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Agreement syncretisation as a trigger of null subjects decline in Medieval French

This paper examines two historical changes in French: the disappearance of null subjects
and syncretisation of verbal subject agreement. We present first treebank data which show
that there was no temporal lag between the two changes (contra Roberts 2014, Sch@sler
2002). This speaks in favour of Taraldsen’s generalisation that rich (i.e. non-syncretic)
verbal subject agreement implies the possibility of null subjects, as well as the series of
analysis it generated which assume some sort of a licensing relation between a functional
head carrying agreement features and null subjects (Taraldsen (1980), Rizzi (1986), Adams
(1987), a.o.). However, we also show that the quantitative data are not compatible with
an explanation of the co-occurrence of the two changes as a disappearance of two surface
manifestations of the same underlying grammatical property. Instead, we propose an analysis
in terms of variational learning whereby a series of independent phonological changes led to
the emergence of data (ambiguous endings) which disfavoured learning of the null-subject
grammar and eventually to its disappearance. Thus a causal, or triggering, relation emerges
as the most plausible one.
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set of finite clauses with either overt or null expletive subjects.

Discussion. Our results show that different endings do not spread in exactly the same fashion
as overt subjects. This means that if we assume the Constant Rate Hypothesis of Kroch
(1989) (“a grammatical change spreads at the same rate across different contexts”), these
data are not compatible with an analysis which treats the emergence of new endings and overt
subjects as underlyingly the same change. Instead, we adopt a variational learning approach
of Yang (2002) (and subsequent works) which assumes that the eventual probabilities of
competing grammars to be used by a speaker are a function of their probabilities to fail to
parse input data. Treating syncretic endings as a failure context for the null subject grammar,
we estimate the failure parameters based on the corpus data and show that the predicted
probability of the use of the overt subject grammar closely parallels the observed estimated
probability of the use of expletive subjects. We also show that a model which does not take
ending ambiguity into account makes the wrong prediction that the null subject grammar
will always outdo the overt subject grammar, a welcome result suggesting that a variational
learning model is so far the optimal way to cash out the old-standing intuition supported by
typological observations about the relation between null subjects and agreement type.



References

Adams, Marianne. 1987. From Old French to the theory of pro-drop. Natural Language &
Linguistic Theory 5:1-32.

Alexiadou, Artemis, and Elena Anagnostopoulou. 1998. Parametrizing AGR: Word order,
V-movement and EPP-checking. Natural Language € Linguistic Theory 16:491-539.

Kroch, Anthony. 1989. Reflexes of grammar in patterns of language change. Language
variation and change 1:199-244.

MCVFEF. 2010. Corpus MCVF annoté syntaxiquement, dirigé par France Martineau, avec Paul
Hirschbtihler, Anthony Kroch et Yves Charles Morin. URL http://www.voies.uottawa.ca/
corpus_ pg_en.html.

Penn Supplement to MCVF. 2010. Penn Supplement to the MCVF Corpus by Anthony
Kroch and Beatrice Santorini.

Pintzuk, Susan. 2003. Variationist approaches to syntactic change. The handbook of historical
linguistics 509-528.

Rizzi, Luigi. 1986. Null objects in Italian and the Theory of pro. Linguistic Inquiry 17:501-557.

Roberts, Tan. 2010. A deletion analysis of null subjects. In Parametric variation: Null
subjects in minimalist theory, 58-87. Cambridge University Press.

Roberts, Tan. 2014. Taraldsen’s Generalization and Language Change: Two Ways to Lose
Null Subjects. In Functional Structure from Top to Toe: The Cartography of Syntactic
Structures, ed. Peter Svenonius, volume 9. Oxford University Press.

Sch@sler, Lene. 2002. La variation linguistique: le cas de I'expression du sujet. In Interpreting
the History of French, A Festschrift for Peter Rickard on the occasion of his eightieth
birthday, ed. Rodney Sampson and Wendy Ayres-Bennett, 187-208. Amsterdam - New
York, NY: Rodopi.

Sheehan, Michelle. 2016. Subjects, null-subjects and expletives in romance. In Manuals of
Grammatical Interfaces in Romance, ed. S. Fischer and S. Gabriel. Berlin: Mouton de
Gruyter. URL http://ling.auf.net/lingbuzz/002466.

Taraldsen, Tarald. 1980. On the NIC, vacuous application and the that-trace filter. Indiana
University Linguistics Club.

Yang, Charles. 2002. Knowledge and learning in natural language. Oxford University Press.


http://www.voies.uottawa.ca/corpus_pg_en.html
http://www.voies.uottawa.ca/corpus_pg_en.html
http://ling.auf.net/lingbuzz/002466

