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10 - Overt vs. Null Expletives

1 Brief Introduction

1.1 Expletives 
Expletives are pronominal items that are not assigned a thematic role by a verb (nor by any other predicate). Consequently, they appear to lack a referent of their own they cannot be interpreted. 

Expletives occur for purely syntactic reasons in syntactic positions such as SpecIP whose overt realization is favored by specific constraints of grammar, such as for example the SUBJECT constraint (or the corresponding principle, depending on what framework you are in).

Compare the pronominal subject in (1), which is theta-assigned and thus has both an interpretation and a referent, with the pronominal subject in (2), which is not theta assigned and thus is an expletive. 

(1) This table is very fragile. It will collapse very soon.

(2) It seems that the table is very fragile.

English also allows for an additional expletive ‘there’ in constructions involving postverbal subjects like (3)-(4) below. Contrast it with the non-expletive theta-assigned locative ‘there’ in (5).

(3) There arrived three men.

(4) There were three children in the garden

(5) I will never go there.

1.2 Expletives and the Lexicon

What interests us is what determines the availability of overt expletives in a language. Should they be listed in the lexicon of a language, as it is usually maintained, or does their existence follow from a language’s grammar? 

Given that in many languages expletives look like pronouns and that their distribution is syntactically determined (occurring whenever a syntactic position lacking theta-assignment must be overtly realized due to some principle), we could reasonably expect that expletives need not be listed in the lexicon separately and independently of referential pronouns. A pronoun should be listed just once with its expletive or referential use following from the syntactic context in which occurs, depending on whether the pronoun is or is not theta-marked.

Null Expletives – This is linguistically very wise, except that null-subject languages like Italian allow for overt pronouns but not for overt expletives, as shown by the examples below. 
(6) ____  sembra che il tavolo sia fragile

(it)
  seems that the table is fragile.

(7) ____ sono arrivati tre uomini

(there) are arrived three men
(8) ____ c’erano tre bambini in giardino 

(Pronominal clitic ‘ci’ not in SpecIP, though possibly an expletive).

(there)clitic  were three children in garden 
This is not what we expected given the above reasoning. Consider examples (9)-(11) below. A priori, we would expect the overt pronoun ‘esso’ (it) to behave like English and be used referentially when theta-assigned, as in (9), and as an overt expletive when not theta-assigned, as in (10).  Instead a null subject is obligatory, as shown in (11). Note that here we are not dealing with a topic-referring subject, because expletive subjects are neither topics nor non-topics because they lack an interpretation and a referent. So there is no immediately obvious reason for their ungrammatical status. 

(9)  
Marco visitó il paese. 

Esso era stato fondato dai Romani nel 300 ac  

Mark visited the village. 
It was been founded by-the Romans in 300 B.D. 

(10) *esso sembra che questo tavolo sia fragile

  it  seems that this table be fragile

(11) ___ sembra che questo tavolo sia fragile

       seems that this table be fragile

Null Expletive Licensing – Linguists have accounted for (10)-(11) by arguing that the parameter that licenses null subjects in Italian also licenses null expletive subjects. The problem that is not addressed is the same that we found when examining the distribution of referential null subjects: it is not sufficient to account for why null subjects, whether expletive or not, are possible; we also have to account for why they are obligatory under the relevant syntactic contexts. 

Without such an account, any analysis that aspires to be complete must resort to effectively listing the set of allowed expletives in each language: overt expletives in English and null expletives in Italian (if the latter exist. Alternatively, the Italian lexicon would simply lack any expletive pronoun, so that no subject could be supplied in sentences requiring expletive subjects). 

This is a high price to pay, as the similarity between expletives and referential pronouns then becomes an accident, and this is certainly a ‘no-no’ in any explanatory model of … anything. So, our goal is a model of grammar with the following properties:

(12) - 
 Single pronominal entries: A single entry in the functional lexicon for each pronominal item.
· Contextual determination of expletive status: Expletives are contextually determined.
· Derivation of crosslinguistic distribution: Lack of overt expletives in null subject languages is 















   accounted for.
2 Single entries and Contextual determination 

2.1 GENeration

Let us assume that pronouns are freely generated by GEN, so that structures with overt pronouns compete with structures lacking them. In addition, depending on the thematic roles available with the particular verb in input, the pronoun is attributed an interpretation if thematically assigned, thus counting as non-expletive, or left without one when assigned no theta-role, in which case the pronoun constitutes an expletive pronoun. 

For example, given the input <bark(x), x=dog>, and assuming that pronouns can freely replace nouns with the same gender and number features (here masculine singular), GEN generates the structures below. Pronoun ‘it’ in (13b)  is assigned a thematic role and an interpretation by the verb and will be optimal whenever the relevant conditions for pronominalisation apply.

(13) input = <bark(x), x=dog>,

a. 

A dog barks

b. 
It barks

c. 
__ barks

The exact same three candidates are generated when the input verb does NOT assign a thematic role to the subject. This is the case with ‘seem’ under the input <seem(x), x=<bark(y), y=wolf>>. Here ‘it’ is an expletive, because it lacks an interpretation. For the same reason, the nominal phrase ‘a dog’ is an expletive too. For convenience, expletive phrases will be marked with the subscript ‘expl’.

(14) input = <seem(x), x=<bark(y), y=wolf>>

a.

[A dog]expl seems [that a wolf barks] 

b.  
It expl seems [that a wolf barks]

c.  
__ seems [that a wolf barks]

Under this model of pronominal generation, pronouns are listed only once in the lexicon and their referential vs expletive used is contextually determined. We also assume that independent conditions determine when referential pronouns are preferred to non-pronominal expressions such as ‘the dog’ in (13). 

2.2 FULL-INT

Expletives are unwelcome in most syntactic contexts. This implies that grammarS are equipped with a constraint against them. For example, in (15) below, an expletive interpretation for ‘it’ is disallowed. Pronoun ‘it’ cannot realize realizing the object position of a verb that assigns no object theta-role. It follows that some constraint of grammar must militate against it. 
(15) * John sleeps it  (with it expletive)

Likewise in (16) below, both ‘it’-pronouns lack an interpretation, but while the first expletive is supported by the constraint SUBJECT requiring overt subjects, the second expletive has no equivalent support, and its presence is sufficient to make the whole sentence ungrammatical. The same holds for the examples in (17): in both cases the expletive is not required by any syntactic constraint and makes the sentence ungrammatical, showing that some grammar constraint militating against expletives is at work.
(16) *It snows it
(17) a.

*I am happy itexpl
b.

*We like chicken itexpl 

This constraint has been called ‘Full-Interpretation’, or FULL-INT. As the name suggests, FULL-INT requires the intrinsic referential content of every item in the structure (also called the ‘lexical conceptual structure’ of the item at issue) to be fully interpreted. FULL-INT is failed by any item lacking a thematic role, because they cannot be interpreted. 

(16) FULL-INT = fully interpret any item (or more technically: parse its lexical conceptual structure).

Consider again examples (18)-(19) below: they all violate FULL-INT. Likewise, structure (19a) is better than (19b), as it incurs one less FULL-INT violation. 

(18) a.

*I am happy itexpl
b.

*We like chicken itexpl 

(19) a.

Itexpl snows 

b.

*Itexpl snows itexpl
If we make the plausible assumption that pronouns have a simpler lexical conceptual structure than other lexical items, and that FULL-INT is all the more violated the more complex the lexical conceptual structure of an uninterpreted item, then FULL-INT  also accounts for why expletives are pronominal rather than lexical. 
For example, in the competition between (20a) and (20b) below, ‘a dog’ in (20a) violates FULL-INT  more than ‘it’ in (20b), because the intrinsic content left uninterpreted is greater for ‘a dog’ than for ‘it’. Under this view, pronouns are the items with the simplest conceptual content, and thus the expletive of choice when one is imposed by higher ranked constraints.

(20) input = <seem(x), x=<bark(x), x=wolf>>

a.

*[A dog]expl seems [that a wolf barks] 

b.  
It expl seems [that a wolf barks]

The only issues remaining with respect to goal (12) above concerns identifying the constraints that make expletives grammatical in the relevant syntactic contexts and –most important– accounting for their cross-linguistic distribution, with overt expletives in English but null ones in Italian.

3 Crosslinguistic Analysis: FULL-INT vs SUBJECT
The following analysis differs from Grimshaw and Samek-Lodovici (1998) in that it excludes the null candidate NIL. Under the appropriate ranking, its inclusion in GEN gives rise to languages where silence is syntactically optimal, an undesired result. The analysis also omits the constraint PARSE, since its only genuine function in the original analysis is to eliminate the null candidate. 

Ungrammatical Expletives – The competition we are interested in is between structures with an expletive and structures lacking one. When no constraint favors expletives, FULL-INT guarantees their suboptimal status, as shown below. Note that the ranking of FULL-INT relative to SUBJECT is irrelevant.

(21) Italian/English: impossibility of unfavored expletives.

	Lack of expletive objects
	SUBJECT
	Full Interpretation

	a.( John exists
	
	

	b. 

John exists itexpl
	
	*

	c. 

John exists dogexpl
	
	***…


Overt Expletives (ENGLISH) – The licensing of overt expletives in specIP position follows from the conflict between SUBJECT and FULL‑INT. Languages where SUBJECT outranks FULL-INT allow for overt expletives in specIP position. 

(22) English overt expletives: SUBJECT >> FULL-INT 

	Overt expletive subjects
	SUBJECT
	Full Interpretation

	a. 

___ seems that …
	*
	

	b. ( itexpl seems that …
	
	*

	c. dogexpl seems that …
	
	***…


Null Expletives (ITALIAN): The opposite ranking makes overt expletives impossible, because SUBJECT is no longer a sufficient reason to violate FULL-INT. Null subjects are now obligatory whenever the subject is not assigned an interpretation.

(23) Italian null expletives: FULL-INT >> SUBJECT 

	Null expletive subjects
	Full Interpretation
	SUBJECT

	a. ( ___ sembra che …




  seems that
	
	*

	b.   essoexpl sembra che
	*
	

	b.   Caneexpl sembra che
	***…
	


Crosslinguistic vs. Language internal variation – Once again, we see a crosslinguistic paradigm replicated within one language. The input-sensitive constraint is Full-Int, while the insensitive one is SUBJECT. 

(24) Distribution of expletive and non-topic referential subjects 

	Realization of specIP position
	Italian
	English

	Non theta-marked subjects
	Null
	Overt

	Theta-marked subjects (& non topic)
	Overt
	Overt


The underlying logic of the above OT analysis is the same used for the analysis of referential null subjects. There is a single underlying conflict between two universal constraints: FULL-INT  and SUBJECT. Languages rank these constraints freely. When SUBJECT is highest, overt expletives are necessary. Placing FULL-INT  highest, determines at once the crosslinguistic and language internal alternation, as FULL-INT only militates against expletive subjects, but lets the effects of SUBJECT surface relative to referential (non topic) subjects. 

4 Exercise - Expletives vs.  Referential Pronouns

As is always the case in OT, we must check whether the new competitors that we have let in —here expletives— undermine previous analyses which did not include them among the competing candidates. 

Let us assume that even when a verb can assign a thematic role to its pronominal subject, GEN has the option to build a structure where that thematic role is left assigned, so that the corresponding pronominal subject remains an expletive. Do these expletive subjects constitute a danger for the analysis of the distribution of subjects with topic and non-topic referents?
· English – English has overt subjects across both topic and non-topic referents. Overt expletives provide a way to satisfy DROP-TOPIC because they lack a referent altogether and hence DROPTOPIC cannot be assessed and is vacuously satisfied. As the tableaux show, overt expletives do not threaten overt referential subjects provided that FULL-INT >>DROP-TOPIC. 

	Topic referent
	SUBJECT
	Full Interpretation
	Drop-Topic

	a. ( you sing
	
	
	* 

	b.

  itexpl sing
	
	*!
	


	Non-Topic referent
	SUBJECT
	Full Interpretation
	Drop-Topic

	a. ( you sing
	
	
	

	b.

  itexpl sing
	
	*!
	


The final ranking for English thus is:  SUBJECT >> FULL-INT >> DROP-TOPIC

· Italian – In Italian, DROP-TOPIC outranks SUBJECT and it is always satisfied by the optimal candidate, whether the subject’s referent is a topic or a non-topic. The expletive candidate does not bring any improvement on DropTopic, which it vacuously satisfies, and thus it does not determine any new ranking condition relative to this constraint. However, the expletive candidate provides a new way to satisfy SUBJECT. It must thus be eliminated via the ranking FULL‑INT >> SUBJECT.

	Topic referent
	Drop-Topic
	Full Interpretation
	SUBJECT

	a. ( ___  canti





 sing.2sg
	
	
	*

	b. essoexpl canti

it.3sg 
sing.2sg
	
	*!
	


	Non-Topic referent
	Drop-Topic
	Full Interpretation
	SUBJECT

	a. ( Tu canti
	
	
	

	b.

essoexpl canti
	
	*!
	


The final conditions characterizing Italian are:  {DROP-TOPIC, FULL-INT} >> SUBJECT
· EXERCISE – Consider the crosslinguistic typology implied by the constraints FULL-INT, SUBJECT, and DropTopic. Is there a language (i.e. a ranking) that makes the expletive candidate examined above optimal for either topic or non-topic subjects?






PAGE  
6

