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NULL SUBJECTS

The null subject has always been central to linguistic theory, because it tells
us a great deal about the underlying structure of language in the human brain,
and about the interface between syntax and semantics. Null subjects exist in
languages such as Italian, Chinese, Russian, and Greek where the subject
of a sentence can be tacitly implied, and is understood from the context.
In this systematic overview of null subjects, José A. Camacho reviews the
key notions of null subject analyses over the past 30 years and encompasses
the most recent findings and developments. He examines a balance of data
on a range of languages with null subjects and also explores how adults
and children acquire the properties of null subjects. This book provides an
accessible and original account of null subject phenomena, ideal for grad-
uate students and academic researchers interested in syntax, semantics, and
language typology.

JOSE A. CAMACHO is an Associate Professor of Linguistics at Rutgers
University, New Jersey.
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xiv  List of abbreviations

SUBJ  subject

TEP  totally empty position
TNS  tense

TOP  topic

TR transitive

ZG Zurich German
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1  Introduction

1.1 Variation and invariance in Generative Grammar

Perhaps one of the most revolutionary tenets that Generative Grammar
assumed from its outset was the idea that all languages share common under-
lying grammatical features, a belief that helped address the puzzling way
in which children learn languages. In particular, as Chomsky has repeatedly
observed (see Chomsky, 1975, 1988, for example), children learn grammat-
ical rules and patterns for which they have little, confusing and sometimes
contradictory evidence (the so-called poverty of stimulus or Plato’s prob-
lem). Furthermore, they do not assume certain grammatical rules that could
be generalized from the available data.! Chomsky has concluded from these
observations that much of the grammatical knowledge we have must be innate,
and that the grammars of languages are much closer to each other than it would
seem at first sight. Both of these conclusions together suggest an explanation
for why the acquisition process seems so effortless and on target: if children
come with an innate predisposition for languages that contains fairly specific
and delimited principles, then they can simply make sense of the linguistic
input around them, guided by such innate principles. The tenet that languages
are underlyingly close has led to important discoveries about similarities in
apparently very different patterns across languages.

While languages may show surprisingly similar abstract patterns, we also
observe obvious surface variation. For example, aspect plays a comparatively
small role in the verbal morphology of English compared to the elaborate
aspectual distinctions of the Russian paradigm. This tension between under-
lying similarity and surface variation has been formalized in many different
ways over the years. In the 1980s framework of Generative Grammar, prin-
ciples represented the invariant component of languages and parameters the
variation dimension.

I Needless to say, the poverty-of-stimulus argument remains a controversial issue in the broader
cognitive-science community.



2 Introduction

To take a particular example of this approach, English or Spanish speak-
ers usually ask questions by displacing the question-word to the beginning of
the clause, whereas Chinese speakers leave those questions words in the same
position as in a declarative, as we see in (1)—(2).

(1) (A quién piensa Pedro que viste? (Spanish)
to whom thinks Pedro that saw.2sG
‘Who does Pedro think that you saw?’

) Zhangsan yiwei Lisi mai-le shinwe (Chinese)
Zhangsan thinks Lisi bought what?
‘What does Zhangsan think Lisi bought?’

Closer examination of these languages suggested that both types have similar
properties, and that the difference may be related to the stages of the deriva-
tion (see Huang, 1982): English and Spanish displace the question-word before
the question is overtly pronounced, whereas Chinese does so after it is overtly
pronounced, at the level of Logical Form (LF). Thus, an invariant principle
(question-words must take scope over the clause) can be expressed in two
ways: through overt or covert movement.> While the validity of the generaliza-
tion proposed by Huang has subsequently been challenged, it exemplifies well
the overall research strategy within the generative paradigm, as well as a spe-
cific formulation of how a common underlying principle can yield superficial
variation through a parameter.

As noted, having a common underlying principle with a limited range of
variation facilitates the process of L1 acquisition: if the child’s knowledge
includes the notion that question-words must take scope over the rest of the
clause, determining whether they move overtly or covertly becomes a matter
of processing the available input.

Within the Principles and Parameters version of the 1980s, the Null Sub-
ject Parameter (NSP) was one of the most studied and formalized instances of
invariance~variation. This parameter tried to account for the fact that subjects
are obligatorily overt in some languages but not in others.

1.2 The Null Subject Parameter

The NSP attempts to provide a unified analysis for the observation that clauses
require obligatorily overt subjects in some languages like French and English
but not in others (Spanish, Irish, Italian, Chinese), as illustrated in (3)—(4).

2 In more recent theoretical approaches, the difference can be cast in terms of where the copy of
the question-word surfaces overtly.



1.2 The Null Subject Parameter 3

3) a. We left.
b. * Left
(4) a. Chuirfeadh Eoghan isteach ar an phost sin. (Irish)
put.cOND. Owen in on that job

‘Owen would apply for that job.”
(from McCloskey and Hale, 1984, 490, ex. 4)

b. Chuirfidis isteach ar an phost sin. (Irish)
put.3.PL.COND in on that job
‘They would put in on that job.’

One could simply propose a typological description of this difference along
the lines of (5). While this is a reasonable statement of the facts, it raises some
questions, such as why speakers interpret chuirfeadh ‘would put’ in (3b) as
having the same type of subject (agent, theme) as in (3a), regardless of whether
the actual subject is present or absent.

(5) Languages of the world vary among those that have obligatory subjects and
those that have optional subjects.

An alternative approach is to assume that clauses in all languages have sub-
jects and the variation comes from whether the overt expression of that subject
is obligatory or not. The explicit formalization of this proposal was initially
formulated as the Projection Principle (Chomsky, 1981, 38), a principle that
suggests that the lexical properties of the words determine the shape of a clause
throughout its derivation. For example, a transitive verb like eat is marked in
the lexicon as assigning two theta roles, so it will require two syntactic argu-
ments (subject and object) to realize those theta roles and those arguments must
be realized at all times. In other words, if a given head is lexically specified as
assigning a theta role, that role must be assigned to a syntactically realized
constituent, and this constituent must be present at all levels of representation.

The Projection Principle makes thematic subjects obligatory in all clauses in
all languages because a verb like chuirfeadh ‘would put’ in (4) assigns a theta
role, hence it must have a syntactic argument to bear that role, regardless of
whether it is overt or null, otherwise the Projection Principle will be violated.?

This formulation does not account for why syntactic subjects seem to be
obligatory in languages like English even when the subject is semantically
vacuous, as in (6)—(7). Since seem in (6a) does not assign an interpretation

3 The Projection Principle does not directly derive the requirement that the subject appear in Spec,
IP. In the Principles and Parameters framework, this is a by-product of the fact that nominative
case was assigned in Spec, IP.



4 Introduction

(i.e. a theta role) to its subject, the Projection Principle does not require an
overt argument; however, the absence of the expletive if renders the example
ungrammatical, as seen in (6b).

(6) a. It seems to be raining.
b. * Seems to be raining.

The situation is slightly different for the expletive in (7a): the verb surprise
does assign two theta roles, one of them to the indirect object me, the other to
the clause that you couldn’t finish your meal, but the expletive in the preverbal
subject position arguably does not receive a separate theta role. In fact, when
the clausal subject appears initially, as in (7b), the expletive is no longer possi-
ble. This suggests that the clause is the thematic subject both in (7a) and (7b),
and that the expletive is somehow doubling that subject in (7a). Likewise, it
shows that the presence of the expletive in (7a) is not related to the Projection
Principle, since the subject theta role is assigned to the clause.

(7 a. It surprised me [that you couldn’t finish your meal].
b. [That you couldn’t finish your meal] surprised me.

The facts just described regarding expletives led to the principle in (8), which
essentially captures the fact that even non-theta-assigning verbs require an
overt expletive subject in English and other languages. The qualification that
the subject must be in Spec, [P is meant to derive the difference between (7a)
and (7b). In the first case, the clausal subject is not in Spec, IP, therefore an
expletive is required.

(8) All clauses must have a subject (in Spec, IP).

The Projection Principle (the requirement that thematic arguments be present
throughout the derivation) and the requirement that clauses have subjects con-
stitute the Extended Projection Principle (EPP) (see Chomsky, 1986, 116
and Svenonius, 2002, 9 for a summary), although EPP is frequently used with
the more restricted meaning that clauses require subjects.

Once one assumes a principle like the EPP, it follows that languages are
much more similar than what (5) would suggest, and it also follows that clauses
don’t really ever lack a subject, they simply have ones that are syntactically
present but not overtly realized. In this way, the examples in (4a-b) and (3a)
above have similar underlying representations, perhaps along the lines of (9).
In (9a), pro represents a null subject in Irish, and it appears in the position
where overt subjects usually appear in that language.



