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Abstract

This paper investigates the nature of nominative case assignment and its relationship to 
agreement and finiteness in Kalmyk Oirat (or Kalmyk), a variety of the Oirat language 
(Mongolic) spoken in the Republic of Kalmykia, Russia and in diasporic communities in 
the US and Europe. Subject agreement in Kalmyk exhibits a puzzling relationship with 
nominative case assignment: while φ-agreement can only be with nominative subjects, 
we also find nominative subjects in environments where φ-agreement is not possible. 
This challenges theories of case assignment which take nominative case and subject 
agreement to always go together as the result of a single Agree operation (Chomsky 
2000, 2001). I propose that this set of facts can be accounted for under a view where 
nominative case assignment does not depend on Agree with finite T0, and φ-agreement 
is the result of an Agree operation that is sensitive to the nominal’s case value (Bobalijk 
2008; Preminger 2014).

1. Introduction

Across many theories of generative syntax, there are two dominant views as to how nominative 
case is assigned. The traditional view, which I will refer to as nom-by-Agree, takes there to be 
an inherent connection between nominative case assignment, overt φ-agreement, and/or overt 
tense marking, as seen in the English examples in (1):1

(1) a) I believe (that) he/*him has played the piano for two hours.
 b) I believe him/*he to have played the piano for two hours.

In (1a), the auxiliary in the embedded clause is inflected for present tense and 3sg agreement 
(i.e. has), suggesting that the clause contains a finite tensed T0 that Agrees with the third 
singular embedded subject. According to Chomsky (2000, 2001), this Agree relationship 
is responsible for a bidirectional exchange of features between T0 and the subject DP, as 
schematised in (2):

1 Glossing of examples from other published sources have been adapted to align with the conventions that I adopt in 
this paper. The following abbreviations are used: acc - accusative; c - complementiser; com - comitative; dat - da-
tive; excl - exclusive; evid.pst – evidential past; frml - formal; fut – future; gen - genitive; hab – habitual; ifml 
- informal; incl - inclusive; inf - infinitive; m - masculine; nom - nominative; npst – nonpast; pfv – perfective; 
pl - plural; poss - possessive; prf - perfect; pst - past; ptpl - participle; refl - reflexive; rp - reflexive possessive; 
sg – singular; succ.cvb – successive converb.



Subject agreement in Kalmyk: Implications for nominative case assignment 127

Acta Mongolica 22 (606) 

(2)

As finite T0 bears an unvalued φ-feature, it searches its c-command domain for a suitable 
goal. The subject DP is an active goal as it bears an unvalued Case feature. T0 thus Agrees 
with the subject DP: the subject DP’s φ-features is copied onto T0 to value its unvalued 
φ-features, while the unvalued Case feature on the subject DP is valued by T0. This yields 
overt φ-agreement morphology, as seen on the auxiliary in (1a), and nominative case on the 
subject that has been Agreed with, i.e. he.

In (1b), the auxiliary in the embedded clause is not inflected for tense or agreement (i.e. 
to have), suggesting that the clause contains a nonfinite T0 that does not establish an Agree 
relation with the third singular embedded subject. Since there is no Agree relationship, there 
is no overt φ-agreement morphology on T0 and the embedded subject cannot be assigned 
nominative case by T0. Instead, the embedded subject has to have its Case valued by a different 
goal, e.g. accusative case from matrix transitive v0. This basic contrast has led to the proposal 
that nominative case is only assigned under an Agree relationship with finite tensed T0 (e.g. 
Chomsky 2000, 2001).

Variations of the proposal described above, which predates Chomsky 2000, 2001, 
advocate for a weaker connection between finite tensed T0 and both nominative case 
assignment and overt φ-agreement. For example, George & Kornfilt (1981) suggest that 
languages are parameterised according to whether finiteness is linked to φ-agreement and/or 
tense. For Turkish, they argue that finiteness is linked to φ-agreement, of which there are two 
kinds: a verbal paradigm in clauses that license nominative Case on the subject, and a nominal 
paradigm in nominalised clauses that license genitive Case on the subject. Thus, in Turkish, 
finiteness is not specifically linked to nominative case, but subject Case in general, which 
may be nominative or genitive. On the other hand, Raposo (1987) shows that in European 
Portuguese (3), an infinitival clause whose verb does not bear tense – suggesting that T0 is 
nonfinite – still inflects for agreement with an overt third plural subject:
(3)  European Portuguese 
 Será difícil  [eles  aprovar-em        a   proposta]. 
 it  difficult  3pl.nom to.approve-3pl the  proposal 
 ‘It will be difficult for them to approve the proposal.’ 
  (Raposo 1987: 86, ex.2a)

Raposo (1987) suggests that independent of finiteness, an Agree operation that yields overt 
φ-agreement is what truly matters for nominative case assignment.
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The alternative view of nominative case assignment treats nominative case as an 
unmarked case within a dependent case framework (Yip, Maling & Jackendoff 1987; Marantz 
1991; McFadden 2004; Preminger 2014; Baker 2015). I refer to this as the nom-as-unmarked 
view. The basic idea is that, if a nominal has not been assigned a lexical or inherent case, it may 
be assigned a structural case in one of two ways:
(4)  Configurational case assignment (based on Marantz 1991; Preminger 2014; Baker 2015)
         (a)  Dependent case assignment
   The higher or lower of two case-unmarked nominals in an asymmetric c-command relation  
 will be assigned ergative case or accusative case respectively, depending on the 
    parameterised directionality of case assignment.
        (b)   Unmarked case assignment
   If a nominal goes through the derivation without being assigned lexical or dependent case,     
 it  will be assigned an unmarked case, e.g. nominative case in a clausal domain such as TP.

An argument for nom-as-unmarked comes from examples where nominative case continues to 
be available on subjects within a clause whose verb is nonfinite and does not display agreement, 
e.g. adjunct infinitives in Tamil (5) (see also Sundaresan & McFadden 2009).
(5) Tamil 
      [naan     poori  porikk-a ] raman maavu    vaangi-n-aan.
       1sg.nom poori.acc fry-inf ] R.nom flour.acc    buy-pst-m.3sg
      ‘Raman bought flour for me to fry pooris.’ 

(McFadden & Sundaresan 2011: 5, ex.7b)

In the main clause in (4), nominative case on the third singular masculine subject co-occurs 
with a verb that inflects for past tense and the subject’s φ-features. This is expected under 
nom-by-Agree. However, in the adjunct infinitive, the first singular subject bears nominative 
case despite the lack of φ-agreement and tense morphology on the embedded verb. This 
suggests that in Tamil, nominative case assignment is completely independent from finite 
T0 and the Agree operation that results in overt φ-agreement. For more examples like (5) 
from other languages, see e.g. Szabolcsi 2009; Sundaresan & McFadden 2009; McFadden 
& Sundaresan 2011; Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou 2021This paper investigates the nature 
of nominative case assignment using novel data from Kalmyk Oirat (henceforth Kalmyk), a 
variety of the Oirat language belonging to the Mongolic language family. Nominative case in 
Kalmyk displays an interesting profile as it is found on nouns in both fully finite environments 
that contain overt tense and φ-agreement, and nonfinite environments that lack overt tense 
and φ-agreement. While this indicates that nominative case is independent from finite T0 and 
Agree in Kalmyk, φ-agreement is always with nominative subjects, suggesting that there is 
a tight correlation between nominative case and overt subject agreement. To reconcile this 
set of seemingly contradictory facts, I argue that, in Kalmyk, the Agree operation that yields 
overt subject agreement is case-discriminating in that it only targets nouns bearing unmarked 
nominative case (Bobalijk 2008; Preminger 2014).

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. In Section 2, I introduce some basic properties 
of Kalmyk, focusing on the morphosyntax of subject agreement in finite root clauses. Section 3 
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introduces data from embedded clauses in Kalmyk that show that nominative case is available 
even in environments where finite T0 and overt subject agreement is absent. I propose to treat 
nominative case as being assigned as an unmarked case within a clausal domain, under a 
dependent case framework. Section 4 discusses additional data from finite complement clauses 
which show that only nominative subjects trigger φ-agreement in Kalmyk. To account for 
the distribution of nominative case and subject agreement in Kalmyk, I propose that subject 
agreement is case-discriminating (Bobaljik 2008; Preminger 2014), and that only subjects 
marked with unmarked nominative case are accessible for φ-agreement. Section 5 concludes.

2. Background on Kalmyk

Kalmyk is a variety of the Oirat language spoken primarily in the Republic of Kalmykia, Russia 
(where it is also an official language), and in diasporic communities in the US and Europe. 
For over 400 years, it has remained relatively isolated from other Oirat varieties spoken in 
western Mongolia and northwest China. As the Oirat language is relatively understudied and 
underdocumented, the extent of variation between different varieties is unclear, though see 
Birtalan 2003, 2020; Bläsing 2003 for some observations. With respect to Kalmyk, Bläsing 
(2003) and Birtalan (2020) further identify three dialects: Torghut, Dörbet and Buzava. The 
variety investigated herein is the standardised variety of Kalmyk, which is largely based on 
the Torghut dialect. All uncited Kalmyk data are from my own fieldwork with two Kalmyk 
consultants based in the Republic of Kalmykia, Russia, and are represented in IPA.

Typical of the Mongolic languages, Kalmyk is a head-final, SOV language with 
nominative-accusative case alignment and agglutinative morphology. But unlike certain 
Mongolic languages, such as Khalkha Mongolian, Kalmyk displays overt subject agreement 
on verbs and predicate nouns and adjectives.2 The subject-predicate agreement markers are 
shown in Table 1:

Table 1. Subject-predicate agreement markers in Kalmyk (based on Bläsing 2003)
sg pl

1 -v/-b3 -vdn
2 -ch -t
3 Ø

The examples in (6)-(12) illustrate subject-verb agreement in regular transitive clauses. 
Note that the pronunciation of tense suffixes varies (e.g. /law/~/la/~/ læ/) due to coarticulation 
with the following agreement marker (see also fn.3).

3 The alternation between -v and -b is due to /v/ undergoing fortition when preceded by a nasal consonant, /n/ or /m/. 
/n/ also assimilates in place with a following labial consonant. These two processes are summarised in (i) and can 
be seen in (ii). The additional schwa in (ii) is due to a more general process of short-vowel epenthesis to form a 
CV syllable, possibly to avoid coda consonant clusters; see Indjieva 2009, p.25 for some discussion.

 i) a) /v/ → [b] / [+nasal] ___  
  b) /n/ → [m] /___  [+labial]
 ii) bi mergn̩-v →     bi mergm̩bə 
  1sg.nom M.-1sg 1sg.nom M.-1sg
  ‘I am Mergen.’
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(6) bi t͡ ʃamagə yz-laʷ-v
 1sg.nom 2sg.acc see-prf.pst-1sg
 ‘I saw you (sg).’
(7) bidn̩/madn̩  t͡ ʃamagə yz-læ-vdn̩
 1pl.incl.nom/1pl.excl.nom 2sg.acc see-prf.pst-1pl
 ‘We saw you (sg).’
(8) t͡ʃi  namagə yz-la-t͡ʃ
 2sg.ifml.nom 1sg.acc see-prf.pst-2sg
 ‘You (casual, sg) saw me.’
(9) ta  namagə yz-læ-t
 2sg.frml.nom 1sg.acc see-prf.pst-2pl
 ‘You (polite, sg) saw me.’
(10) tadn̩ namagə yz-læ-t
 2pl.nom 1sg.acc see-prf.pst-2pl
 ‘You (pl) saw me.’
(11) terə namagə yz-læ
 3sg.nom 1sg.acc see-prf.pst.3
 ‘She/he saw me.’
(12) tedn̩ namagə yz-læ
 3pl.nom 1sg.acc see-prf.pst.3
 ‘They saw me.’

First person subjects trigger agreement morphology that distinguishes between the singular (6) 
and plural (7). The polite second person singular /ta/ (9) triggers the same subject agreement 
morphology as the second person plural /tadn̩/ (10), and thus it may be seen formally as a 
plural form that is referentially singular (Wang 2023). Third person subjects, both singular 
(11) and plural (12), do not trigger overt agreement on the verb. I remain agnostic as to 
whether the lack of overt agreement in (11)-(12) represents a total absence of agreement or 
null agreement morphology on the verb. However, as I discuss in Section 4, there is some 
indication that third person verb forms are used as default forms in the sense of Preminger 
2014, that is, the form that surfaces when the φ-probe on the verb has failed to find a suitable 
goal to Agree with.

Finally, the nominative subject may be dropped, but subject agreement morphology 
on the verb is obligatory (13). It is not possible, for instance, to have default third person 
verb forms with first person singular nominative subjects, e.g. (14). Thus, if there is a viable 
target for the agreement probe on the verb, agreement must take place; there is no “gratuitous 
nonagreement” (Preminger 2014).
(13) (bi) t͡ ʃamagə yz-laʷ-v
 1sg.nom 2sg.acc see-prf.pst-1sg
 ‘I saw you (sg).’
(14) *bi t͡ ʃamagə yz-læ
 1sg.nom 2sg.acc see-prf.pst.3
 Int. ‘I saw you (sg).’
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Kalmyk thus displays a tight correlation between nominative subjects and overt φ-agreement. 
Under a nom-by-Agree view, this correlation is usually taken as evidence that nominative 
case on subjects is assigned under an Agree operation with finite T0 that also results in the 
φ-features of the subject being exponed on T0 (Chomsky 2000, 2001). While the correlation 
between nominative case and φ-agreement holds in finite root clauses, in the next section, I 
show that the correlation does not hold in nonfinite argument and adjunct clauses, where overt 
tense and φ-agreement are impossible but nominative subjects are still possible.

3. Subject case and agreement in Kalmyk embedded clauses

In this section, I show that the tight correlation between nominative case and subject 
agreement does not hold in embedded clauses. I will focus on three types of embedded clauses 
that may be broadly distinguished according to whether they are finite or nonfinite. I will 
treat finiteness as an abstract property of clauses that can only be detected via the expression 
of other morphosyntactic cues (see e.g. Nikolaeva 2007; Nikolaeva 2010; Nikolaeva 2012; 
McFadden & Sundaresan 2014; Rouveret 2023) Here, I will focus exclusively on a set of verb 
inflections referred to as “finite indicative” tense endings in the Mongolic literature (Bläsing 
2003; Birtalan 2020), to test whether an embedded clause type is finite or nonfinite. These 
are shown in Table 2. I also assume the existence of a null nonpast tense ending, based on 
examples such as (15) which Bläsing (2003: 244) describes as having a future interpretation.

Table 2. Finite indicative tense endings in Kalmyk (based on Bläsing 2003)
Suffix Function Gloss

-nA4~-∅ present-future npst
-v(ə)/-u narrative past pst

-lA pluperfect prf.pst
-d͡ʒ(ə) evidential past evid.pst

(15)  bi ger talan bicg bic-x-∅-w
 1sg.nom house to letter write-inf-npst-1sg
 ‘I shall write a letter home.’5 

(modified from Bläsing 2003: 244)

As seen in (6)-(12) above, finite root clauses may contain finite indicative tense endings, e.g. 
the perfect past /-lA/, followed by overt subject agreement morphology for first and second 
person. In the embedded clause data below, I show that, while finite embedded clauses may 
contain finite indicative tense endings, nonfinite embedded clauses may not. This is similar 
to the observation by Jang (2009), who notes that the embedded clause in a relative clause 
may not contain finite indicative tense endings and subject agreement morphology, as well as 
nominative subjects (16a). Instead, as (16b) shows, the embedded clause in a relative clause 
may contain genitive subjects and participial suffixes such as the past participle -sn, which I 
will treat as perfective Aspect (Bläsing 2003: 241-242). Jang thus analyses relative clauses in 
Kalmyk as nonfinite clauses.

4 I use uppercase A to represent vowels that undergo vowel harmony.
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(16)  a) *[ɵtskyldur mini/bi  ___xuldg  av-la-v  ] masi-m 
        yesterday 1sg.gen/1sg.nom  purchase  take-prf.pst-1sg ] car-1sg.poss
 b)  [ɵtskyldur mini___ xuldg av-sn] masi-m 
       yesterday  1sg.gen purchase   take-pfv] car-1sg.poss
       ‘The car that I bought yesterday.’ 

(Jang 2009: 31, exx.5-6)
In line with Jang’s (2009) observations, a prediction under the nom-by-Agree approach would 
be that nominative case can be assigned to the embedded subject if the embedded clause 
contains a finite indicative tense ending, i.e. finite T0, and overt subject agreement. This 
prediction is borne out, as seen in finite embedded clauses containing the overt complementiser 
/gid͡ʒə/ in (17)-(18):
(17)  [maŋdurtan bi        badma-la xarɣa-naw-v gid͡ʒə ] mand͡ʒə kel-læ 
 tomorrow    1sg.nom   B.-com meet-npst-1sg c  M.nom  say-prf.pst.3
 ‘Manj said that I will meet with Badma tomorrow.’
(18)        [t͡ʃi œt͡skuldur    kemæ-læ xarɣa-la-t͡ʃ   gid͡ʒə] bajərta  mand͡ʒə-də  ke-ləv 
  2sg.nom yesterday     K.-com   meet-prf.pst-2sg c B.nom  M.-dat        say-pst.3
 ‘Bayrta told Manj that you met with Kema yesterday.’

In (17), the embedded clause contains the nonpast tense ending and 1sg agreement on the 
verb, and its subject appears in the nominative case. In (18) as well, the embedded clause 
contains the finite perfect past tense ending with 2sg agreement on the verb, and its subject 
appears in the nominative case. The correlation between finite tense, subject agreement and 
nominative case thus appears to hold in finite embedded clauses.

When we turn to nonfinite embedded clauses, however, the correlation comes apart. (19) 
shows a nonfinite complement clause lacking the overt complementiser /gid͡ʒə/ selected by 
the matrix verb /yz-/ ‘to see’. We see that while the embedded clause in (19) cannot contain 
the finite perfect past tense ending and subject agreement, its subject may still appear in the 
nominative case.
(19)  [bi         badm-igə  t͡ sok{-s/*-laʷ-v}  ] -igə    mand͡ʒə  yz-læ
          1sg.nom B.-acc  hit{-pfv/*-prf.pst-1sg} -acc  M.nom  see-prf.pst. 3
          ‘Manj saw that I hit Badma.’

The same dissociation between nominative case and subject agreement can be seen in 
converbial adjuncts, a type of nonfinite subordinate adjunct clause that modifies the main 
clause (Janhunen 2012). Like the nonfinite complement clause in (19), converbial adjuncts lack 
the overt complementiser /gid͡ʒə/. (20) shows a converbial adjunct headed by the successive 
converb /-xla/, which represents an action or event that is happening simultaneously or 
successively (Bläsing 2003: 244). Crucially, the verbal predicate in the converbial adjunct 
cannot bear subject agreement, but its subject may still appear in the nominative case.
(20)  kema    [bi          dektr̩   umʃ-d͡ʒa{-xla/*-xlaw-v}]        bit͡ ʃik bit͡ ʃ-d͡ʒæ-læ
 K.nom  1sg.nom book  read-prog{-succ.cvb/*-succ.cvb-1sg}letter write-prog-prf.pst.3
    ‘When I was reading a book, Kema was writing a letter.’
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For concreteness, I will assume that nonfinite embedded clauses, e.g. in (19) and (20), contain 
a nonfinite, defective version of T0 that does not agree with their clausemate subjects. I will 
also assume that nonfinite T0 is null in argument clauses like (19), while it is occupied by 
converbial endings such as /-xla/ in converbial adjuncts like (20). 

Table 3 summarises the patterns of nominative case on subjects, finite tense and subject 
agreement that we have seen across five different environments:

Table 3. Relationship between nominative case on subjects, finite tense and subject 
agreement
Clause type Nominative 

subject
Finite tense 

ending
Subject agree-

ment
Finite root clause ✓ ✓ ✓
Finite complement clause ✓ ✓ ✓
Nonfinite complement clause ✓ ✗ ✗
Converbial adjunct ✓ ✗ ✗
Relative clause (Jang 2009) ✗ ✗ ✗

While we do find a strong correlation between nominative case, finite tense and subject 
agreement in finite clauses, the fact that nominative case is available in nonfinite complement 
clauses and converbial adjuncts without finite tense and subject agreement suggests that the 
relationship is not causal. This suggests that nom-by-Agree may not be the correct approach 
to nominative case assignment in Kalmyk.

I argue that the nom-as-unmarked approach more straightforwardly accounts for the 
distribution of nominative subjects in Kalmyk. Under this approach, nominative case does 
not depend on the same Agree operation between the subject DP and finite T0 which yields 
φ-agreement morphology on the T0. Instead, nominative is assigned as an unmarked case 
within the clausal domain to DPs that have not already been assigned a lexical or dependent 
case. This explains why even in environments such as nonfinite complement clauses and 
converbial adjuncts, where finite tense endings and subject agreement morphology is 
impossible, do we find nominative subjects.

4. Subject agreement as case-discriminating agreement in Kalmyk

Further examination of finite complement clauses reveals that it is not possible to have full 
subject agreement on the embedded verb with non-nominative subjects. Like many other 
Mongolic languages (see e.g. Janhunen 2003, 2012), Kalmyk displays differential subject 
marking, where the case on embedded subjects may alternate between nominative and 
accusative case. While, to my knowledge, differential argument marking has not been studied 
in detail for Kalmyk,6 Serdobolskaya (2009, 2012) argues that accusative subjects occupy a 
position at the left periphery of the embedded clause. For example, in (21), the subject of the 
embedded clause is an accusative-marked reflexive anaphor which is coreferential with the 

6 However, differential argument marking has been extensively studied for Khalkha Mongolian, the standardised 
variety spoken in Mongolia. See Guntsetseg 2016; von Heusinger, Klein & Guntsetseg 2011; Klein, Guntsetseg & 
von Heusinger 2012.
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matrix subject. Assuming that the embedded clause is a CP, and that it constitutes a phase 
boundary, this suggests that the accusative-marked reflexive anaphor has raised to the phase 
edge, i.e. Spec,CP, where it remains visible to the matrix clause for the purposes of anaphor 
binding.
(21) [bijän   nöör-t-än      jov-dg-an      giqäd] bi  soŋs-la-v    
               refl.acc  sleep-dat-rp  walk-hab-rp c  1sg.nom hear-prf.pst-1sg
 ‘I’ve heard that I walk in my sleep.’ 

(Serdobolskaya 2012: 2, ex.11)
The exact details of how accusative case is assigned in Kalmyk is not important for 

my present purposes.7 Crucially, while it is possible for the embedded subject in a finite 
complement clause to surface with accusative case, this bleeds overt agreement morphology 
on the embedded verb, as seen in (22)-(23) cf. (17)-(18). In place of the agreeing 1sg and 2sg 
forms of the embedded verb, the default third person form appears.
(22) [maŋdurtan namagə badma-la {xarɣa-na/*-naw-v}  gid͡ʒə ] 
 tomorrow    1sg.acc B.-com   {meet-npst.3/*-npst-1sg} c 
 mand͡ʒə kel-læ 
 M.nom say-prf.pst.3
 ‘Manj said that I will meet with Badma tomorrow.’
(23) [t͡ʃamagə œt͡ skuldur kemæ-læ {xarɣa-la/*-la-t͡ʃ}       gid͡ʒə] 
  2sg.acc yesterday K.-com  {meet-prf.pst.3/*-prf.pst-2sg} c 
  bajərta  mand͡ʒə-də  ke-ləv 
  B.nom M.-dat  say-pst.3
    ‘Bayrta told Manj that you met with Kema yesterday.’

The data in (22)-(23) is puzzling when compared to (17)-(18). Under a nom-by-Agree 
approach, the co-occurrence of accusative case on the embedded subject and the lack of overt 
agreement morphology on the embedded verb in (22)-(23) may be seen as support for the 
view that nominative case is assigned via Agree with finite T0 (George & Kornfilt 1981; 
Raposo 1987; Chomsky 2000, 2001). However, in the previous section, we also saw that 
nominative case is possible on subjects in nonfinite clauses where overt subject agreement 
on the verb is impossible, suggesting that nominative case is not assigned via the same Agree 
operation that yields φ-agreement morphology.

However, the abovementioned data is only puzzling if one assumes that nominative case 
is assigned under Agree with finite T0. I argue for an alternative view of the relationship 

7 There is some evidence that favours the view of accusative case as a dependent structural case in Kalmyk, assigned 
to the lower of two DPs in a local c-command relationship (Yip, Maling & Jackendoff 1987; Marantz 1991; Mc-
Fadden 2004; Baker 2015). For example, Serdobolskaya (2012) shows that accusative subjects are not assigned 
case by matrix transitive v0 in Kalmyk. In (i), the embedded subject in a converbial adjunct may still be marked 
accusative when the matrix predicate is intransitive:

 (i) bi  dur-ta-v   [čamagə duul-xla]
  1sg.nom love-com-1sg  2sg.nom sing-succ.cvb 
  ‘I love it when you sing.’ (lit. ‘I’m with love when you sing.’)
 (Serdobolskaya 2012: 3, ex.23; literal translation mine)
 Relatedly, many analyses of accusative subjects in Khalkha Mongolian also treat accusative case as a dependent 

structural case (see e.g. Aravind 2021; Gong 2023a; Gong 2023b; Lim 2022; Peters 2020; Peters 2024) However, 
see Fong 2019 for nom-by-Agree analysis of accusative subjects in Khalkha Mongolian.
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between case and agreement, where the Agree operation that yields φ-agreement morphology 
is sensitive to the case of a nominal. This view is also known as case discrimination (Bobalijk 
2008; Preminger 2014). Under a case-discriminating view of agreement, φ-agreement targets 
nominals according to a case accessibility hierarchy (also known as the Revised Moravcsik 
Hierarchy) (Bobalijk 2008) (24), where cases on the left represent more unmarked cases while 
cases on the right represent more marked cases:
(24) Case Accessibility Hierarchy (Bobalijk 2008)
 Unmarked Case > Dependent Case > Lexical/Oblique Case

The idea behind (24) is that, if overt φ-agreement in a language is able to target one of the 
more marked cases, e.g. dependent case, then φ-agreement in this language is also possible 
with the more unmarked cases on the left, e.g. unmarked case. It predicts that we will not 
find a language where φ-agreement is possible with arguments bearing unmarked case and 
lexical case, but not possible with arguments bearing dependent case. For example, Icelandic 
is a language in which only arguments bearing unmarked nominative case can be targeted for 
φ-agreement:
(25) Icelandic
 (a)  Mér     virðist/?*virðast [Jóni   vera  taldir  líka  hestarnir ].
        Me.dat  seemed.sg/?*pl Jon.dat be     believed.pl like          horses.nom
        ‘I perceive Jon to be believed to like horses.’
 (b)  Jóni virðast/?*virðist [vera       taldir      líka hestarnir ].
        Jon.dat seemed.pl/?*sg  be           believed.pl   like horses.nom
       ‘Jon seems to be believed to like horses’ 

(Schütze 1997, cited in Bobalijk 2008: 319, ex.33)
In (25a), the dative experiencer embedded subject Jóni is not eligible for φ-agreement and 
blocks the matrix predicate from agreeing with the embedded nominative object hestarnir 
‘horses’. Thus, the matrix predicate surfaces with default third singular agreement. In (25b), 
the dative experiencer subject raises to matrix subject position, and φ-agreement between 
matrix predicate and the embedded nominative object becomes possible. In this case, the 
matrix predicate surfaces with third plural agreement.

I propose that the same state of affairs holds in Kalmyk. Given that nominative case is 
assigned as an unmarked case (nom-as-unmarked) in Kalmyk, as discussed in Section 3, we 
can make sense of the data in (17)-(18) and (22)-(23) if we assume that only arguments that 
bear unmarked nominative case are accessible for φ-agreement. Consider for example, (18) 
and (23), repeated below. The reason why the nominative embedded subject in (18) triggers 
φ-agreement on the embedded verb, and the accusative embedded subject in (23) does not, is 
simply due to the fact that in Kalmyk, subject agreement is only possible with arguments that 
bear unmarked nominative case.8 I propose that the default third person form of the verb in 
(23) represents the absence of agreement when the φ-probe on T0 has failed to find a suitable 
goal to Agree with (Preminger 2014).

8 Kornfilt & Preminger (2014) similarly argue that φ-agreement in Turkish and Sakha is better understood as 
case-discriminating agreement that targets subject DPs bearing unmarked nominative case.
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(18)  [t͡ʃi  œt͡ skuldur kemæ-læ xarɣa-la-t͡ʃ   gid͡ʒə] bajərta mand͡ʒə-də  ke-ləv
 2sg.nom yesterday K.-com  meet-prf.pst-2sg c         B.nom   M.-dat say-pst.3
 ‘Bayrta told Manj that you met with Kema yesterday.’
(23)  [t͡ʃamagə  œt͡ skuldur kemæ-læ  xarɣa{-la/*-la-t͡ʃ}    gid͡ʒə] 
    2sg.acc  yesterday K.-com     meet{-prf.pst.3/*-prf.pst-2sg} c
    bajərta  mand͡ʒə-də  ke-ləv 
    B.nom M.-dat  say-pst.3
   ‘Bayrta told Manj that you met with Kema yesterday.’

Interestingly, while accusative subjects in Kalmyk are ineligible for φ-agreement, they may 
be overtly agreed with in Sakha (26) (Baker & Vinokurova 2010).9 Further, Kornfilt (2003, 
2006) reports that in Turkish (27), for all speakers, nominative subjects must co-occur with 
local agreement on the embedded predicate, while for some speakers, accusative subjects may 
but need not co-occur with local agreement on the embedded predicate.10

(26) Sakha 
 Min  [ehigi/ehigi-ni  bügün  kyaj-yax-xyt dien]  erem-mit-im.
 1sg.nom you.nom/youacc today win-fut-2pl that hope-ptpl-1sg
 ‘I hoped that you (pl.) would win today.’ 

(Baker & Vinokurova 2010: 615, ex.39a)
(27) Turkish
 a. (for all speakers) 
 [Sen  dün  opera-ya git-ti*(-n)]  san-dı-m.
 you.nom yesterday opera-dat go-pst-2sg  believe-pst-1sg
 ‘I believed you to have gone to the opera yesterday.’
 a. (for some speakers) 
 [Sen-i dün   opera-ya   git-ti(-n)              ] san-dı-m.
 you-acc yesterday  opera-dat go-pst-2sg believe-pst-1sg
 ‘I believed you to have gone to the opera yesterday.’ 

(Kornfilt 2006: 143-144, ex.3)

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to provide an account of the variation in case-
agreement patterns in Sakha and Turkish vs. Kalmyk, I will present some ideas offered by 
other authors, leaving a fuller investigation to future research. Kornfilt (2003, 2006) suggests 
that in Turkish embedded clauses where accusative subjects co-occur with overt subject 
agreement on the embedded verb, it is a silent (non-accusative) copy left behind by the raised 
accusative subject that the verb agrees with. Under the assumption that only arguments with 
unmarked nominative case are accessible to φ-agreement in Turkish, and that nominative case 
is simply the absence of any case in Turkic (Kornfilt & Preminger 2014), this implies that the 
silent copy does not bear any case at all. An alternative view of the facts in (26)-(27) comes 
from Kornfilt & Preminger (2014). The authors argue that accusative subjects may co-occur 
with subject agreement in Sakha because the embedded verb first agrees with the nominative 
subject, before it subsequently raises to the edge of the embedded clause, where it is assigned 

9 It is unclear from the discussion in Baker & Vinokurova 2010 whether agreement on the embedded verb is oblig-
atory or optional when the embedded subject is accusative marked.

10 I thank a reviewer for helping to clarify the judgements reported in Kornfilt 2006. 
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accusative case under local case competition with the matrix subject. This gives rise to the 
illusion that accusative subjects are also accessible for φ-agreement in Sakha.

6. Conclusion

This paper has discussed the asymmetric distributions of nominative case on subjects and 
subject agreement in Kalmyk. While nominative case on subjects systematically co-occurs 
with subject agreement on the verb in finite clauses, we also find nominative case on subjects 
in nonfinite clauses where finite tense endings and subject agreement is impossible. This 
goes against theories of case assignment which take nominative case to be assigned under 
Agree with finite T0 (e.g. Chomsky 2000, 2001) or an Agree operation that yields φ-agreement 
morphology (e.g. Raposo 1987) .

I have proposed that the distribution of nominative case in Kalmyk is more straightforwardly 
captured under a configurational view of case assignment, where nominative is assigned as an 
unmarked case to nominals that have not already been assigned a lexical or dependent case 
(Yip, Maling & Jackendoff 1987; Marantz 1991; McFadden 2004; Preminger 2014; Baker 
2015). Under this view, nominative case is not assigned via the same Agree operation that 
yields φ-agreement. This accounts for why we find nominative subjects in both agreeing and 
non-agreeing nonfinite clauses in Kalmyk. To account for the fact that subject φ-agreement is 
possible only with nominative subjects and not accusative subjects in embedded clauses, I have 
proposed that subject agreement in Kalmyk is sensitive to a nominal’s case value (Bobaljik 
2008; Preminger 2014), and that only unmarked nominative arguments are accessible for 
φ-agreement according to the Case Accessibility Hierarchy (Bobaljik 2008).
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