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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation investigates the use of null and overt subject pronouns in Cairene 

Arabic. The data for the study are: 1) a corpus of 1944 clauses from a movie; and 2) 

responses of 6 Egyptian consultants regarding their preference for the use/non-use of 

subject pronouns in those clauses. In indicative sentences, overt pronouns are used about 

one-third of the time with both first and second person subjects (31.7% and 29.8%, 

respectively). The percentage for third person subjects is only 6.4%. The claim, made 

frequently over the last 20 years, that null subjects can only occur in Arabic with 

predicates that have person marking is shown to be empirically incorrect. Numerous 

examples of null anaphora with predicates lacking person marking are presented and I 

argue that the information processing strategies needed to recover the intended subject 

with such predicates is not qualitatively different from strategies needed to recover null 

subjects with predicates that do have subject person marking. Referential ambiguity 

across predicate types was analyzed in order to determine whether or not this ambiguity 

was playing a role in motivating more overt pronoun use. I found no evidence that this 

ambiguity leads to increased overt pronoun use. 

The traditional explanation of overt pronoun use in terms of expressing 

"emphasis" and/or "contrast" is not illuminating. These terms are not semantic or 

pragmatic primitives and do not explain the underlying discourse circumstances that lead 

to overt pronoun use. I explain the use of overt pronouns as resulting from an extra 

"layer" of meaning implicit in the utterance with the overt pronoun and argue that the 

added meaning can frequently not be conveyed without the overt pronoun. Once speaker 

illocutionary intent is taken into consideration, the use of an overt pronoun frequently 

becomes pragmatically obligatory. The sources of that added, often indirect, meaning are 

identified through a carefiil analysis of examples in the corpus which consultants 

indicated were pragmatically obligatory. In addition, an information processing function 

of "predicate signaling" is proposed for overt pronouns occurring with definite NP 

predicates that could be interpreted as new subjects of predication, in the absence of an 

overt subject pronoun. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The Questions 

The fact that some languages allow verbal arguments to be unexpressed has 

received a great deal of attention in the field of linguistics in recent years, both from 

linguists working within the Principles and Parameters generative framework as well as 

those working within more discourse and/or functionally grounded frameworks. A basic 

intuition expressed in traditional grammatical treatises as well as more formal, theoretical 

ones, is that this possibility of not overtly expressing a verbal argument is linked in some 

way to the inflectional morphology of the language. The intuitive argument is that since 

the inflectional morphology encodes the person, number and gender features (henceforth, 

phi-features^ of the intended subject, an overt subject pronoun is referentially "redundant" 

and therefore, can be omitted. Another oft-recurring "truism" regarding this phenomenon 

is that, in a language that allows unexpressed subjects, the null option is the unmarked 

case and the occurrence of an overt pronoun marks some manner of "contrastive 

emphasis" or simply "emphasis". 

The option to either use or not use an overt subject pronoun is one kind of 

synchronic variation that gives speakers alternative ways to express the same meaning. 

Various examples of linguistic (phonological, morphological and syntactic) variation 

have been studied by linguists concerned with the mechanisms underlying speakers' 

choices when options exist. An important objective within this research paradigm has 

been to identify the mechanisms that underlie speakers' choices among variants 

synchronically as well as to investigate how those choices are related to diachronic 

language change. Within this framework a "functional" explanation of variation has been 

proposed which claims that speakers choose options available to them in such as way that 

meaning is preserved. In other words, given a choice between two forms, speakers will 

choose forms that result in a preserving of informational content of their utterances. 

Labov (1994: 548-568) reviews a number of studies that test the functional hypothesis 

and concludes that"... in the stream of speech, one variant or the other is chosen without 
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regard to the maximization of information. On the contrary, the major effects that 

determine such choices are mechanical: phonetic conditioning and simple repetition of 

preceding structure" (568). Of particular relevance to the current study is his review of 

research done by Cameroon (1992) on the relationship between the loss of particular 

morphological distinctions in Spanish verbal paradigms and the frequency of overt 

pronoun use. He concludes that "... whatever processes are operating to increase 

pronoun use in Latin American dialects, they cannot represent a response to speakers' 

perceived need to convey information, by providing pronouns in the particular utterances 

where verbal inflections are missing" (576). Labov notes that there is evidence that, over 

time, the information bearing capacity of a language is indeed preserved but that there is 

no evidence that this is effected synchronically by speakers choosing variants that 

preserve information. 

The current study examines, in detail, the role that morphology plays in one 

language, Cairene Arabic, in allowing and/or motivating sentences to be formed with or 

without an overt subject pronoun,^ as illustrated in (1); 

(1) huwwa/0 hayuusil baSd PusbuuS 
it/0 will-arrivCa^B after week 

'It will arrive in a week.' 

Cairene Arabic has fairly rich verbal inflectional morphology that, except for a few cases 

of homophony in the verbal paradigms, specifies the phi-features of the subject as 

unambiguously as an overt pronoun subject would. However, like other dialects of Arabic 

(and other Semitic languages), it lacks a present tense copular verb with stative meaning 

and therefore, it also has predicate types with less or no subject agreement marking. This 

mixed system is of interest as it allows a comparison, within one language, between the 

role of inflectional morphology on the one hand and more general discourse 

interpretation strategies on the other, in the "recovery" of unexpressed subject pronouns. 

For Arabic, it has been widely argued or assumed (Benmamoun 1994, Eid 1993, Farghaly 

1982, Jelinek 1983, 2002, Kenstowitz 1989, Mohammed 1988) that null subjects are 

possible only when the predicate has person subject marking. The intuitive explanation 

^ Cairene Arabic does not allow null objects. 
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that is offered to account for this purported restriction has been that person marking is 

crucial in order for the marking of the predicate to be "pronominal" and, in turn, 

"pronominal" marking in the predicate is argued to be necessary in order for the subject 

pronoun to be omitted. One of the objectives of the current study is to evaluate the 

accuracy of that assertion, based on the occurrence of null and overt subject pronouns 

with a variety of predicate types in a database of conversational utterances. 

More broadly, the current study aims to: 1) give a comprehensive, descriptive 

presentation of the distribution of overt and null subject pronoun reference in various 

syntactic and discourse environments; 2) evaluate the extent to which prior proposals 

help to explain that distribution; 3) determine to what extent there is optionality in the 

system; 4) determine and characterize the role of "contrast" and "emphasis" in the 

system; 5) identify the role of referential ambiguity in the system; and 6) contribute to the 

understanding of the motivations for using an overt pronoun by examining in detail the 

factors that determine their occurrence and providing, wherever possible, deterministic 

explanations for their occurrence/non-occurrence. These objectives will be pursued with 

reference to prior work in Arabic and also, but to a lesser extent, work in other languages. 

Chapter 1 presents a brief sketch of the system of subject phi-feature marking in 

predicates in Cairene Arabic as well as some basic information about the syntax of the 

language which is particularly germane for the current study. Chapter 2 presents a 

literature review including: 1) a summary and evaluation of proposals for the formal 

representation of overt and null subject pronouns within the Principles and Parameters 

theoretical syntax framework; and 2) a survey of prior research on the occurrence/non-

occurrence of overt pronouns in Cairene Arabic. Chapter 3 contains a detailed discussion 

of the methods employed in data collection and analysis for the current study. Chapter 4 

presents the results of the data analysis. Chapter 5 provides a summary of the major 

results of the current research and suggests areas for future investigation. 

In this chapter, a description of the independent and bound pronouns in Cairene 

Arabic is given in section 1.2. Sections 1,3 to 1.5 present a sketch of those aspects of the 

syntax and morphology of the language that will be relevant to the discussion of null and 
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overt subject pronouns in subsequent chapters. The presentation will focus on the extent 

to which various sentence and predicate types specify the phi-features of a null subject 

compared to the extent to which the overt pronominal system does so.^ 

1.2 Independent and bound pronouns 

Table 1.1 illustrates the eight, distinct independent personal pronouns in Cairene 

Arabic in addition to the two most frequently used respectful second person pronouns. 

There is gender distinction in the second and third person singular pronouns only. 

Table 1.1 Independent Personal Pronouns in Cairene Arabic 
Singular Plural 

First Person ana ihna 
Second Person inta [m] inti [f] intu 
Respectful hadritok/ hadritik/ hadaratkum 

si^adtak siSadtik siSadatkum 
Third Person huwwa [m] hiyya [f] humma 

In addition, there are two series of oblique pronoun suffixes that have the same 

phi-feature marking as the independent pronouns. One series attaches to verbs and the 

other to prepositions^ and nouns. The two series are identical except for the form of the 

first person singular suffix so I will present them together in Table 1.2. 

Table 1.2 Personal Pronoun Suffixes 
Singular Plural 

First Person -ni^ -i'' -na 

Second Person -ak [m] -ik [f] -ku 

Third Person -u [m] -ha [f] -hum 
^ Verb suffix. Noun and preposition suffix. 

In an extensive survey of terms of address used in Cairene Arabic, Parkinson 

(1985) uses the term "sisters of inta" to describe the set of polite second person forms in 

the language. He says that: 

^ In discussions of null arguments, this comparative aspect of the phemomenon is often overlooked. That is, 
the question is not how "rich" the inflectional system is in absolute terms, but how rich it is in comparison 
to the overt independent pronoun system of the language. 
^ There are in fact variants of the series that attaches to prepositions but they are similar in terms of the phi-
feature identification and so only the main series is presented. See Abdel-Massih et al, (1979: 217) for 
further details. 
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They form a swing category between "real" terms of address and the second 
person pronoun forms . . . like the second person pronouns they take part in the 
primary grammatical relations of the sentences in which they appear, functioning 
as the subject, object, or oblique object in the sentence and in general replacing 
the 'inta' form wherever it appears. There is, however, no special verb conjugation 
for these forms, so when they are the subject of a verbal sentence they are added 
as an expressed subject while a form of inta would normally be left out in such a 
situation. These forms, therefore, have some of the qualities of normal terms of 
address, and some of the qualities of normal second person pronouns, but are fully 
neither, and must be placed somewhere between the two categories. (17) 

Only the two most frequent "sisters of inta", hadritak, and saSadtak, occurred in the 

database for the current study. The various forms of these two "sisters of inta" are 

included in Table 1.1 in view of their role as second person pronouns. The plural forms 

are also given although there were no occurrences of them in our database and they are 

relatively infrequent. Note that there are no distinct pronominal suffixes that a speaker 

can use to signal the respect or deference signalled by these respectful independent 

subject pronouns. 

1.3 Sentence and predicate types and phi-feature marking 

In English grammatical treatises on Arabic, sentences are traditionally divided 

into two basic types: verbal and equational."^ I will adhere to that division in the following 

discussion although it is not an entirely satisfactory one in terms of the extent to which a 

null subject is identifiable from inflectional morphology in the sentence. 

1.3.1 Verbal sentences and phi-feature marking 

A verbal sentence is one that contains a verb other than a temporal verb. There are 

two verbal inflection paradigms in EA: imperfect and perfect. The imperfect verb forms 

are shown in Table 1.3, below. Homophonous forms are in bold. 

Table 1.3 Imperfect Tense Verb Forms; -rtaah, 'rest' 
Singular Plural 

First Person ?a-rtaah ni-rtaah 
Second Person ti-rtaah [m] ti-rtaah-i [f] ti-rtaah-u 
Third Person yi-rtaah [m] ti-rtaah [f] yi-rtaah-u 

Note that this distinction is not the same as the traditional Arab grammarians' division of sentence types 
into jumla Pismiyya, 'nominal sentence' and jumla fi'ilivya, 'verbal sentence'. 
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The forms given are the unmarked forms, without the aspectual markers that they can 

also occur with. They can occur with the prefix which designates the future, or W-

which designates habitual or repetitive occurrence, or continuity of an event or action. 

The distinctions in person, number, and gender made in the verbal inflections of the 

imperfect are almost the same as those made in the personal pronouns. The one exception 

is that the forms for the second person masculine and the third person feminine are 

homophonous in the verbal paradigm while they are distinct in the personal pronouns. 

The vast majority of verbs in Cairene Arabic exhibit only this homophony, 

between two forms, in the imperfect. However, there are a few irregular verbs, whose 

stem ends in -i, that exhibit an additional overlap in inflectional forms of the imperfect. 

For example, the verb -iddi, 'give', has the following forms: 

Table 1.4 Imperfect Tense Verb Forms -ddi, 'give' 

Singular Plural 
First Person ?a-ddi ni-ddi 
Second Person ti-ddi [m] ti-ddi [f] ti-ddu 
Third Person yi-ddi [m] ti-ddi [f] yi-ddu 

With these verbs, the second person feminine singular form, which is distinct with other 

verbs, is the same as the regularly homophonous second person masculine singular and 

third person feminine singular forms. 

Imperative verb forms (Table 1.5) are formed from the second person masculine 

form of the imperfect, without the initial ti- prefix. The negative imperative forms are 

also based on the second person masculine of the imperfect but they retain the prefix and 

add the discontinuous ma...s negative morpheme to this stem. Gender distinction is found 

in the singular forms only. 

Table 1.5 Imperative Verb forms; -irtaah, 'rest' 

Affirmative Negative 
2s Pirtaah [m] Pirtaah-i [f] ma-tirtah-s [m] ma-tirtah-ii-§ [f] 

2p ?irtaah-u ma-tirtah-uu-s 

Note that the form of the person, masculine singular negative imperative is identical 

to the negative form of the unmarked imperfect of both the second person masculine 
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singular and third person feminine singular. The three possible meanings of the form are 

shown in (2a) and (2b): 

(2) a. ma-ti-StaYal-S 

'Don't (you^s) work.' 

b. lee ma-ti-Staval-S fi ?ayy sirkat istismaar hina? 
'Why [don't you^s/doesn't she] work in some investment firm here?' 

As the imperatives are based on the imperfect verb forms, the same verbs which do not 

mark gender distinction in the second person singular forms in the imperfect (Table 1.4, 

above), exhibit identical forms for the singular imperatives: 

Table 1.5 Imperative Verb forms: -ddi, 'give' 
Affirmative Negai tive 

2s nddi [m] Wddiffl ma-tiddii-S [m] ma-tiddii-S [f] 
2p ?idc u ma-tidduu-s 

The forms of the perfect tense verb are shown in Table 1.6, below. 

Table 1.6 Forms of the Perfect Tense: -irtaah, 'rested' 
Singular Plural 

First Person irtah-na 
Second Person irtjA-t [m] irtah-ti [f] irtah-tu 
Third Person irtaah-0 [m] irtaah-it [f] irtaah-u 

As the table shows, the perfect verb paradigm also exhibits one example of homophony. 

The first person singular form is identical to the second person masculine form. 

1.3.2 Equational sentences and phi-feature marking 

The second sentence type of Cairene Arabic is referred to as an equational 

sentence. In its simplest form, it contains a predicate adjective, a predicate noun, or a 

prepositional phrase linked to an NP subject through juxtaposition without any copular 

verb. Such sentences often translate into English with a present tense copula. Predicates 

in equational sentences vary in terms of the extent to which they indicate the phi-features 

of the subject of the predicate. Prepositional phrases, as in (3), can be predicated of any 

subject and so do not delimit the phi-features of their subjects at all. 

(3) ana/inta /inti /huwwa/hiyya/ihna/intu/humma fi-l-beet. 
I/you^s /yoUps /he /she /we /yoUp/they (am/are/is) in-the-house 
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Adjective and noun phrase predicates, shown in Tables 1.7 and 1.8 with corresponding 

sentences (4) and (5), respectively, are generally marked for number (singular or plural) 

and, in the singular, may further be marked for gender. Accordingly, they delimit to some 

extent the phi-features of the NP which they can be used as a predicate of. However, they 

are not marked for person. 

Table 1.7 Forms of the Adjective: mabsuut, 'happy' 

Singular Plural 

Masc Fem 

First Person mabsuut mabsuuta mabsutiin 

Second Person mabsuut mabsuuta mabsutiin 

Third Person mabsuut mabsuuta mabsutiin 

(4) a. ana/inta/huwwa mabsuut 
Iw/youMs/he (am/are/is) happy^s 

b. ana/inti/hiyya mabsuuta. 
Ij/yoUpg/she (am/are/is) happyj^ 

c. ihna/intu/humma mabsutiin 
we/yoUp/they (are) happyp 

Table 1.8 Forms of the Noun: doktoor, 'doctor' 

Singular Plural 

Masc Fem 

First Person doktoor doktoora dakatra 

Second Person doktoor doktoora dakatra 

Third Person doktoor doktoora dakatra 

(5) a. ana/inta/huwwa doktoor 
lyyouMs/he (am/are/is) a doctor^, 

b. ana/inti/hiyya 
VyoUf^/she (am/are/is) 

c. ihna/intu/humma 
we/yoUp/they (are) 

The subject marking of predicate adjectives and nouns is generally as shown 

above. However, invariant adjectives, the comparative form of the adjective, and some 

doktoorops 
a doctor 

dakatrap 
doctors 
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NP predicates show no subject agreement marking, as seen in (6), (7), and (8) 

respectively. 

(6) ana/inta /inti /huwwa/hiyya/ihna/intu/humma tamaam 
I/youMs/yoUf^/he /she /we /yoUp/they (am/are/is) fine 

(7) ana/mta /inti /huwwa/hiyya/ihna/intu/humma PasSad 
l/youj^/youjs/he /she /we /yoUp/they (am/are/is) happier 

(8) ana/inta /inti /huwwa/hiyya/ihna/intu/humma ?add il-mas?ala 
I/youMs/yoUfs/he /she /we /yoUp/they (am/are/is) equal (to) the-task 

In sum, predicate nouns and adjectives do not exhibit person agreement and they have, at 

best, number agreement, and gender agreement with singular subjects. But, in some 

cases, as with a prepositional phrase, they do not delimit their potential subjects at all. 

Another predicate type that occurs in equational sentences is the verbal participle 

or verbal adjective.^ Verbal participles can be active or passive and are formed by regular 

morphological processes from their underlying verb forms. They are like adjectives in 

terms of the extent to which they delimit the phi-features of subjects that they can be 

predicated of. They are marked for number, and for gender in the singular. Like 

adjectives, they are not marked for person. Table 1.9 and the sentences in (9) exemplify 

the active participle and its agreement pattern. 

Table 1.9 Forms of the Active Verbal Participle: Saayiz, 'want' 

Singular Plural 

Masc Fem 

First Person Saayiz Sayza Sayziin 

Second Person Saayiz Sayza Sayziin 

Third Person Saayiz Sayza Sayziin 

(9) a. ana/inta/huwwa 

VyouMs/he 

b. ana/inti/hiyya 

Vyoup^/she 

c. ihna/intu/humma 

we/yoUp/they 

Saayiz tiffaaha 
want^vis (an) apple 

Sayza tiffaaha 
wantp^ (an) apple 

Sayziin tiffaaha 
wantp (an) apple 

' This is the term used by Hinds and Badawi (1986: XV). 
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Verbal participles can have a variety of different meanings, depending on the 

semantics of the underlying verb form, the adverbials they occur with, and whether or not 

they occur in affirmative or negative sentences^. The participles take the same arguments 

as the verbs from which they are derived. This fact reduces the ambiguity of the 

participle's subject referent in some cases. Consider, for instance, (10) 

(10) 0 Sayzaa-ki dilwaPti 

wantps-youps now 
'(I/she) want(s) you now.' 

By itself, the participle Sayza, 'want' can be predicated of '1^' 'you'js, or 'she'. However, the 

participle in (10) has an attached pronoun suffix designating the direct object of the 

participle. If there were coreference between the subject and the object, a reflexive 

anaphor 'yourself would have to be used. Since there is no reflexive anaphor, the subject 

of the predicate must be either 'y or 'she'. If it happened that this were uttered by a man, 

there would be no ambiguity at all as the utterance could only mean 'she wants you now.' 

Besides this clause level disambiguation, participles frequently occur in a verbal 

periphrasis with a verb in the imperfect tense with obligatory coreference between the 

subjects of the two verbs, as in (11) below. The inflectional marking on this second verb 

eliminates any ambiguity regarding subject phi-features. 

(11) (ana)mihtaag Panaam swayya 
I needj^s sleepi^ little 

'I need to sleep a little.' 

More details are given below in Chapter 3 (section 3.3.16) about the various ways in 

which participle predicates and other potentially ambiguous predicates are disambiguated 

through features in their linguistic context. I will just note here that, although the verbal 

participles are in theory potentially three-way ambiguous, the number of possible 

referents that they may be construed with is often reduced to two or even one through 

features in the immediate linguistic context of the participle. 

The proposition expressed by an equational sentence may also be modified by the 

addition of a temporal verb or phrase that delimits the subject referent as any other verb 

® Eisele (1999: 127-146) discusses the semantics of verbal adjectives in Cairene Arabic. 
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would do. Examples of this are given in (12); 

(12) a. 0 makunts Sarfa ?inn fii duyuuf 

was-notis knowjs that there guests 
'I didn't know that there were guests.' 

b. 0kaanit ?al?aana Saleek Pawl ya baaba 
wasjfs worriedjs about-you very oh Dad 

'She was very worried about you Dad.' 

c. 0 ba?aa-l-ak talat tiyyaam saahi 
left-to-youMs three days awakens 

'You have been awake for three days.' 

To distinguish the sentences like (12) from equational sentences with no temporal verb 

modification, I will refer to the latter as "bare" equational sentences. 

1.3.3 Equational sentences with uniquely identified "logical" subjects 

There is another sentence type in Cairene Arabic that is formally equational in 

that it consists of an NP subject and an adjective phrase, noun phrase or prepositional 

phrase predicate. However, it differs from other equational sentences in that it has a 

semantic, "logical subject" in addition to its syntactic subject. This logical subject 

receives a thematic role from the predicate or syntactic subject within the sentence and is 

referred to, within the sentence, with an oblique pronoun suffix. Additionally, the logical 

subject may be referred to by a overt independent pronoun (or referring NP) clause 

initially. Table 1.10 gives examples of these types of sentences where the predicate of the 

logical subject is an equational clause in which that subject is assigned a theta role. In 

each sentence, the logical subject is bolded and the syntactic subject is underlined. Table 

1.11 illustrates examples of similar sentences where the predicate of the logical subject is 

either an equational or a verbal sentence in which the logical subject is assigned a theta 

role. 
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Table 1.10 "Logical subjects" with equational clause predicates 
Function of 
logical subject 
in clausal 
predicate 

Sentences with Equational Clause Predicate 

possessive 
pronoun suffix 
on "psych 
noun" 
predicate 

inta/0 ma-nifs-ak-§ vikun-l-ak wilaad? 
you^s not-desire-your^ be-to-you children 

Lit; '(You) not your desire to have children?' 
'You don't want to have children?' 

object pronoun 
on predicate 
preposition 

inta/ 0 Sand-ak ha?? 
you^ at-you^ truth 

Lit: '(You) at-you truth.' 
'You are right.' 

possessive 
pronoun suffix 
on object of 
prep, phrase 
predicate 

huwwa/0 min maslaht-u ?inn-u 0 yisbit-li-na husn niyyit-u 
he from welfare-his that-he proveaMs-to-us good intention-his 

Lit: '(He) from his welfare that he prove to us his good intentions.' 
'It's in his interest that he prove to us his good intentions.' 

Table 1.11 "Logical subjects" with equational or verbal clause predicates 
Function 
of logical 
subject in 
clausal 
predicate 

Sentences with 
Equational Clause Predicates 

Sentences with 
Verbal Clause Predicates 

poss. 
pronoun 
suffix on 
syntactic 
subject 

huwwa/0 ismu galaal 
he name-his Galaal 

Lit: '(He) his name is Galaal.' 
'His name is Galaal.' 

ana/0 gismi kullu bivugaSni 
I body-my all-it aches 

Lit: '(I) my whole body aches.' 
'My whole body aches.' 

object 
pronoun 
of verb or 
participle 
predicate 

inti/0 Sagb-ik ikkalaam da? 
youps please-youps talk this 

Lit: '(You) please-you this talk?' 
'Do you approve of that?' 

ana/0 mayihimmi-nii-§ miin 0 vitrifid 
I not-matterj^B-me who be fired 

Lit: '(I) not matter me who is fired.' 
'It doesn't matter to me who is fired.' 

indirect 
object 
pronoun 
on 
predicate 

ana/0 mithayyaP-l-i huwwa hina 
I seem^g-to-me he here 

Lit: '(I) seems to me he is here,' 
'It seems to me he's here.' 

hiyya/0 ga-l-ha salal ?atfaal 
she came3Ms-to-her polio 

Lit: '(She) came to her polio.' 
'She got polio.' 
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Salib, in describing these stmctures, notes that "a noun acting as object of a verb 

or preposition or as second member of a possessive phrase may be placed at the 

beginning of its sentence and, thereby, made into an 'attention' or 'topical' subject, with its 

original position in the simple sentence occupied by a pronominal suffix. The resulting 

sentence is a complex one since it has a clause as its predicate" (1981: 240). Although 

these subjects may be "topical", as Salib describes them, it should be pointed out that 

they do not have the same sense as "topicalized" NPs in English as in 'The last one, I'll 

eat t on my way to work.' In fact, they do not have the syntactic form of a topicalization 

as it is customarily defined for English. According to that definition, topicalization 

involves an NP moving to clause initial position, coreferential with a gap or trace 

occurring somewhere in the clause.^ The sentences under discussion in Cairene Arabic 

have pronouns, not gaps or traces, marking their canonical position in the clausal 

predicate. They are thus structurally akin to what is referred to in English as "left-

dislocation." In left dislocated structures in English, as in 'Simenoni, I don't like himi' 

(Haegeman 1994: 406), it is generally assumed that the left dislocated NP is in an adjunct 

or A-bar position, not the subject argument position. I do not intend to take any position 

regarding the syntactic position of these initial position NPs in Arabic. As interesting a 

question as that may be, it has no direct bearing on the main purpose of the present study, 

to identify the motivations for using overt pronouns in the position. In the translations of 

the Arabic sentences I have purposely not put commas after the initial pronouns so as not 

to give the impression that they are peripheral in the same sense as left dislocated NPs are 

in English. In order to avoid any association with structures and or functions in English, I 

will use the term "logical subject" to refer to the initial position pronoun or referring NP.^ 

1.4 Word order 

Word order in Cairene Arabic verbal sentences is predominantly SVO. In bare 

equational sentences (without any temporal verb) the word order is subject-predicate. 

However, indefinite NP subjects and complement clause subjects cannot appear in initial 

' The gap is represented by 7', as in the example given. 
^ Doron (1996) argues that similar clause initial subjects in Modem Standard Arabic should be analyzed as 
syntactic subjects with clausal predicates and not as dislocated topics. 
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position. Such subjects are frequently found in structures such as those exemplified in 

Tables 1.10 and 1.11, above. That is, they are the syntactic subjects of the clausal 

predicates in complex sentences that have a logical subject. 

Since an indefinite subject NP cannot be clause initial as in (13): 

(13) *saraayit fadya Sandak? 
tapes empty at-you 

Lit: 'Empty tapes at-you?' 
'Do you have empty tapes?' 

it must either follow the predicate as in (14): 

(14) Sandak §araayit fadya?^ 
at-you tapes empty 
Lit: 'At-you empty tapes?' 

'Do you have empty tapes?' 

or, alternatively, it may be introduced within an existential structure beginning with fii, 

'there (is/are)' as in (15). 

(15) fii garaayit fadya Sandak? 
there tapes empty at-you 

Lit: 'There (are) tapes empty at-you?' 
'Do you have empty tapes?' 

The first option, of having predicate-subject word order, is the more common way to 

express these propositions, according to Salib (246). 

Indefinite subject NPs also occur in clauses with verbs such as gaa, 'come' or 

wasal, 'arrive'. So, either of (16a) or (16b) is grammatical, but (16c) is not: 

(16) a. bitgii-l-ak minn-u gawabaat? 
come-to-you from-him letters 

b. fii gawabaat bitgii-l-ak minn-u? 
there letters come-to-you from-him 

c. *gawabaat bitgii-l-ak minn-u? 
letters come-to-you from-him 

'Do you get letters from him?' 

® Note that the most basic strategy for forming interrogative in Cairene Arabic is simply to add question 
intonation to the declarative string. No word order changes occur. 



27 

In addition to indefinite NPs, complement clause subjects generally occur after 

the predicate as we see in (18): 

(18) yib?a 0 ?a§raf-l-i inn-i-0-abni musta?bal-i baSiid 
besMs better-to-me that-I buildis future-my far 

Then it would be better for me to build my future far away.' 

As the translation illustrates, these sentences types are ones that, in English, 

would generally have an expletive 'if subject obligatorily construed with the postposed 

clausal complement. 

1.5 The haal clause 

Arabic exhibits a type of adverbial clause called a haal or 'condition' clause, so 

called because it describes a condition obtaining at the time of the event or state 

mentioned in the matrix clause. The condition may be that of the subject or other 

argument of the matrix predicate or even some entity introduced as the subject of the haal 

clause and not specifically referred to in the matrix. In Cairene Arabic, the haal clause 

always begins with the conjunction wi, (or w- before a word beginning with a vowel) 

which means literally 'and' but is better translated in the haal as 'while'. The conjunction 

is followed by a referring NP subject or an overt subject pronoun. Thus, the haal clause is 

an obligatory context for an overt subject pronoun unless the subject of the clause is a 

referring NP. An example of a haal clause is underlined in (19): 

(19) faadil maySattibs sarikaat-i w-ana Saayis 
Faadil not-enter companies-my and-I living 

'Faadil is not to enter my companies while I am living.' 

1.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the verbal inflectional system, the pronominal 

reference system and basic sentence and types of Cairene Arabic. Particular attention was 

given to the question of homophony, or "underspecification" of subject phi-features with 

various predicate and sentence types. The primary sources of that underspecification are: 

1) a 2-way homophony in the imperfect verbal paradigm, for most verbs, between the 2"*^ 

person masculine singular and the 3'^'' person feminine singular form; 2) homophony in 
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the perfect tense between the T* person singular form and the 2"*^ person masculine 

singular form; and 3) predicates of various types which occur without a present tense 

stative copular verb and exhibit underspecification ranging from a lack of subject person 

feature marking yielding a three way ambiguity of reference, to a lack of any subject phi-

feature marking at all. Additionally, certain irregular verbs exhibit additional homophony 

in the imperfect and imperative forms. Additional information about aspects of the 

structure of Cairene Arabic are discussed in Chapter 3, in the context of a discussion of 

encoding decisions made in the current study regarding various types of null and overt 

clause-initial pronouns. 

The data analysis in the current study (Chapter 4) reveals that these various 

examples of homophony and potential ambiguity do not in fact play a role in motivating 

the use of overt subject pronouns, contrary to conventional wisdom. The widely asserted 

claim or assumption (Benmamoun 1994, Eid 1993, Farghaly 1982, Jelinek 1983, 2002, 

Kenstowitz 1989, Mohammed 1988) that null subjects are possible only when the 

predicate has person subject marking so that the subject can be "recovered" is not 

supported by the data. The data presented in Chapter 4 contains numerous examples of 

null subjects occurring in the absence of person marking on the predicate and there is no 

reason to think that these null subjects are qualitatively different from null subjects that 

occur with predicates that have person marking. Furthermore, the data and its analysis 

does not support a "functional explanation" of overt pronoun use which would predict 

more overt pronouns when morphological ambiguity is greater. I will argue that in a 

language like Egyptian Arabic null subjects are best analyzed as being recovered using 

various discourse interpretive strategies and that morphological information is best 

thought of as confirming the results of those strategies. Since these interpretative 

strategies must be operative for predicate types with "impoverished" subject phi-feature 

marking, it is reasonable to postulate that they are always operative, even when that phi-

feature marking is more complete. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVffiW 

2.1 Chapter introduction and overview 

This chapter presents a review of relevant literature and covers: 1) proposals for 

the formal representation of overt and null subject pronouns within the Principles and 

Parameters theoretical syntax framework (Sections 2.2 to 2.5); 2) a survey and evaluation 

of research done within other, less formalistic frameworks on the occurrence/non-

occurrence of overt pronouns in Cairene Arabic (Section 2.6); and 3) a summary 

discussion of what we have learned from this prior research about the distribution of 

overt/null subject pronouns and what questions remain unanswered and in need of further 

investigation and explanation, in particular with regard to Cairene Arabic. (Section 2.7). 

2.2 The Principles and Parameters model 

In this section I will present a summary of some of the basic assumptions of the 

Principles and Parameters generative linguistic framework regarding the nature of the 

knowledge of language and its acquisition and regarding phrase structure. Section 2.3 

provides a brief sketch of the Government and Binding (GB) version of that framework 

in order to lay the groundwork for a review, in Section 2.4, of some formal treatments of 

null subjects within that model, with particular reference to the role played in those 

treatments by inflectional morphology in the "identification" of null subjects. I will 

present a "standard" version of GB, discussing only those aspects of the theory that are 

crucial to an understanding of proposals for how to represent and motivate null subjects 

within the model. Finally, in Section 2.5,1 will consider a proposal made within the more 

recent Minimalist Program model (Chomsky 1995). 

2.2.1 Knowledge of language in the Principles and Parameters model 

Although the precise formulation of the Principles and Parameters model of 

generative grammar has changed rather dramatically over the past twenty years, certain 

underlying assumptions about the nature of the knowledge of language have remained the 

same, as have the objectives of linguistic inquiry which stem from those assumptions. 

One of the central goals of this approach has been to characterize grammars for natural 

languages in such a way that they have "explanatory adequacy." That is, they provide, or 
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are consistent with, an explanation of how children come to construct adult-like 

grammars based on what we know about the input to this learning process. Under normal 

circumstances, all children will learn the native language of whatever community they 

are born into. In doing so they are provided with an abundance of positive evidence about 

what is a possible grammatical string in the target language but they do not receive 

negative evidence in that they are not explicitly told what strings are ungrammatical, nor 

are they corrected for producing ungrammatical strings. Nonetheless, as adults, native 

speakers have a wealth of knowledge not only about what is a possible grammatical 

string in their language but also about what is ungrammatical, and explaining this latter 

aspect of native speakers' competence has been a central concern within the Principles 

and Parameters approach. 

The fact that children construct a grammar of their target language based on 

impoverished data has been called "Plato's problem" (Chomsky 1986). One aspect of this 

impoverishment is that children do not receive negative evidence; they are not explicitiy 

corrected when they make grammatical errors in the process of learning the language of 

their speech community. The question then is how do speakers come to know so much 

about the grammar of their language as adults given that the data from which they infer 

this grammar is impoverished. The answer to this question offered within the Principles 

and Parameters theoretical framework is that humans are endowed with an innate 

language acquisition device (LAD) that encodes a universal grammar (UG) which 

underlies their ability to learn and perhaps to produce and comprehend their spoken 

language. This universal grammar is of a general enough nature that it can be used by 

children to acquire whatever specific language they are exposed to, operating on the input 

provided by members of their community speaking around and to them. The basic notion 

is that while languages differ, they do so in finite ways. There is not an infinite number of 

ways in which a human language can encode meaning, and the LAD constrains the 

hypotheses that children will make about the grammar of the language they are acquiring. 

In broad terms, UG is thought to involve a set of general principles accounting for 

the universal aspects of human languages, as well as parameters, which encode the 
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possible variations of the basic universal features. Chomsky describes these parameters as 

"genetically permitted variations that exist as options in the universal grammar" 

(Gliedman, 1985, 372). The variations are encoded in terms of "values" of the 

parameters, which must be "set" by the learner based on experience with the target 

language. The values may be binary, having a (+) or (-) value, or they may have multiple 

values. Once the learner has set the parameters, the "core grammar" has been identified. It 

has also been proposed that the settings of the parameters of the core grammar, in some 

cases, involve a markedness hierarchy, with one value being less marked than another. 

The initial parameter setting "hypothesized" by the child is the least marked option, with 

more marked options chosen only if positive evidence in the input warrants the change. 

Rizzi (1997) provides the following description of how the parametric model of syntax 

works: 

The choice of one or the other value of a parameter (assuming parameters to be 
binary in general) represents the primitive and irreducible bifurcation between 
grammatical systems. This primitive difference interacts with the complex 
deductive structure of UG, with the selected values of other parameters, etc., and 
as a consequence of this interaction the primitive difference multiplies its visible 
effects. It is possible to follow this path backwards, and relate clusters of 
observable differences between two grammatical systems to the primary 
bifurcation induced by a single parameter, sometimes through intricate deductive 
steps. (270) 

2.2.2 Phrase structure within the Principles and Parameters model 

Following from this conception of how language learning proceeds, the objective 

of any generative grammar is to provide a description of the system of rules or 

procedures that will generate and assign a structural representation to all the grammatical 

strings of a particular language and at the same time account for why the ungrammatical 

strings are ungrammatical. Ideally that system would be applicable universally and would 

be learnable by a child on the basic of positive evidence only. It has been argued, on the 

basis of leamability considerations, that the phrase structure for all natural languages 

should be binary branching and follow the schema set out in "X-bar theory". The 

fundamental structural schema is the same under both the GB model, described in section 

2.4 and within a Minimalist Program model, discussed in section 2.5. The structure of 
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phrases and sentences involves only binary branching trees and is built on the template 

given in (1): 

(1) 

XP 

Spec ^ 

/ \ 
X YP 

The core of the schema is the head of the phrase pC), which may be either a 

lexical head or a functional head. The head combines with its complements to form an 

intermediate level of structure referred to as X-bar and notated X'. This structural unit in 

turn combines with its Spec (Specifier) to form the maximal projection of the head X, 

notated XP. Although there has been an evolution in the theory (especially in the 90s) in 

terms of what heads (in particular functional heads) must be postulated, what their 

relative order is and whether or not that order is universal, the basic binary branching 

schema shown above is widely adopted. Within the GB framework of the mid 80s the 

standard structural representation of a sentence was as in (2); 

(2) 

Spec C 

/\ 
/'\ 

NP 

INFL VP 
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The kernel clause was the inflection phrase, represented as IP, a projection of the 

functional INFL head, which contained both tense and agreement, features. The subject 

of the sentence served as the specifier of the IP. A higher layer of structure was also 

available. The COMP node (C) served as head in this higher structure and selected the IP 

as its complement to form a maximal projection with [Spec, CP]. The latter is the node 

into which Wh-phrases in interrogatives move in languages with such movement. This 

basic structural template is made available by UG but not every language avails itself of 

every structural position. A further refinement of the number of functional head 

projections was introduced by Pollock (1989) and has come to be known as the "split 

INFL hypothesis". The proposal decomposed IP into TP (Tense Phrase) and AGRP 

(Agreement Phrase) and the resulting structure is shown in (3). 

(3) 

CP 

/\ 
Spec c' 

/ \ 

NP 

AGR ^TP^ 

Spec 

Tense 

2,3 The Government and Binding (GB) model: a broad sketch 

In addition to the basic schema for phrase structure described above, the GB 

model consists of a number of modules, each with their own principles and rules, in 

addition to some general principles, which govern the syntactic structure of sentences. 

The module of the grammar that deals with the thematic structure of predicates is called 

"theta theory". A basic principle of theta theory is the theta criterion: 
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Theta Criterion: 
Each argument is assigned one and only one theta role. Each theta role is assigned 
to one and only one argument. (Haegeman; 54) 

The theta criterion essentially states that every theta role of the predicate must be 

assigned to an argument NP in the syntactic structure and that every argument in the 

syntactic structure must be assigned one and only one theta role. Thus, thematic structure 

to a large extent determines syntactic structure and this is summed up in the Projection 

Principle; 

Projection Principle: 
Lexical information is syntactically represented. (Haegeman: 73) 

In the event, then, that a predicate has an external theta role to assign to the 

subject of the sentence, [Spec, IP], the need for that subject to be syntactically 

represented then follows from the Theta Criterion. However, in some instances, there is 

no such external theta role to motivate the existence of a [Spec, IP] as with passive verbs 

and so-called "raising predicates". In these cases the syntactic representation of the [Spec, 

IP] position is guaranteed by the Extended Projection Principle (EPP) which states that 

the [Spec, IP] position must be projected in the syntax. It is assumed to be a universal 

principle. It is essentially a phrase structure rule that stipulates that a subject NP position 

is required for a sentence to be grammatical. 

Extended Projection Principle: 
S ^ NPVP^ 

Part of the evidence that the subject position must be generated is that in English 

the position is always overtly filled, even if only by a referentially empty "dummy 

pronoun" like 'it' or 'there'. The following sentences demonstrate the requirement in 

English for the subject position to be syntactically represented and filled with lexical 

material even if it is non-referential. 

(4) a. It was announced to everyone [that Mary was going to be late] 
b [That Mary was going to be late]i was announced to everyone t\ 

(5) a. There is a man outside 
b. [A man]i is t\ outside 

' Using more recent node labels the formulation would be IP -> NP I'. 
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The predicates in sentences (4) and (5) do not assign any external theta role to the subject 

position projected by the EPP. That position can then be a landing site for movement of 

the clause or NP inside the predicate to move up into or, otherwise, the position is 

"realized" by either the expletive 'there' or 'it'. By assumption, all languages, even those 

that do not require the position to be filled with lexically overt material, have a syntactic 

position, [SPEC, IP], in the syntactic representation of sentences, projected by the EPP. 

Another module of the grammar that plays a role in determining whether or not a 

structural representation is grammatical or not is the module referred to as "case theory". 

The basic principle of this module is the Case Filter according to which: 

Every overt NP must be assigned abstract case. (Haegeman: 193) 

This module interacts with theta theory in that it is the assignment of abstract case to an 

NP that makes it "visible" for theta role assignment. Ultimately, then, NPs without 

abstract case violate the Theta criterion. This interaction of case assignment and theta 

marking is evident in the following more complete statement of the Theta Criterion: 

Theta Criterion: (Haegeman: 310) 
(a) Each argument A appears in a chain containing a unique visible theta 

position P, and each theta position P is visible in a chain containing a unique 
argument A. 

(b) A position P is visible in a chain if the chain contains a case-marked position. 

In the case theory module of the grammar a central role is played by the structural 

configuration between two constituents in a syntactic representation which is referred to 

as "government." This relationship is crucial to the assignment of abstract case as well as 

other mechanisms in the grammar. There have been a number of formulations of the 

definition of government. Haegeman (557) offers the following: 

Government: 
X governs Y if and only if 
(i) X is either of the category A, N, V, P, I; 

or 
X and Y are coindexed 

(ii) X c-commands Y; 
(iii) no barrier intervenes between X and Y; 
(iv) minimality is respected 
Minimality condition on government: 
There is no Z such that Z satisfies (i), (ii) and (iii) and X c-commands Z. 
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Finally, consider the Empty Category Principle, which has played an important 

role in explicating when and where in the syntax it is possible to have syntactically 

realized categories without a phonetic matrix. The empty category principle is relevant, in 

particular, for establishing where there can be "traces" (see below for definition). 

Empty Category Principle; 
Traces must be properly governed. 
A properly governs B if and only if A theta-govems B or A antecedent governs B. 
A theta governs B if and only if A governs B and A theta marks B. 
A antecedent-governs B iff A governs B and A is coindexed with B. 

It is a fact of all natural languages that in addition to having overt referring 

expressions, (noun phrases and various kinds of pronouns) there are many instances of 

null ones; that is, ones without phonetic content. We know that they are present because 

1) we understand them as bearing theta-roles of the predicates of which they are 

arguments although they are unexpressed and 2) they are syntactically active. That is, 

they can be shown to participate in certain syntactic processes as if they were overtly 

realized. Identifying these empty categories (EC) of human languages and the principles 

that underlie their distribution and interpretation is one of the central objectives of the 

Government and Binding model of the Principles and Parameters approach. A basic 

principle of GB is that null NPs have to be formally "licensed" just as overt NPs must be. 

Furthermore, both overt and null NPs must be "identified". 

Null elements too must be formally licensed; their presence in the structure must 
be legitimated. Moreover, we should also have a way of identifying the content of 
the non-overt elements. The learner must know, and the grammar must specify (i) 
how non-overt elements are licensed in the structure; and (ii) how such elements 
can be given content. (Haegeman 1994: 441) 

The various principles and "modules" of GB outlined above are responsible for effecting 

the licensing and identification of both null and overt NPs. 

Within the standard GB model, NPs and empty categories alike are characterized 

in terms of two binary features [+/- anaphoric] and [+/- pronominal]. The behavior of an 

expressed or unexpressed category with respect to the following three conditions of the 

module of the grammar known as the Binding Theory determined its values for the two 

features: 
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Binding Theory; 
Principle A; An NP that is [+anaphoric] must be bound in its governing category 
Principle B: An NP that is [+pronominal] must be free in its governing category 
Principle C: An R-expression must be free. 

If an overt or non-overt NP obeys Principle A, it is [+anaphoric], if not, it is [-anaphoric], 

and so forth. On the basis of these principles the following typology has emerged for 

overt and non-overt NPs; 

Table 2.1 Overt and non-overt NPs in Government and Binding theory 
FEATURES Overt Non-overt 
+anaphoric, -pronominal Anaphors: reflexives and 

reciprocals such as 'himself 
and 'each other' 

NP trace as in; 
'Johni seems h to be tired.' 

+anaphoric, +pronominal NA PRO as in; 
'John; wants PRO, to go' 

-pronominal, -anaphoric R-expressions: referring 
expressions and proper 
names such as 'the house at 
the comer', 'John' 

Wh-trace as in; 
'Whoi did Sally give the 
book to t\ 

+pronominal, -anaphoric Pronouns such as 'he', 'she', 
'it', 'his', 'her', 'our' 

pro as in Spanish; 
pro Baila.ss bien. 'He dances 
well.' 

My primary focus in this study is on pro, null subjects of finite clauses, but I will 

also be considering PRO, the subject of an infinitival clause, or its equivalent in Cairene 

Arabic. Chapter 3, section 3.3.5 presents a detailed discussion of which empty categories 

were included for analysis in the present study. 

2.4 The null subject parameter within GB 

Recall that, by assumption, all languages generate a subject position in the 

syntactic representation of sentences: the [SPEC, IP] position. The question that arises 

then is why some languages, like English, always have some overt lexical material in this 

position while other languages, like Italian, can have an empty category (a phonetically 

null element) in this syntactic position? This difference has been conceptualized as being 

the result of different settings of a parameter of UG, referred to as the "pro-drop" 

parameter or the "null subject" parameter. Languages which allow unexpressed subjects 

have a positive setting for the parameter while languages that require the subject to be 

always filled with lexical material have a negative setting. 
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One view of parameters, which is very appeaUng in terms of its explanatory 

adequacy, is that a parameter relates a number of different surface syntactic features of a 

language. When a parameter connects various aspects of the syntax of a language, 

"complex patterns of variation are reduced to minimal differences in the parametric 

choices" (Rizzi 1982: 117). The following quote from Pinker expresses succinctly this 

interactive view of parameters and why it meets the criterion of explanatory adequacy in 

grammar;^ 

The reason this difference [whether or not a given language allows the speaker to 
omit the subject in a tensed sentence with an inflected verb] is thought of as a 
"parameter" rather than an isolated fact is that it corresponds not only to the 
presence or absence of overt subjects but also to a variety of more subtle linguistic 
facts that are all present in languages with null subjects and absent in languages 
that require the subject to be overt . . . Thus, the rules of a grammar interact 
tightly; a single change will give a series of cascading effects throughout the 
grammar. On this view, the child only has to set these parameters on the basis of 
parental input, and the full richness of grammar will ensue when those 
parametrized rules interact with one another and with universal principles. The 
parameter setting view can help explain the universality and rapidity of language 
acquisition: when the child learns one fact about her language, she can deduce 
that other facts are also true of it without having to learn them one by one. (230) 

2.4.1 Rizzi 

Pursuing this notion of a parameter linking various surface features of a language, 

Rizzi (1982) proposed an analysis of the null subject parameter which related 1) the 

possibility of phonologically null subjects, 2) free subject-verb inversion, and 3) the 

absence of 'that-trace' effects. The three properties are exemplified in the following data 

sets from English, a non-null subject language, and Italian, a null subject language, 'e' 

represents the subject empty category. 

Italian English 
6a. e fiima 6b. * e smokes 
7a. e fuma Mario 7b. * e smokes John 
8a. Chii hai detto che e\ fuma? 8b. * Whoj did you say that e\ smokes? 

cf Who did you say smokes? 

^ Explanatory adequacy refers to the extent to which the formulation explains how the grammar is learned 
by children. 




