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Building on extensive quantitative studies on word order preferences in ditransitive constructions, this 

paper proposes to revisit the prevailing analysis of syntactic structure of the Persian VP which assumes 

two distinction syntactic positions for the DO depending on whether it carries the enclitic =rā or not. 

The prevailing view of the Persian VP initially suggested in generative studies assumes a hierarchical 

structure, mainly motivated by the existence of differential object marking (DOM), which requires 

definite/specific DOs to be marked by =rā.  In this view, rā-marked DOs are assumed to occupy a higher 

syntactic position than their non-rā-marked counterparts do (e.g. Browning & E. Karimi 1994; 

Ghomeshi 1997; Karimi 2003; Ganjavi 2007; Modarressi 2014). More precisely, in line with studies 

such as Diesing (1992), these studies claim that unmarked DOs are VP internal while rā-marked DOs 

are VP external. Note that most of these studies do not formulate their claim in terms of DOM but in 

terms of a binary feature such as specificity assumed to trigger rā-marking (cf. e.g. Karimi 2003:91). 

The phrase structures in (1), adopted from Karimi (2003:105), illustrate these two syntactic positions. 

(1)    a.    [VP DP[+rā] [V ˈ  PP V]]  

   b.    [VP [V ˈ  PP  [V ˈ  DP[-rā] V]]]  

(2)   a.   (S) OD[+rā] OI V 

         b.   (S) OI  OD[-rā] V 

The main argument put forward in support of this view is a broadly admitted hypothesis on the 

canonical/neutral/unmarked word order between the direct and the indirect object (IO). As illustrated 

in (2), it is assumed that in a neutral word order a rā-marked DO precedes while an unmark DO 

follows the IO (e.g. Browning & Karimi 1994; Mahootian 1997; Karimi 2003; Rasekhmahand 2004), 

as illustrated in (2). However, this hypothesis lacks solid empirical underpinning and has been put to 

question by recent quantitative studies (e.g. Faghiri & Samvelian 2014; Faghiri et al. 2014).  

In order to have a better understanding of the issue at stake, let us consider the definition of the canonical 

word order. One of the most consensual definitions stipulates that the dominant word order is the order 

in which constituents appear in least pragmatically and stylistically marked or neutral sentences (cf. 

Siewierska 1988). Meanwhile, identifying the dominant word order among semantically, or truth-

conditionally, equivalent word orders is not self-evident, especially based on pragmatic unmarkedness, 

which is not a straightforward notion (cf. e.g. Lambrecht 1996). Frequency is one single criterion upon 

which most authors rely to identify the dominant word order (if any) among competing orders in a given 

language. Naturally, in some cases intuitions are strong enough to be regarded as robust and reliable. 

Nevertheless, in other cases, where the difference between available alternatives are more subtle, 

intuitions are less stable. Regarding the relative order between the DO and the IO in Persian, while 

identifying the canonical order is straightforward for rā-marked and bare (single-word) DOs, as in ex. 

3-a and 3-b, it is not for other types of unmarked DOs. For instance, some reference grammars accept 

both word orders for unmarked DOs carrying the indefinite enclitic =i, as illustrated in ex. 3-c (Givi 

Ahmadi & Anvari, 1995:305). In such cases, the quantitative approach, provided methodological 

standards are respected, remains the most reliable way to identify the canonical order.  

(3) a. Yusef ketāb=rā be ketābxane dād 

            Y       book=RA  to  library      gave 

        ‘Yusef gave the book to the library.’ 

 b. Yusef az      ketābxāne ketāb gereft 

       Y        from library       book   took 

      ‘Yusef took a/some book(s) from the library.’ 

 c. (i). Yusef ketāb=i       az     ketābxāne gereft    

                 Y        book=INDF from library      took  

      (ii). Yusef az       ketābxāne ketāb=i       gereft 

                Y        from library       book=INDF took  

               ‘Yusef took a book from the library.  

 

Figure 1 Word order by DO type 



Indeed, recent quantitative studies on word order preferences between the DO and the IO, including a 

series of sentence production experiments, have allowed for a better understanding of word order 

preferences in the preverbal domain. Figure 1 summarizes the distribution of word order (i.e. DO-IO-V 

vs. IO-DO-V) for the above-mentioned three DO types in the sentence productions of 60 Persian native 

speakers, see Faghiri (2016:182-196) for details. As it is clearly illustrated by the data, the predictions 

of (1) and (2), are only verified for bare (single-word) and rā-marked DOs. Unmarked DOs carrying an 

indefinite determination, contrary to these predictions, group with rā-marked DOs, rather than bare DOs, 

and prefer the DO-IO-V order. At first sight, this implies that bareness should replace rā-marking in (2) 

in order to obtain an empirically valid generalization: non-bare DOs precede while bare DOs follow the 

IO. Meanwhile, the degree of determination (i.e. zero, indefinite, =rā) obtained by crossing the two 

features provides even better predictions.  Furthermore, functional factors such as relative length and 

animacy are also shown to be involved. Interestingly, bare modified DOs (ex. ketāb=e amuzeš=e 

akkassi) are shown to display a significantly less strong preference to appear adjacent to the verb than 

their single-word counterparts. In sum these studies show that: 1) any generalization based solely on rā-

marking is too strong and yields wrong predictions and 2) the linear position of the DO can be accounted 

for in terms of soft/functional constrains (i.e. the more the DO is salient and/or (semantically) 

independent from the verb, the more it is likely to be separate from the verb and thus precede the IO).  

These findings strongly undermine the widespread dichotomous view of the Persian VP, while they are 

compatible with a flat structure view (cf. Samvelian 2001; Bonami & Samvelian 2015). In addition, in 

line with these findings, a close examination of the other existing arguments put forward in favor of this 

view (Faghiri & Samvelian 2016; Faghiri 2016:220-256) shows that there exists no conclusive evidence 

justifying a dichotomous view of the Persian VP. 
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