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Subject Positions in English: From a Discourse Configurational Language to a
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This study has aimed to investigate how syntactic positions for subjects
have changed in the history of English and provide an explanation of the mechanism that drives the
change, in view of the "Feature Inheritance Parameter Hypothesis" proposed under the generative
syntax. We have revealed the following: (i) From Old English to Early Middle English, two syntactic
positions were available for subjects in accordance with their information value; (ii% however,
these two positions underwent an downward shift in the syntactic structure, so that they came to
serve as free variants in Late Middle English through Early Modern English; (iii) finally, the
subject positions were unified in Late Modern English. The validity of our analysis has also been
tested against other diachronic changes and cross-linguistic variations.
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