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While it is well-known that (pronominal) subjects can be omitted not only in pro-drop
languages such as Russian or Italian, but also in certain registers of English (e.g. diaries),
non-overt subjects in casual spoken English have not yet been analysed in any detail. This
paper will discuss the factors possibly influencing the choice of overt or non-overt
pronouns in arecently collected corpus of vernacular Newfoundland English.

The results of variable rule analyses of some 10,000 (overt and null) tokens show
that the presence/absence of pronouns is not solely dependent on factors previously
discussed in literature on pro-drop languages. Rather, features such as VP length which
are known to have an impact on subject realisation in first language acquisition (cf. e.g.
Bloom 1990) should aso be taken into consideration. It can be shown that complexity in
one part of the sentence such as a complex multi-word/multi-morpheme verb phrase
favours simplicity such as null subjects in another part.

Moreover, the data show possible persistence effects to be at work, with one null
subject favouring another in the next subject slot. It can aso be shown that certain lexical
items favour deletion.

Overadl, the analyses suggest that not only factors from different languages, both
[- pro-drop] and [+ pro-drop], but also from a number of disciplines, including
morphosyntax, discourse theory and sociolinguistics, as well as various theoretical
frameworks (formal and functional schools) and stages of acquisition/competence (first,
second, adult language) should be considered when discussing null subjectsin English.

Literature:

Bloom, Paul. 1990. “ Subjectless sentences in child language”. Linguistic Inquiry 21: 491-
504.

Cote, Sharon Ann. 1996. Grammatical and discourse properties of null arguments in
English. PhD thesis. Linguistics Department. University of Pennsylvania.
Philadel phia. http://falcon.jmu.edu/~cotesa/research.html (accessed 21/08/2006)

Haegeman, Liliane. 2000. “Adult null subjects in non pro-drop languages.” In:
Friedemann, Marc-Ariel and Luigi Rizzi (eds.), The Acquisition of Syntax:
Studies in Comparative Developmental Linguistics, 129-169. Harlow: Longman.

Haegeman, Liliane und Tabea Ihsane. 1999. “Subject ellipsis in embedded clauses in
English.” English Language and Linguistics 3: 117-145.

Harvie, Dawn. 1998. “Null subject in English: Wonder if it exists?’ Cahiers Linguistique
d'Ottawa 26: 15-25.

Schmerling, Susan F. 1973. “ Subjectless sentences and the notion of surface structure.”
Chicago Linguistics Society 9: 577-586.

Thrasher, Randolph H. 1974. Shouldn't ignore these strings: A study of conversational
deletion. PhD thesis. Linguistics Department. University of Michigan. Ann
Arbor.



