analysis also accounts for the absence of a pronoun/ana-

I | | phor distinction in Niuean (Massam
(1) e T+H+V Lp Sbj [p Obj L V [ve V ObjllI] 2006): reflexive binding is proscribed

. Inherent Erg : @-Agree when the binder and the reflexive sur-

el e : face in the Speciﬁer Of the same head
(lethal ambiguity, McGinnis 2004). Under our proposal, this is the default configuration, so Ni-
uean simply does not have anaphors, given that they are not licensed in most cases.

One remaining puzzle is why object shift should obligatorily result in VSO word order. We

propose that this may have to do with an order of operations issue brought on by the inherent na-
ture of ergative case. If transitive Voice-v assigns inherent ergative to whatever is in its specifier,
it is crucial that object shift follow the merger of the external argument, lest the object receive
inherent ergative; if this is correct, obligatory VSO order can be taken to follow from obligatory
tucking in of the shifted object (Richards 1997) below the subject.
Implications & cross-linguistic perspective. Our approach reduces the cross-linguistically un-
usual lack of S/O asymmetries in Niuean to an unusual convergence of otherwise common proper-
ties: (i) a fused Voice-v head, (ii) an EPP targeting V/VP, and (iii) object shift. As a consequence,
we expect to observe similar properties in other languages exactly when these properties converge.
While overt object shift (iii) is extremely common, many languages with this property either lack
either evidence for a fused Voice-v, i.e., lack property (i), or have an EPP that triggers subject
movement out of vP, thus inducing a structural asymmetry between the subject and the (shifted)
object (lacking property (ii)). One promising case for evaluating our approach is Spanish, which
has object shift and can optionally leave the subject in situ — properties (ii), (ii1). As Ordonez
(1998) documents, S/O asymmetries disappear if and only if the object has shifted and the subject
is in situ, that is in exactly those contexts that resemble the basic case in Niuean. Thus, in VOS
clauses, object quantifiers can bind subject pronouns and vice versa (8) and superiority effects
disappear (9). Gallego (2013) provides additional evidence based on agreement phenomena and
adverb placement that object-shift results in S/O structural symmetry, with both subject and object
in specifiers of vP.

(8) a. Aqui present6 a cada nifio; su; madre b. Aqui besé a suj amiga cada nifia;
here introduced to each boy his mother here introduced to her friend each girl
“Here, his mom introduced each boy.” “Here, each girl kissed her friend”
(Ordonez 1998: ex. 10,21)
) a.  Quién compré qué? b.  Qué (*quién) compr6 quién?
who bought what what bought who

Related cross-linguistic phenomena include Czech object shift, which has been analyzed as lead-
ing to S/O symmetry (Kucerova 2007), and A-scrambling in Japanese (Miyagawa 2003, 2005),
where S/O symmetry also plausibly results from obligatory shift of specific objects to a position at
the vP edge near an in sifu subject (Saito 2006). If confirmed, these cases point to the widespread
presence of S/O symmetry in configurations resembling Niuean VSO clauses, so that Niuean is

an outlier only in having such a configuration as its basic clause structure.
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