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Syntactic analysis of temporal when-clauses 
in comparison with free relatives 

 

SHUHAMA Yuji 
 

This paper provides a syntactic analysis of temporal when-clauses in English in 

comparison with free relatives. Historically related to when as temporal conjunctions, free 
relative when and its subordinating clauses share several syntactic properties in common, 

including the operator nature of wh-phrases and the variable categorial status of when-

clauses. We argue for uninterpretable tense and operator features in C of temporal when-
clauses triggering necessary overt/covert movement and also for a null P-head for the 

clauses to adjoin to main clauses for temporal interpretation. 
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1.  

temporal (subordinate) clause  

 

1.1  
when after by the time

(1) Somali  

 

(1) [waagii ay inanta ahayd] Dhegdheer way qurux badnaan jirtey. 
   Time.the she girl.the was Dhegdheer she beauty much.be used 

   ‘When she was a girl, Dhegdheer was very beautiful.’ 

(Saeed 1999:218; Diessel 2001:436 ) 
 

(1) time waagii when

1.2  

when waagii
OV

VO

(2)  

 

 



 10  
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(2) a. OV    
(2) b. VO (i)      

(2) b. VO (ii)     

 
(2b) VO

Diessel (2001)

when

(2b) (i)  

 

1.3  
Sequence of Tense: SOT

(3) (3a)

(3b)  

 
(3) a. Then, John said, “I am very hungry.” 

(3) b. Then, John said that he was very hungry.   2013:99,  

 
Bošković (2012) SOT SOT

SOT

Bošković (Serbo-Croatian: S.C.)

SOT (4)  

 
(4) a. John believed that Mary was ill.   

(4) b. Jovan je vjerovao da je Marija bila bolesna.   S.C.  

     ‘Jovan believed that Mary was ill’ (Bošković 2012:226-227, ) 
 

(4a)

(4b)
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(4b)
SOT

(5)  

 
(5) a. Jovan je vjerovao da je Marija bolesna.  S.C  

    ‘Jovan believed that Mary is ill.’ (Bošković 2012:227) 

(5) b.   
 

(5) vjerovao

 
SOT SOT Bošković

SOT

Fukui (1988)

syntactically inactive: 

TP T
SOT

 

(6)  

 

(6) a.  
(6) b. OV VO  

(6) c. T SOT  

 

2. when  (1): wh  
when

when

 

 

2.1 wh  
(7) wh (b) C  
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(7) a. When did you take the picture? 
(8) b. [CP when [C’ did [TP you take the picture when ]]] C: [Tns], [Op] 

 

(7) C wh uninterpretable 
feature [Tns (Tense)] [Op (Operator)]

C

(Past) T [uTns: __]  [uTns: Past]
wh when (Question: Q)

[uOp: __]  [uOp: Q] CP when

interpretable wh [iOp: Q]
“For which t, t a time, you took the picture at t”

 

 

2.2  
2.2.1  

(8) wh  
 

(8) a. Monday is when my mother is busiest. 

(9) b. … [CP when [C’ did [TP my mother is busiest when ]] C: [Tns], [Op] 
 

(7) (8) C (7) did

T C T-to-C head movement
C weak

C TP T

[uTns: __]W  [uTns: Pres]W (7)
strong [uTns: __]S  

embedded question C

when C T

(9a), (9b-i) Pres/Past
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(9) a. *Monday is [DP [CP when [TP my mother being busiest]]]. 
(9) b. (i) *May to October is when Malaga being at its busiest. 

(9) b. (ii) May to October is when Malaga is    at its busiest. 

 
when TP C

[uTns: __]W TP being

T C (9a)
(9b-i) 10  

 

2.2.2  
(7) (8) when

when C [uOp: __]

(7) wh CP [iOp: R] R
relative [uOp: __]  [uOp: R]  

(8) (11) (10)

 
 

(10) Monday is the day when my mother is busiest. 

(11) Monday is the day when my mother is busiest.  (=(8a)) 
 

Huddleston and Pullum (2002) (11) fused relatives

wh (fused) 11

(abandon) that which we hold most dear what we hold most dear (eat) the scraps that 

I’d left on my plate what I had left on my plate

wh wh NP PP
 

Declerck (1997) (11) when  ‘the time 

at which…’ NP
D eD CP eD CP

DP (8b) (12)  

 
(12) … [DP eD [CP when [C’ [TP my mother is busiest when ]]]] 
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(13)
D DP hate  

 

(13) I hated [DP/*CP when teachers left a ‘?’ when they graded my work]. 
 

CP hate

wh

D  

 

3. when  (2):  
3.1 when 

wh

(14) what  

 
(14) Families ate [what [they grew __/*the food]]  (Kim 2017:367) 

 

wh CP
wh

(15) when, where whenever, wherever  

 
(15) a. We will start [whenever [you are ready __/??at 5 o’clock]]. 

(16) b. I will put my toys [wherever [you are putting yours __/??in your toy box]]. 

 
(15a) whenever

when  

Haegeman (2010) when CP
(16) (a), (b) when IP CP (b)

the office topicalization CP  

 
(16) a. John left [CP when [IP Sheila left the office when]]. 

(17) b.*John left [CP when the office [IP Sheila left the office when]].  (Haegeman 2010:635) 
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(16b) when
, intervention effect  

Haegeman (17) when IP TP

 
 

(17) John left when Sheila said he should leave. 

(18) a. … [CP when [IP Sheila said [CP [IP … ]] t ]]  
(18) b. … [CP when [IP … [CP [IP he should leave t ]]]]  

Larson 1987; Haegeman 2010:635  

 
(a) said (b) leave when

when IP

TP  
 

3.2 when  
2.2.2  ‘when = the time at which’ 

when  ‘at the time at which’ P eP CP

eP CP PP 12

(18) TP  
 

(18) [TP John left [PP eP [CP when [C’ [TP Sheila said “no” when ]]]]] 

 
C (19)

(18) when T

C C [uTns: __]W

C T (19)- when

(T: temporal) C [uOp: __] when CP

[iOp: T] (19)-  
CP

P PP TP (19)- TP

T when
SOT
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wh when
 

 

(19)        TP 
 

John left    PP  

 
P          CP 

eP   

when        C’ 
 

C             TP 

[uOp: T] ⇦ [uOp: __] 
[uTns: Past] ⇦ [uTns: __]W  Sheila T said “no” when 

              [iTns: Past]   [iOp: T] 

 
 

 

4.  
when

when

SOT T

 
When

when CP

P PP TP
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