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The article outlines the approaches to defining universal subjecthood properties from cognitive, generative,
andfunctional perspectives. Three types of languages are distinguished according to the type of null subjects,
they allow pro-drop, topic-drop, and discourse (radical)-drop. It is shown that phonologically unrealized
subjects occur in Old Germanic languages and Modern Germanic vernaculars. Old Germanic null subjects
are analysed as for their syntactic distribution, relation to verb agreement, and person reference, which
helps identify their similar and distinct features. The distribution of null subjects does not seem to depend
on the richness of verbal inflection; third-person null subjects are registered more frequently than first-
or second-person ones. Null subjects in main clauses are more numerous than those in subordinate
clauses. Old Icelandic, demonstrates a higher frequency of unexpressed subjects in subordinate clauses.
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3iHyeHko I.€.
HynboBi cy6’ekTy y AaBHbOrepMaHCbKNX MOBaX

Y cmammi po3anadaromsca nioxoou 00 8U3HAYEHHSA YHIBEPCAsIbHUX Xapakmepucmuk cy6’ekmHocmi
Yy Mexax Ko2HImUu8HOI, 2eHepamusHoOi Mma yHKUiOHANbHOI napaduem. 3aexHO 8i0 muny Hy/1b0o8UX
cy6’ekmie po3pi3HAIOMbL Mpu munu Mo8. Hazosiowyemaocs, Wo Hy/b08i cy6’ekmu ¢pyHKYioOHylomb y 0as-
Hb02ePMAHCKUX MOBAX | OesaKuX 0iaiekmax Cy4dacHUX 2epMaHCbKUx Mo8. [TpoaHanizosaHo CUHMAKCcUuYHy
oucmpubyuito Hys1bosux cyb'ekmis, ix 3ymosieHicms y3200)KeHHAM i3 iEC/1IBHOI (hOPMOI0 y peydeHHi, yac-
MOMHICMb 8XXUBAHHS 8 3a/1eXXHOCMI 8i0 hopmu ocobu diecsiosa.

Knrouosi cnoea: Hynbosuti cy6’ekm, cy6’ekmHicme, hoKyc ysazu, 2epMaHCbKi MO8U.

3uHyeHko A.E.
HyneBble cy6beKTbl B APeBHErepMaHCKNX si3biKax

B cmamee paccmampusaromca nooxodbl K ONnpedesieHutd  YHUBepCAslbHbIX  Xapakmepucmuk
Cy6eKmHOCMU 8 KO2HUMUBHOU, 2eHepamugHoU U yHKUUOHAbHOU napaduemax. B 3asucumocmu om
muna Hysesgbix Cybvekmos pasaudarom mpu muna A3eikos. Ommeydemcs, Ymo Hyresble CybveKmsl
hyHKYUOHUpPYIOmM 8 OpeBHe2epMAaHCKUX A3bIKaX U HeKOmopbix OUasekmax Co8pemMeHHbIX 2epMAaHCKUX
A3bIK08. [IPOAHANU3UPOBAHO CUHMAKCUYeCKyo OUCMpUbyyuto OpesHe2epMaHCKUX HysiegblX Cy6veKkmos,
Ux 06yc/108/1eHHOCMb CO2/IACOBAHUEM C 2/1d20/1bHOU hopMOU 8 NPedsIoXKeHUU, YHaCMOMHOCMb ynompeb6-
JIeHUs 8 3a8UCUMOCMU OM (hOpMbl TUYA 2/1a20/14.

Knroueavolie cnoea: Hynegol cybvekm, CybseKmHoCme, hoKyC 8HUMAHUS, 2epMAHCKUE A3bIKU.

Introduction

Grammatical subjecthood has been described in a
number of linguistic schools and has been defined
from different perspectives. The discussion of this
type of grammatical relations is marked by the diver-
sity of viewpoints and leads to a certain degree of the-
oretical disagreement as for its nature and status.
The questions arise concerning the conclusive ways
of characterizing the subjects and the possibility
of recognizing them in every language, i. e. the uni-
versality of the subject [7; 8; 11].
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Theoretical Background

In functionally oriented approaches, subject is
linked to semantic functions in terms of cases, pro-
totypical semantic role (e.g. ‘agent’ in active clause),
or hierarchies of functions and roles [11, 7]. A num-
ber of characteristic properties are typically applied
to identify subjects in different languages. Triggering
verbal agreement, binding anaphors, and the ability
to undergo raising to subject and to object are among
the most frequently noted canonical subject proper-
ties [1,6; 11, 1-2]. However, grammatical behaviours

OinonoriyHi cTypii. 36ipHUK HayKoBIMX MpaLb ¢ Bunyck 13,2019



of subjects differ from one language to the next, and
these specific characterizations seem not to allow
a unifying definition of the sentence constituent.
In search of universal schematic definitions, cogni-
tive grammar looks to the focusing of attention as one
of the basic cognitive abilities. In view of varied lan-
guage strategies, preferences, and conventions, differ-
ent clausal participants may appear in focus of atten-
tion, that is, become prominent. R. Langacker aims
at a more abstract and universal definition of subject
and highlights the interplay between semantic roles
and focal prominence as the aspects of conceptual
organization. Semantic roles are pertaining to con-
ceptual content; they are inherent in the structure
of the occurrence, while focal prominence is a mat-
ter of construal and resides in the directing of atten-
tion. Typological language variation demonstrates
different default choices of prominent elements (the
two major options being the semantic roles of agent
and patient) and the level of consistency in correla-
tion between a particular semantic role and the focal
prominence [7, 365-366]. The participants of a pro-
filed relationship are conferred with different degrees
of focal prominence. In particular, primary and sec-
ondary prominence degrees are schematic charac-
terizations of subject and object respectively. Hence
subject is defined as a nominal expression that speci-
fies the primary focal participant, or the trajector of a
profiled relationship, while other constituents are sec-
ondary figures, e.g. the object that specifies the land-
mark. There may be different candidates for primary
focal prominence. For instance, imposing the trajec-
tor status on the agent or patient results in active or
passive structures, as in

Floyd broke the glass vs. The glass was broken

by Floyd [7, 367-369].

Following Langacker’s presentation of the con-
ceptual structure of the nominal group and the clause
as the three-layered construct consisting of type spec-
ification, instantiation, and grounding, M. Taverniers
interprets subject as the Instantiator (a clausal ele-
ment that instantiates a certain semantic role) and
claims that it is the “primary syntagm-forming ele-
ment for realizing processual meanings” [11, 10-19].

Methods

The idea of subject prominence is reflected in var-
ious versions of generative grammar. Initially, subject
was presented as the constituent that takes the first
level position below the top of a tree sentence dia-
gram [S NP (= Subject) VP]; in later versions of gen-
erative theory, it is analyzed as the external argument.
The generation of subject remains at issue, which
leads to the diverse views of its position: as specifier
of IP (inflection), VP, Fin (finiteness), TP (tense), or
EventP [4; 8; 11].

Canonically, subject is represented by a nominal
group in the nominative case. There are languages,
however, that can leave the subject of a sentence
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unexpressed (= null). The main types of null subject
languages are distinguished according to the kind
of unexpressed subject they admit and structural con-
figurations that allow null subjects [3, 4-7]. According
to H. A. Sigurdsson, there are three types of languages:
the Romance pro drop type (1), the Germanic topic
drop type (2), and the Chinese discourse (= radical)
drop) type (3) [10, 269].

(1) It Parlo/Parli islandese.
speak 1SG/2SG Icelandic
1/You speak Icelandic.’
(2) Sw  Kommer tillbaks imorgon.
come @ -AGR back tomorrow
‘[I/We/She, etc.] will be back tomorrow.’
(3) Chi Kanjian ta le.
see @ -AGR he PERF @ -AGR
‘[He/She, etc.] saw him.’

Results and Discussion

If a full, referential subject can remain unex-
pressed, the language is referred to as a canoni-
cal / full null subject language or a full pro-drop one.
Greek, all Romance languages excluding French,
Turkish, Arabic (in main clauses) are considered to be
canonical null subject languages. The category of pro
denotes an empty pronoun that fills in the canonical
subject position [3, 2-3]. In this sense, the parame-
ter is regarded as a morphological/lexical one, rather
than a purely syntactic one. For instance, in Italian,
virtually any clause can be uttered leaving the subject
unexpressed, though sentences with overt subjects
are also perfectly grammatical. Here, the agreement
on the verb is analyzed as an incorporated pronoun,
with first and second person matching the speaker
and addressee features and third person match-
ing an aboutness-shift topic 3, 1; 10, 273; 12, 272].
Example (4) demonstrates the difference between
a sentence in Italian and the corresponding sentence
in English, which by contrast does not admit a null
subject.

(4) It (Voi) state leggendo un libro.
Eng *(You PL) are reading a book.

Languages that allow unexpressed subjects,
as well as objects, and do not have any verbal inflec-
tion are defined as radical pro-drop or discourse pro-
drop languages. Here belong many Asian languages:
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, Vietnamese etc. [2;
3, 3; 10, 269-270; 12, 272]. The following sentences
in Vietnamese (5) demonstrate that arguments can
be omitted quite freely without any agreement mark-
ing on the verb or on other verb related functional
elements [2]. The verb is a bare stem, lacking person
and number inflection. Both subject and object can
remain unexpressed if they can be recovered through
antecedents accessible in the discourse context.

Oinonoriuni cTyaii. 36ipHNK HaykoBMx Npaupb ¢ Bunyck 13,2019 37



(5) Viet Mary thich Tom. Va @ ciing thich Peter.
Mary like Tom And @ also like Peter
‘Maryi likes Tom. Shei also likes Peter.’
Viet Mary thich Tom. Nhung Peter khong thich @
Mary like Tom But Peter NEG like @
‘Mary likes Tomi. But Peter doesn’t like himi.’

According to H. A. Sigurdsson, Romance (pro-
drop) null subjects differ from the Germanic (topic
drop) and the Chinese (discourse = radical drop) types
in being conditioned by verb agreement. Discourse
drop languages have no clause-internal restrictions.
Germanic null subjects, in turn, structurally differ
from the other types in being restricted to clauses
with an empty Spec, C. Germanic referential null sub-
jects must thus have access to Spec, C [10, 268-270].
Sentence (6) in Swedish exemplifies Empty Spec,
C position, but no agreement.

(6) Sw Kommer tillbaks imorgon.
come @ -AGR back tomorrow
‘[I/We/She, etc.] will be back tomorrow.’

In partial null subject languages, the number
of contexts, allowable for unexpressed subjects, is
limited. The parameter is restricted to specific struc-
tures or feature composition of subject pronouns.
Null subjects are optional in some contexts where
they are obligatory in full (= consistent) null-sub-
ject languages and excluded in non-null-subject lan-
guages, and excluded in some contexts where they are
allowed in consistent null-subject languages. [3, 4-5;
5, 59-60]. For example, in Finnish, which is a partial
null subject language, not all referential subjects can
be null: first and second person subjects can be omit-
ted, but third person cannot, compare (7) and (8):

(7) Finn  (Sind) puhut englantia
‘You speak 2 SG English.”

(8) Finn *(He) puhuvat englantia
“They speak 3 PL English.”

The difference is also made between thematic and
non-thematic subjects, i.e. argumental, fully refer-
ential DP subjects and expletive subjects. Expletive
null subject languages admit an unexpressed exple-
tive subject, but do not allow a null referential sub-
ject. Partial and expletive null subject languages are
different in that in the former subject omission is
determined by syntactic conditions, while in the lat-
ter it is determined by the nature (referential or
expletive) of the subject [3, 7]. In the following exam-
ples from Brazilian Portuguese (9) and Finnish (10),
the weather-predicates do not license a theta-marked
subject and have no overt expletive subject [5, 62].

(9) BP  Estd chovendo.
is raining
1t’s raining.’
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(10) Finn  Ulkona sataa.
outside rains
It’s raining outside.”

What concerns Germanic languages, null subjects
are attested in different periods of their development.
However, H. Rosenkvist states that unexpressed sub-
jects are not admitted by standard modern languages
and can be found in Old Germanic languages: Old
English (11), Old High German (12), Old Icelandic
(13), and Old Swedish (14) and a number of Modern
Germanic vernaculars: Bavarian (15), Schwabian,
Ziirich German (16), Frisian, Yiddish, and Ovdalian
[9, 152].
(11) OE  Sona peet gesawon (Beowulf)
soon that saw
‘Soon they saw that’.

(12) OHG Druthin ist auh
Lord is also
‘He is also the Lord".
(13) Olce pd skar Rognvaldr jarl [hdr hans],
en adr hafdi verit tiskorit
then cut R. jarl hair his but before had been
uncut
‘Then R. cut his hair, but it had been uncut
before’.
(14) Osw  par gierpi kirchiu apra
there built church other
“There he built another church’.

(15) Bav  ...obst noch Minga kummst
if 2 SG to Munich come 2 SG
‘Whether you come to Munich’
(16) ZG  Widnn nach Ziiri chunnsch, muesch mi

bsueche.
when to Ziirich come 2 SG must 2 SG me visit
‘When you come to Ziirich, you must visit

>

me .

The discussion of null subjects primarily focuses
on their syntactic distribution, relation to verb agree-
ment, person reference, and frequency as compared
to overt subjects. In this article, we will further outline
the properties of Old Germanic languages.

Although Old Germanic languages are marked
for a certain degree of syntactical similarity, they
demonstrate unequal rates of null subjects, which is
apparently explained by the different age of the lan-
guages and hence, the different stage of the over-
all Germanic diachronic development reflected
in them [9, 153]. It has been noted that certain
aspects of the evidence from early Icelandic contrast
with findings from other early Germanic languages.
Icelandic is marked for its longevity of the null
subject property in a cross-Germanic perspective,
unlike other Germanic languages, including English,
German and Swedish, that lost the null subject prop-
erty at much earlier stages. Moreover, null subjects
show higher frequency in early Icelandic than in Old
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English and Old Swedish, where occurrence of null
subjects is restricted [6, 37-38].

Old Germanic verb forms feature a rather strong
agreement morphology. Being so distinct, they may
provide supplementary information about the sub-
ject (subject pronoun), which then may become
redundant and remain unexpressed. This idea leads
to the assumption that subject omission is related
to the richness of verbal inflection. However, a num-
ber of scholars claim to provide the evidence for the
opposite [6, 39; 9, 154-160; 13]. In Old English,
for example, verb forms that help unambigu-
ously identify an omitted subject are singular ones,
while plural forms do not have person distinction.
Irrespective of this fact, both singular and plural sub-
jects appear as null constituents, see (11) and (17),
(18) [12, 279-280; 13, 161].

(17) OE ic scecge pe peet to Oisse niht cerpon hona
creed priowa @ me onscecest.
(Rushworth, Matthew 26.34)
I say you that on this night before cock crows
thrice @ (pro) me deny 2 SG
T say to you that this night before the cock
crows you will deny me three times.’
(18) OE  pa leedde mon ford sumne blinde mon.
then led man NOM forth some ACC
blind ACC man ACC
Wees O cerest leeded to Bretta biscopum (Bede)
was first led to Britons GEN bishops DAT
“Then someone led forth a blind man.
He was first led to the priests of the Britons’.

Person becomes a more distinguishing fac-
tor, as third-person subjective (11), (18) arguments
were dropped more frequently than those of the first
and the second person (17) [9, 56; 12, 279; 14, 1].
Concerning the person reference, Old High German,
Old Icelandic, and Old Swedish are similar to Old
English: third-person null subjects are more numer-
ous, for example (19), (20).

(19) OHG @ steih tho in skifilin (Tatian 193.1)
stepped 3 SG then into boat
‘He then stepped into the boat’.
(20) OIce ok kom hann pangat ok var Hoskuldr uti,
er @ reid i tun.
and came he there and was H. outdoors
when rode into field
‘And he came there, and H. was outdoors
when he rode into the field’.
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Another argument in favour of that unexpressed
subjects were not dependent on or facilitated by dis-
tinct verb agreement is that they were largely lost
in Old High German period, although the language
distinguished six verb forms marked for person
and number and featured no substantial weakening
of inflectional endings in its diachronic development.
Likewise, Icelandic referential null subjects disap-
peared during the 18th and 19th centuries without
any related changes in the verb agreement paradigm.
Furthermore, in Old Swedish, singular null subjects
were more common than plural, although there was
only one verb form for singular [9].

There is less consistency in distributional features
of unexpressed subjects in the discussed languages.
In Old English and Old Swedish, null variants are
more typical for main clauses, as in (11), (14), (18),
than for subordinate ones, see (17), (21).

(21) OE  godfremmendra swylcum gifepe bid peet
good-doers GEN such DAT given is that
pone hilderces hel gediged (Beowulf)
the ACC battle-charge ACC hale endure
“To such performers of noble deeds it will be

granted that
they survive the assault unharmed..

Old High German embedded clauses with null
subjects are registered with main clause word order,
and clauses with the finite verb in final position license
an overt subject. This fact allows generalization that
Old High German null subjects are restricted to main
clauses. Conversely, in Old Icelandic sentences dis-
play slightly rarer occurrences of dropped subjects
in main or conjunct clauses (13) as compared to sub-
ordinate ones (20) [6, 4-17, 38; 9, 155-156; 12, 276;
13, 163-173].

Conclusions

The analysis of null subject characteristics in Old
Germanic languages suggests that they show some
similarities. Overall, null subjects are more common
in main clause contexts, though they are registered
in subordinate clauses as well. Rich verb paradigms
do not seem to be the crucial factor for licensing
null subjects. The distribution of unexpressed sub-
jects is more determined by the person reference,
as third-person omitted arguments are most frequent.
Finally, gradual loss of null subjects is not related
to the diachronic decrease of the number of distinct
verb forms because it is also observed in languages
that preserved verb inflections.
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