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Abstract: This article deals with the phenomenon of Focus Fronting and addresses the vexed
question of its optional realization. A novel path for explanation is thus proposed, based on
intervention effects and, in particular, on Superiority at the External Merge of arguments in the
VP shell. To this purpose, an original experimental test has been designed for a systematic
comparison between Subject and Object Focus in corrective replies, from which evidence is
provided for a significant difference between transitive, unaccusative and unergative verbs.
Furthermore, a gradient approach is advocated for intervention effects, based on the
combination of different features. The incidence of alternative Focus constructions is also taken
into consideration (i.e., postverbal Subject, cleft sentences and passives) and relevant

asymmetries are treated in a comprehensive account.
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1. Focus and Superiority: an overview

1.1 Focus and Correction

Focus is a discourse category, traditionally descripted as the part of an utterance conveying new
(inactive) information (cf. Halliday 1967, Jackendoff 1972, Lambrecht 1994), which has been
given great attention by scholars in recent works (cf., among others, Poletto and Beninca 2004,
Belletti 2008, Bianchi et al. 2015, Frascarelli 2010, Kiss 1998, Neeleman 2007, Rooth 1992).
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discussing the results of the empirical investigation. For the concerns of the Italian academy, Mara Frascarelli is
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Different types of Foci have been identified in the literature (for an overview, cf. Krifka
2007) and, among them, Information Focus (henceforth, IF) is generally identified as the
canonical Focus type, from which all other types are distinguished. Following Puglielli and
Frascarelli (2011), we can define IF as the constituent having the main function of identifying
the variable in the presupposition introduced by a (possibly implicit) wh-question.?

For the purposes of the present study, however, we will concentrate on Corrective Focus
(henceforth, CF), a subtype of Contrastive Focus which, following Bianchi and Bocci (2012),
adds “an incompatibility presupposition” to mere Contrast. In this view, CF can be defined as
a complex conversational move, involving both the denial of a previously asserted proposition
and the assertion of a new proposition, intended to correct and substitute the previous one.

To distinguish CF from Contrastive Focus, Bianchi and Bocci’s (2012) investigation
starts from the definition of Contrastive Focus proposed in Neeleman et al. (2007: 3), according
to which “constituents that are contrastive are understood to belong to a contextually given set
out of which they are selected to the exclusion of at least some other members of the set.” In

this respect, consider the example provided in (1) below (adapted from Bianchi and Bocci 2012:

(2), (4)):

(1) A:Maria era molto elegante /[’ altra sera a teatro.
Maria be.psT.3sG very elegant the other evening at theatre
‘Maria was really elegant yesterday night at (the) theatre.’
B:Si era messa [un Armani]s, non [uno straccetto di H&M]r
RIFL be.psT.3sG put.PRT an Armani not a rag of H&M

‘She wore an Armani (dress), not a cheap dress from H&M.’

In this example, B’s answer “constitutes an elaboration of speaker A’s assertion”, simply
contrasting the focused element with another alternative in the negative tag.
Conversely, the information structure of a sentence containing a CF carries an

incompatibility presupposition, between the sentence itself and a specific alternative, which has

! This is reminiscent of Roberts’ (2004) Question Under Discussion (QUD). According to Robert’s model, the
main goal of discourse is to discover “the way things are” through a strategy of “communal inquiry”. To this
purpose, a “set of QUDs” is proposed, which is composed with the (possibly implicit) questions that an assertion

must answer (at least partially) in order to be coherent (cf. Roberts 2004 for further details).
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been explicitly mentioned in the previous discourse (i.e., the antecedent). Consider the
following example (adapted from Bianchi and Bocci 2012: (1A-B)):

(2) A: So che Gianni ha invitato  Lucia.
know.PRES.1SG that John  have.PRES.3SG invite.PRT Lucy
‘(1) know that John invited Lucy.’
B: No, ha invitato  [Marina]r.
no have.PRES.3SG invite.PRT Marina
‘No, (he) invited Marina.’

In (2), B’s answer corrects A’s assertion by contrasting the focused element ‘Marina’ with its
alternative ‘Lucia’ proposed by A. Then, the corrective context conveys the presupposition that
the contextually given alternative (i.e., A’s assertion) is incompatible with B’s corrective claim.

As for the syntactic realization, experimental results led the authors to claim that, unlike
IF and mere Contrastive Focus, the fronting of the focused constituent is a viable option for CF,
despite a strong preference for the in situ position. This is the issue we will deal with in the

present work.

1.2 Fronting optionality: a vexed question
In general terms, fronting is a syntactic operation that is assumed to be a device to enhance
cohesion in written texts and provide emphasis when used in conversation.

Different kinds of fronting can be found and have been extensively studied in the
literature, such as wh-fronting in interrogative sentences (3a), VP Preposing (3b), Negative
Constituent Preposing (3c), Topicalisation (3d), Locative inversion (3e), Preposing around be
(3f) and V2 phenomena (4) (cf., among others, Hooper and Thompson 1973, Chomsky 1977,
Roberts 1997, Géartner 2002, Heycock 2006). These operations can be found in many of the
world’s languages, and play a key role in the theories on so-called ‘Long-distance

dependencies’ (cf., among others, Fodor 1978, Bresnan 1982, Clifton and Ferreira 1987).

(3) a.  When are you planning to visit the States?
b. Mary promised that she would cook fish tonight, and cook fish she will.
c. Never in my life have I told you lies!
d. That movie you should watch.

e.  On the wall hangs a portrait of my ancestors.
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f.  Standing next to me was the bride’s first man.

(4) Dieses Buch wollte ich gestern lesen.
this book want.psT.1sG | yesterday read.INF

‘Yesterday I wanted to read this book.’

As is shown in the examples above, fronting is an operation that typically pertains a constituent
that follows the verb: through movement this phrase is placed at the beginning of the sentence,
obtaining formal salience with respect to other elements. This is the reason why it is commonly
considered a Focus strategy and several descriptions have been provided for this phenomenon,
showing diverse patterns in different languages (cf., among many others, Alboiu 2004,
Hartmann and Zimmermann 2007). In this respect, it should be noticed that Subject constituents
are not generally involved (and studied) in this type of operation, since the majority of
languages in the world is Subject-initial. Hence, the Subject is by definition in a condition of
structural ‘superiority’ in the sentence (on the notion of Superiority, cf. §1.4 below).?

Despite the relevance of cross-linguistic analyses, however, fronting is poorly
understood when approached as a Focus strategy, since its application seems to be prominently
optional in most languages (with the exception of the so-called “discourse-configurational”
languages; cf. Kiss, ed. 1995).

In a language like Italian, for instance, answers (5b) and (5¢) are both grammatical and
considered acceptable by informants, independent of age and provenience (cf., among others,
Bianchi and Bocci 2012, Carella 2019, Frascarelli and Stortini 2019):

(5) a. A: So che Leo ha incontrato Sara alla festa.
know.1sc that Leo have.3sG meet.PRT Sara at.the party
‘(1) know that Leo met Sara at the party.’
b. B: No, ha incontrato ELISA.
no have.3sG.pST meet.PRT Elisa
‘No, (he) met ELISA.’

2 As a matter of fact, the fronting of Subject constituents is often qualified as a ‘vacuous movement’ (Chomsky
1986), that is to say, an operation without an effect on the PF output which, as such, can be suspended (cf.
Agbayani’s 2000 ‘Vacuous Movement Hypothesis®). For this reason, the analysis of Focus Fronting typically

targets focused Objects in the literature.
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c. B: No, ELisA ha incontrato.
no Elisa have.3sG.PST meet.PRT

‘No, ELISA (he) met.’

As discussed in Bianchi and Bocci (2012), this optionality is problematic for at least two
reasons. From the syntactic viewpoint, it calls into question the assumption that movement
operations are triggered by requirements internal to the narrow syntactic component (i.e.,
features merged in dedicated functional projections), since such requirements should not be
flexible. As for the semantic viewpoint, optionality is also unexpected, since either the Focus
constituent is interpreted in situ (Alternative Semantics approach), or it must be interpreted in
adisplaced position (Structured Meaning approach). From an empirical viewpoint, an important
question is whether fronting can be related to a specific interpretive import.

The connection between (different types of) Focus and fronting has been studied for
different languages (cf., among others, Neeleman and Vermeulen 2012, Samek-Lodovici 2018)
and several experiments have been designed to clarify this question (cf. Salveste et al. 2015 for
Estonian, Skopeteas and Fanselow 2011 for German). Authors like Haida (2008) argue that the
fronted position is only associated with Correction because exhaustivity is semantically
incompatible with Contrast, whereas authors like Giurgea (2016) have called into questions this
connection.

Following their insight as native speakers, Bianchi and Bocci (2012: 2) hypothesize that
“only the corrective import may license fronting in Italian, while merely contrastive import
cannot”, and the results of their experimental test supported this insight. However, fronting is
never the best choice: it is (only) realized by 25% of informants when the target sentence does
not include a negative tag (percentage dropping to 13% when the negative tag is present). The
authors underline that the difference with respect to Contrast (scoring only 1.9%) is significant
in both cases, and this leads to the conclusion that fronting is preferably associated with
Correction in Italian.®> Based on semantic considerations, the authors thus theorize that the
crucial difference lies in the fact that CF has an impact on conversational dynamics, and, as

such, it can only be licensed in discourse-active clauses. Indeed, CF involves a contrast across

3 Similar conclusions are reached for European Portuguese in Costa and Martins (2011). On the syntax of Focus

negation, see also Poletto (2010).
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utterances (not within utterances); hence, it conveys a conversational move, that is, a specific
proposal to update the discourse context (cf. Krifka 2007). From a cartographic perspective, the
corrective import is assumed to be licensed in the C-domain of discourse-active (i.e., root or
quasi-root) clauses. This explains why only CF, but not merely Contrastive Focus, can target a
left-peripheral ex situ position.

The surface optionality of such movement was then resolved at the syntax-prosody
interface. It is proposed that the focus element always enters a dependency with the left-
peripheral position, but at the interface, it is possible to spell out either the higher or the lower
copy of the dependency. The first option, however, gives rise to a marked prosodic structure,
since the fronted focus element, bearing the main prominence at the beginning of the sentence,
violates the Rightmostness condition.

An interface solution to fronting optionality is also put forth by authors like Neeleman
and van de Koot (2008) and Fanselow and Lenertova (2010). Specifically, it is proposed that
certain movement operations may be triggered by interface requirements, which optimize the
mapping between syntax and the external components.* In particular, in Neeleman and van de
Koot (2008) it is argued that no syntactically active focus feature triggers movement, nor is
movement necessary to make the Focus structure readable at the interface (contra Cinque and
Rizzi 2008). Optional movement is triggered by an interface strategy aimed at disambiguating
the extension of the domain of Focus. According to the authors, an element freely adjoins to a
dominating node and, at the interface, a templatic mapping rule may interpret the adjoined
element as the Focus, and the lower part of the adjunction structure as the domain of Focus.

A crucial role is also assigned to the prosodic interface by authors like Ladd (2008),
Gussenhoven (2008) and Yiya (2006), who notice that Correction implies the emergence of
specific phonological phenomena in some languages, such as lengthening and prominence shift,
while this is not the case with Contrast. In this respect, Vander Klok et al. (2017) interestingly
show that in languages like French Focus is prosodically marked if the antecedent is a
proposition that the current assertion aims to correct. This seems to show that fronting may be
connected with a Focus type that implies propositions (in line with what is proposed for CF in
Bianchi and Bocci 2012).

A Stochastic OT approach to Minimalist restriction is instead the proposal put forth in

4 Interface requirements will be taken into consideration in this paper as well, though from a different level of

analysis (cf. the Working Hypothesis in 82.1 below).
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Gabriel (2010). According to the author, all structures are constructed following Chomsky’s
(2008) target-probe approach, and Stochastic OT accounts for the existence of a “certain degree
of variability restricted to well-defined linguistic areas” (Gabriel 2010: 205).°

To conclude this overview, it can be said that different solutions have been proposed
and several factors seem to co-occur and contribute to the emergence of Focus Fronting
(henceforth, FF). Nevertheless, the emergence of optionality still remains an open issue.

Based on this premises, we reckon that an ‘exclusive’ trigger for FF is plausibly to be
excluded, in favour of a ‘combination’ of triggering features. Since exhaustivity and prosody
do not seem to be decisive per se in this respect, and a purely pragmatic approach excludes the
possibility of a comprehensive formal explanation for this phenomenon, we will pursue a ‘novel
way’ for a formal solution, exploring the possibility that the optionality of FF depends on
intervention effects. In this respect, a gradient approach to intervention will be assumed, in line

with recent proposals, to be illustrated in the following section.

1.3 Intervention Effects

Intervention effects have been originally explored in formal syntax in connection with weak-
island phenomena (cf. Szabolcsi 2006 for an overview). For the purposes of the present
analysis, we follow Rizzi’s (2018) account and assume a Relativized Minimality (RM) version
of the intervention principle, according to which a local relation between an element X and its
trace Y is broken if there is another element Z that structurally intervenes between X and Y,
and Z exhibits morphosyntactic properties akin to X and Y. This can be formalized as in (8)
below (from Rizzi 2004: 225):

(8) In the configuration [... X ... Z ... Y ...] alocal relation connecting X and Y is disrupted

when there is a Z such that:

® The central idea behind Gabriel’s stochastically model is a so-called “Continuous Ranking Scale” (CRS), on
which each constraint occupies a specific ranking value, located at different distances from one another. The model
implies different evaluations at different times, since repeated evaluations may yield slightly different selection
points for a given constraint, whose position on the CRS consequently varies. As a result, a constraint is associated
with a range of values rather than fixed point, with the ranges of neighboring constraints overlapping to a greater
or lesser extent. The more the value ranges of two adjacent constraints overlap, the higher the probability that the
relevant selection points intersect at the time of evaluation and that the actual tableau exhibits the reverse constraint

ranking.
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A) Zis of the same structural type as X, and
B) Zintervenes between X and Y

A proper comprehension of this model thus requires a definition of what counts as an
‘intervener’. For the sake of space, we can briefly state that this notion implies that (a) the
intervening element must intervene hierarchically, not just linearly; and (b) the class of
interveners is featurally selective. Characterization (a) explains why from a baseline sentence
like (9a) extraction of the temporal adjunct when is ill formed (cf. (9b)), whereas from a baseline

like (10a) movement of when is possible, as in (10b):

(9) a. Leo asked who will arrive at five
b.  *When [did Leo ask [ who [ will arrive ___ 1]1]

(10)a. The doubt about who passed the exam ended at five
b. When [ did [ the doubt [ about [ who passed the exam ]J]]Jend __ ]?

On the other hand, characterization (b) explains why quantificational adverbials like beaucoup
(‘a lot’) in French intervene in combien extraction (cf. (11)), whereas manner adverbials like

attentivement (‘carefully’, in (12)) do not (cf. Laenzlinger 1998):

(11)*Combien  a-t-il beaucoup consulté [ __ de livres] ?
how much  have.3sG-‘1’-he  much consult.PrRT of books

‘How many has he a lot consulted of books?’

(12) Combien a-t-il attentivement consulté [ de livres]?
how much have.3sG-‘T’-he  carefully consult.;PRT  of books

‘How many has he carefully consult of books?’

Nevertheless, intra- and cross-linguistic analysis has shown that intervention can obtain weaker
or stronger effects according to the phenomenon under examination. In other words, it seems
that a clear-cut characterization cannot be maintained, and a ‘modular’ approach should be
instead assumed.

In in this line of analysis, Villata et al. (2016) propose a gradient approach to

intervention effects according to which four types of relations should be distinguished:
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bare identity, if a feature of the intervening Z element is identical to one of X;

inverse inclusion, if a feature of X is included in those of Z;

inclusion, if a feature of Z is included in those of X;

complex identity, in which the identity of the featural specification between X and Z
involves more than one feature (unlike Bare Identity, in which the identity of features

involves a single feature)”.®

Based on experimental results, it is then claimed that the relations leading to a higher degree of

intervention are those of Bare Identity and Inverse Inclusion; in the case of Inclusion and, above

all, Complex Identity, the intervention is weakened and the sentences are more acceptable

overall.

Importantly, it turned out that context does not actually play a relevant role in

intervention. This proposal opens new perspectives, since it allows for a formal, feature-based

explanation of apparently ‘fuzzy’ phenomena, avoiding a ‘drift’ towards a purely pragmatic

approach.

Adopting this line of analysis, the present investigation is intended to evaluate the

explicative power of a gradient intervention approach for the optionality of FF, exploring the

& An example for each type of intervention is provided below (from Villata et al. 2016: 81, (9)):

A.

Bare Identity

Qu’ est-ce que; tu te demandes [quik_«x a résolu _ {]?
what be.3sG-DIM that you OBJ.CL.2SG ask.PRES.2SG  who have.3sG solve.PRT
“What do you wonder who solved?’ [+Q] [+Q]

Inverse Inclusion

Qu’ est-ce quej tu te demandes [quel  étudianty
what be.3sG-DIM  that you 0BJ.CL.2SG ask.PRES.2SG which student

a résolu _ j]?

have.3sG solve.PRT

“What do you wonder which student solved?’ [+Q] [+Q, +N]
Inclusion

Quel probleme;  te demandes-tu [quik__« a résolu __j]?
which  problem OBJ.CL.2SG ask.PRES.2SG-you who have.3sG  solve.PRT
‘Which problem do you wonder who solved?’ [+Q, +N] [+Q]
Complex Identity

Quel  probléme; te demandes-tu [quel  étudianty _ «a résolu _ {]?
which problem  0BJ.CL.2SG  ask.PRES.2SG-you which student have.3sG solve.PRT
“Which problem do you wonder which student solved?’ [+Q, +N] [+Q, +N]
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possibility that relevant gradience relies on the movement of the Focus constituent from its
External Merge position in the vP shell. If this is the case, optionality of FF can be treated as a

particular case of Subject Superiority effect.

1.4 Subject Superiority Effects

The phenomenon of Superiority has been explored since Chomsky (1973). The empirical
(original) generalization is that in a language like English, where only one wh-phrase is fronted
in a multiple question, it is the ‘superior’ wh-phrase (i.e., the one that asymmetrically c-
commands other wh-phrases) that is fronted. This is shown in (13a) below, where the lower wh-
phrase what has moved over the c-commanding wh-phrase who, with (13b), where what

remains in situ:

(13)a. *Whatk did who break tk?
b. Who broke what?

In this respect, Chomsky (1973) postulates the Superiority Condition, given in (14), basically
tracking the generalization above:

(14) No rule can involve X, Y in the structure .. X...[...Z...WYV...] where the rule applies
ambiguously to Z and Y, and Z is superior to Y. The category A is superior to the
category B if every major category dominating A dominates B as well but not

conversely.

To capture Superiority effects in the Minimalist system, where the split C-head attracts phrases
to check different discourse-related features, an economy condition, namely, ‘Attract Closest
F’ (or ‘Minimal Link Condition’, MLC) has been proposed in Chomsky (1995: 311), in which

‘Closeness’ is intended in terms of asymmetric c-command:

(15) K attracts a only if there is no 3, B closer to K than a, such that K attracts f.

MLC correctly rules out (13a), insofar as the object wh-phrase what which is not the closest to
C° cannot be attracted by it.
However, even though Superiority violations have been extensively ascribed to some

grammatical constraint (cf., among others, Chomsky 1981, Pesetsky 2000), this view has been
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given up in Chomsky (2008) and the reliability of an account purely based on movement
constraints has been seriously questioned in recent works.

As a matter of fact, Superiority effects show substantial cross-linguistic variation. Just
to mention some cases and relevant contributions, they seem very robust in English, but can be
reduced or almost cancelled by means of d-linking (Pesetsky 1987) or context (Bolinger 1978).
In contrast, works by Haider (1993) and Fanselow (2001) have shown that Superiority is not an
issue in German, due to the overall grammatical organization of this language, which is claimed
to nullify the relevant effects. In his comparative work, Boskovi¢ (2002) shows that Serbo-
Croatian features Superiority effects in some contexts, Bulgarian exhibits them in any context,
and Russian seems not to be affected by them. Finally, based on different experimental tests, in
Sprouse et al. (2016) it is shown for Italian that sentences in which island effects should be
expected, are instead either accepted or marginal in some cases. In particular, relevant results
suggest that Subject islands are present for wh-dependencies, but not for relative clauses.

Given the apparent failure of a narrow syntactic account, a number of proposals have
been advanced in the literature, trying to derive Superiority effects from assumptions
concerning the processing of multiple questions.

In this spirit, based on the modulating, crosslinguistic effect of d-linking, Arnon et al.
(2006) propose that Superiority effects are gradient, since they arise from the language
processing system (see also Hofmeister 2007). Hence, with its impoverished morphological
system, English has the strongest Superiority effect, whereas an intermediate effect is found in
German, in which Case is available, though often ambiguous. Finally, in languages like
Russian, in which Case is available but less often ambiguous, no ordering preference can be
attested in multiple wh-questions. A parsing account of Superiority is thus offered, in which
cue strength is determined by the availability, reliability, and cost of using some cue.” This kind
of solution clearly refutes a syntactic approach to Superiority and reduces the expressive power
of grammar, shifting the explanation of many generalizations to ‘third-kind factors’ of
(language-independent) processing.

To conclude, the nature and properties of Superiority effects are far from
uncontroversial. Nevertheless, they present cross-linguistic properties that exclude a purely

parsing approach. This is the reason why this paper intends to maintain the explanation of such

" Very briefly, cue availability is defined in terms of relative frequency (i.e., the proportion of times a particular
cue is present), whereas cue reliability is defined as the proportion of times a cue unambiguously indicates the

correct interpretation. Costs are determined by perceptual salience and memory load.
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asymmetries within the domain of syntax and try a gradient approach, as a particular case of
intervention occurring in the movement from the vP to the CP phase. In particular, we
hypothesize that the Subject, which asymmetrically c-commands (hence, it is ‘superior’ to) all
other arguments in the sentence, might determine Superiority effects on their movement to the

C-domain, triggered by attraction of the [+focus] feature in Foc®.®

2. The Present Research: Objective and Methodology

2.1 The Working Hypothesis

Given the ‘inherent’ structural superiority of Subjects (cf. §1.2 and note 2 above), previous
analyses on FF have mainly concentrated on Objects (either direct or indirect) and the
experimental designs elaborated for the investigation would typically feature null Subject
sentences (cf. among others, Bianchi and Bocci 2012, Bianchi et al. 2016), possibly to avoid
minimality effects and/or the (random) realization of postverbal Subjects, whose irregular
presence might bias the analysis.

However, in recent works it has been extensively argued that silent elements can also
determine intervention effects and that PF is much more ‘syntactic’ than usually assumed.
Indeed, according to Sigurdsson and Maling (2010: 81), it is a “highly sophisticated system that
is able to ‘see’ syntax” (see also Sigurdsson 2006). It can be thus hypothesized that the apparent
optionality (and consequent low frequency) of FF might be due to an intervention effect of the
silent Subject on Object movement.

Furthermore, previous analyses of FF have mostly concentrated on transitive verbs (see
references cited above), possibly because the experimental target was the fronting of direct
Obijects. This means, however, that the relevant Subjects always had an agentive role and this
semantic quality might have contributed to the optionality of Object fronting. As a matter of
fact, a hierarchy exists between thematic roles and it is generally agreed that the Agent is the

highest ranking role. Thematic hierarchies are indeed widely used in the literature to explain

8 It is plausible to conjecture that intervention effects might be enough to capture relevant asymmetries (dispensing
with Superiority), as suggested by a reviewer. However, following Kotek (2017), we reckon that the two notions
should be maintained separated. Indeed, Kotek shows that the derivations of Superiority-violating and obeying
questions may differ, and that intervention is possible in both types of questions, regardless of their Superiority
status. Hence, theories of intervention must make reference to the LF representation of an A-bar movement, while
this is not the case for Superiority effects, which rely on (spell-out) c-command. Hence, it is crucial to check

whether Subject superiority might depend on its Merge position in the vP-phase.
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the mapping from semantic representation to syntax and a number of Subject/Object
asymmetries.® Larson (1988), for instance, suggests that the thematic hierarchy is a reflection
of the order of composition of arguments with the verb. It is therefore feasible to hypothesize
that an agentive Subject might affect the realization of Object fronting.

In this line of analysis, the working hypothesis of the present research is that fronting
is influenced by the argument structure of the verb and, in particular, by the External Merge
position of the to-be-focused argument within the vP-phase. Indeed, we conjecture that
intervention effects triggered by arguments merged in a higher position hinder the movement
of lower-merged arguments in the vP phase. Hence, adopting a gradient approach to
intervention effects, we predict that the syntactic function of the focused constituent can affect
the possibility of FF, since the different structural asymmetries between Subject and (direct or

indirect) Object may (or may not) trigger different types of intervention effects.

2.2 The experiment: informants and test design

The present work constitutes a pilot study aimed at verifying the feasibility of the working
hypothesis (cf. § 2.1) and probing the existence and import of additional variables which could
play arole in (dis)favouring FF. Specifically, in order to achieve this goal, an elicited production
task has been designed and submitted to 165 informants aged between 19 and 33 years old

(M=20.4 SD=1.8)' all native speakers of the Italian regional variety spoken in Lazio.'!

® Fillmore (1968) was the first to formulate a hierarchy of ‘cases’ (i.e., semantic relations) to help determine Subject
selection and, after him, several scholars have proposed different mappings between an ordered list of semantic
roles and an ordered list of grammatical relations (for an overview on different proposals, cf. Levin and Rappaport
1996).

10 M stands for ‘mean’, SD indicates the ‘Standard Deviation’.

1 Far from being a limit to the analysis, this selection has been decided for reasons of representativeness, since
the Italian regional variety spoken in Rome is considered one of the closest to standard Italian. This is mainly due
to three reasons: (i) this variety has been greatly influenced by the one spoken in Tuscany (from which standard
Italian was developed) during the renaissance period (cf. Jones and Esch 2002, Trifone 2008, among others); (ii)
Rome is a ‘melting pot” of different dialects, due to the great turnout of people coming from all parts of Italy, for
educational or working reasons; this situation has thus contributed to the gradual ‘fading’ of the original Roman
dialect, in favour of a more general standard variety (cf. Sabatini 1985); (iii) Rome’s status of capital city endowed
its regional variety with a major influence over the national standard. Indeed, thanks to the presence in Rome’s
territory of most national administrative and media centres, as well as the main press agencies, this variety has

obtained a privileged status among the other regional varieties.
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Informants have been tested individually and were presented with a series of images featuring
everyday life situations (such as a child eating an apple, a woman running on the beach etc.).
For each image a junior researcher would affirm something plainly wrong, and informants have
been asked to correct that statement, realizing a full sentence containing the same verb used by

the researcher, as shown in (16) below:*?

Figure 1: picture associated with (16)

(16) Researcher: Guarda, la mamma lava IL  FIGLIO.
Look  DET mummy.suBJ wash.3sG DET son
‘Look, the mother is washing HER SON.’
Informant:  No! La mamma lava IL  CANE.
No DET mummy.SUBJ wash.3sG DET dog

No! The mother is washing HER DOG.

First of all, we wanted to rule out any priming effect that could be determined by the syntactic
structure of the stimuli. As a matter of fact, in previous studies (cf. §2.1) the sentences provided
to elicit the production of FF often presented an SVO order, that is the unmarked order in
Italian®. 1t is therefore feasible to conjecture that this kind of prompt might have biased the
results, favouring the production of SVO sentences in the (corrective/contrastive) replies. In
other words, the SVO prompt might have had an effect on optionality. In order to avoid this
type of interference, in the present experiment each stimulus has been presented both with an
SVO and an OVS order.

12 1n (16) and all following examples, small caps are used to indicate the focused constituent, which the researcher
always realized with a CF intonation and informants were expected to correct (with a CF) in their reply.
13 1t should be noticed that in the present analysis the term O(bject) is used for both direct and indirect objects, and

that all stimuli feature an overt Subject.

192



Moreover, each image is associated with two target sentences: in one version the (to be
corrected) Focus is on the Subject and in the other it is on the Object, in order to assess the
validity of our prediction that the (Subject/Object) function of the focused constituent can
trigger the use of different constructions.

In this respect, it is important to notice that the syntactic and discourse-related status of
the constituents varies based both on the syntactic order of the stimulus and on the syntactic
function of the focused constituent. Starting with Subject Focus, when the stimulus presents the
SVO order, we assume vacuous movement of the Subject (cf. note 2): hence, it is realized as a
fronted CF, while the Object is a Topic, dislocated in the lowest position assumed for Topics
in the C-domain, right below the Focus (cf. Rizzi 1997, Frascarelli and Hinterh6lzl 2007), with
the verb in Foc®. On the other hand, in the case of the OVS order, the Object is realized as a
left-dislocated Topic in the highest TopP position in the left periphery, and the Subject is
focused in situ (as is shown by the position of the verb; for details on syntactic derivation, see
84.2 below). As for items featuring Object Focus, when the stimulus presents the SVO order,
the Subject is realized as a left-dislocated Topic, while the focused Object remains in situ.
Conversely, in the case of the OVS order, the Object is realized as a fronted CF, while the
Subject as a right-dislocated Topic (in the low C-domain).

Finally, in order to investigate the impact of the External Merge of arguments on FF,
the experiment features three different types of verbs, namely (i) transitives, (ii) unergatives
and (iii) unaccusatives, divided into six subgroups. Specifically:

(i) transitive verbs are all dynamic verbs, selecting an Agent Subject and a Patient Direct
Object (DO); within transitives two subgroups have been selected, based on DO
animacy; namely, transitives with an inanimate Object (InO) and transitives with an
animate Object (AnO);*

(if) unergative verbs constitute a single group, selecting an Agent Subject and a Locative
Indirect Object (10);

14 Even though this variable does not affect the Subject-Object asymmetry at the syntax-semantic level, in many
studies it has been argued that DO animacy can have an impact on the realization of fronting (cf., among others,
Tomlin’s 1986 ‘Animated-first’ principle, van Bergen 2011, Branigan et al. 2008, Dahl and Fraurud 1996,
Verhoeven 2014). Therefore, we decided to include this distinction in the test design, so as to assess the possible

influence of this aspect in the present research.
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(iii) finally, the test features three types of unaccusative verbs, namely, motion and stative
verbs, selecting a Theme Subject and a Locative 10, and psych-verbs of the ‘piacere

class’ (cf. Belletti and Rizzi, 1988) selecting a Theme Subject and an Experiencer 10.

The final experimental design was a 6x2x2, with six (sub)types of verbs, presented either with
a focused Subject or a focused Object, either with an SVO or an OV'S word order, for a total of
24 experimental conditions. Then, four verbs have been selected for each of the six subtypes,®®
so that each condition could be tested against four different items, thus obtaining a total amount
of 96 target stimuli.

Furthermore, the 96 experimental items have been divided into four lists'® with a Latin
square design, so that each informant was presented a single item for each experimental
condition and would never see the same image twice, yielding 165 corrective sentences for each

of the 24 conditions, for a total of 3960 outcome sentences.

2.3 Types of verbs and the Subject-Object asymmetry

According to Minimalist tenets, constituents are subject to External Merge in the vP, where
they establish substantive ‘base structure’, yielding argument structure. Indeed, though in the
GB framework theta-roles were assumed to be assigned by the verbal head, starting from
Williams (1981) and later with Larson’s (1988) theory of the “VP-shell’, argument structure
has been argued to go beyond the lexical-category VP and involve functional categories like
‘light” verbs. Hence, several subsequent proposals (cf. Kratzer 1994, Chomsky 1995, von
Stechow 1995, among others) have provided arguments supporting the idea that the external
argument is assigned theta-role by the head of the functional projection VoiceP, relabelled ‘vP’

— a projection immediately dominating the VVP.

15 Specifically, (i) for transitive verbs with animate DO: baciare (‘to kiss’), lavare (‘to wash’), accarezzare (‘to
pet’) and arrestare (‘to arrest’); (ii) for transitive verbs with inanimate DO: mangiare (‘to eat’), suonare (‘to play’),
chiudere (‘to close’) and disegnare (‘to draw’); (iii) for unergative verbs: dormire (‘to sleep’), lavorare (‘to
work’), sorridere (‘to smile”) and correre (‘to run’); (iv) for unaccusative motion verbs: partire (‘to leave for’),
scendere (‘to get off”), entrare (‘to enter’) and uscire (‘to exit’); (v) for unaccusative stative verbs: vivere (‘to
live’), appartenere (‘to belong”), fidarsi (‘to trust’) and trovarsi (‘to be at’); and (vi) for unaccusative psych-verbs:
mancare (‘to miss’), piacere (‘to appeal to’), interessare (‘to interest’) and scocciare (‘to bother’).

16 Each list was thus composed of 24 target stimuli, which were alternated with 12 fillers (one every two target

stimuli) featuring the Correction of presentative structures.
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In line with this analysis, we assume that Spec,vP is the position in which the
Agent/Causer is merged, Spec,VP is dedicated to the Patient/Theme, while Compl,VP is the
position reserved to obliques (i.e., Goal/Location).

Notice that Minimalist accounts tend to consider structural economy as involving as few
heads as possible and, in this spirit, the presence of v is tightly linked to the presence of an
external argument (cf., among others, Chomsky 1995, Bennis 2004); consequently,
unaccusative verbs are often assumed to be “simple VP structures”, with no vP layer. On the
other hand, several recent studies have rejected this view (cf., relevant discussion in Alexiadou
and Anagnostopoulou 2004), proposing that the VP shell structure is universal and,
consequently, v is always projected (cf. Harley 1995, Collins 1997, Marantz 1997, Embick
1997, Arad 1998, Alexiadou et al. 2006). A detailed analysis of this debated issue is beyond the
purposes of the present work. Nevertheless, based on the cartographic assumption that evidence
for a functional head in one language is evidence for its existence in universal grammar (cf.,
among others, the articles in Brugé et al. 2012), we assume the presence of a vP projection in
unaccusatives as well.

As for unergatives, we follow a long-standing tradition, according to which these verbs
are considered as ‘hidden transitives’ (cf. Hale and Keiser 1993, Chomsky 1995), thus
presenting the same structure of transitive verbs, though lacking the DO, which undergoes
“incorporation, into an abstract V”’ (Hale and Keiser 1993: 54).

Furthermore, we follow Pesetsky (1995) and Landau (2009), in considering psych-verbs
of the ‘piacere class’!’ as unaccusatives, in which the 10 Experiencer is merged in Spec,VP
and the Subject Theme is merged in Compl,VVP. Indeed, as is argued in Arad (1998), Spec,VP
is the position dedicated to those participants who are ‘affected’ by the event. Since the
Experiencer is by definition the entity that undergoes an emotion, a state of being, or a
perception expressed by the verb, its affected status in the event is uncontroversial. As a matter
of fact, in Pesetsky (1995: 59) it is also proposed that the ‘Theme’ in this type of verbs is a
‘Target of emotion’, hence a Goal.

Finally, with respect to adjunct 10s for the unergative and motion verbs used in the
present experiment (cf. note 15 above), we follow Manning, Sag and lida (1999) and Bouma,
Malouf and Sag’s (2001) proposals, according to which adjuncts can be realized as arguments
(evidence supported by scope ambiguity effects, case marking, word order and cliticization). In

17 Henceforth, simply psych-verbs.
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this line of analysis, we thus assume that the 10s (of relevant unergative and motion verbs) are
comparable (at least syntactically) to arguments merged in Compl,VP.

Considering all the above, Diagram 1 below shows the vP/VP structure assumed in the

present work, while Diagrams 2 to 5 present the four thematic hierarchies tested in the

experimental test:

vP
Agent/Causer

W

.——-"--—‘-_""-—-..

e —
VP
.—-'"---‘--“--_
Patient/Theme

“.I'FI
...-"".-A-‘-"“--
V'  Goal/Location

Diagram 1: External Merge of Arguments

vP
—
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subj v VP
——
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Diagram 2: Transitive verbs
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T
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subj v VP
e
Y.
2N
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obj

subj WV DP

obj

Diagram 3: Unergative verbs

Figure 4: Motion and Stative verbs

Diagram 5: Psych-verbs



As can be seen, the relevant configurations present different Subject-Object asymmetries at the
syntax-semantic interface. Indeed, the Subject is syntactically superior to the Object in all verb
types (Diagrams 2 to 4), except psych-verbs (Diagram 5). Specifically, (i) for transitive verbs,
Subject Merge is in Spec,vP and the Object sits in Spec,VP, (ii) for unergative verbs, Subject
Merge is also in Spec,vP but the Object is in Compl,\VP, (iii) for motion and stative verbs
Subject Merge is in Spec,VP and the Object is realized in Compl,VP; conversely, (iv) in the
case of psych-verbs (Diagram 5), the Object is syntactically superior to the Subject, since the
former is merged in Spec,VP and c-commands the Subject in Compl,VP.

To sum up, in order to assess the possible influence of Subject superiority on FF at the
syntax-semantics interface, we tested 4 different Subject-Object asymmetries (the position of
Subject Merge is illustrated on the left, while the position of Object Merge is one the right):
17)

I.  Spec,vP > Spec, VP (transitive verbs)

ii.  Spec,vP > Compl,VP (unergative verbs)

iii.  Spec,VP

iv.  Compl,VP

\Y

Compl, VP (stative and motion verbs)

\Y

Spec,VP (psych-verbs)

In the following sections, the experimental results will be illustrated and discussed in detail, so

as to highlight the impact attested for each different factor on FF optionality.

3. Results

The total 3960 corrective sentences produced by informants have been classified based on their
syntactic realization and on the function of the focused constituent.

For the 1980 items featuring a focused Object, informants produced a number of
different structures (though with different frequencies): (unmarked) SVO sentences (70.45%,
cf. 18a); VOS sentences, in which the Subject is topicalized (0.1%, cf. 18b); OVS sentences,
featuring Object FF (20.6%, cf. 18c), cleft sentences (4.54%, cf. 18d) and passive structures
(0.55%, cf. 18e):

(18a) La ragazza  parte [cF col treno]. (motion verb)
DET girl.suBy leave.3sG [cr with-DET train]
‘The girl leaves by train.’

(18b) Lavora  [cr in cucina], il ragazzo (unergative verb)
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work.3sG [cr in Kkitchen] DET boy.suBJ
‘The boy works in the kitchen.’ [Lit: ‘(he) works in the kitchen, the boy.’]

(18c) [cr al bambino] manca la  mamma. (psych-verb)
[cr to-DET child] be missed.3sG DET mom.SUBJ
‘The child misses his mom.’

(18d) e [cr al bambino] che appartiene il pupazzo.  (stative verb)
be.3sG [cr to-DET child] that belong.3sG DET doll.suBj
‘It is the child to whom the doll belongs.’

(18e) [cr la  chitarra] e suonata  dal bambino (transitive verb)
[cF DET guitar] be.3sG play.PRT by-DET child.oBL

‘The guitar is played by the child.’

In the case of Object Focus, what matters for the analysis is the position of the Object.
Therefore, we considered (18a) and (18b) to be unmarked structures, given that the Object
remains in postverbal position (the in situ position in SVO Italian), while the remaining three
structures, in which the Object undergoes (some kind of) movement, have been classified as
marked.'® Since 74 corrective sentences (3.74%) have been excluded from the analysis for
various reasons,® the numbers and percentages provided in the following sections refer to a
total of 1906 items.

Similarly, for the 1980 items in which the Focus is on the Subject, informants’

production included unmarked SVO sentences (34.9%, cf. 19a), clefts (15.66%, cf. 19b) and

18 As pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, while the dislocation of the focused constituent is obvious in
sentences featuring FF, it might be less so for cleft and passive structures. In this respect, we follow Frascarelli’s
(2010) analysis, according to which the structure of clefts implies a Small Clause construction having a relative
clause in Subject position, while the to-be-focused constituent is the Predicate. In this construction, the A-bar
movement is performed by a generic (silent) relative operator within the relative clause, matched via Agree with
the focused constituent (moved to Spec,FocP). Hence, we assume that, as far as the purpose of the present
experiment is concerned, FF and clefts operator movement are virtually equivalent (for additional details on
relevant syntactic derivation cf. §4.3 infra). As for passives, several studies have shown that these constructions
are often used to foreground the patient and de-topicalize the agent (two functional properties which they share
with Object topicalization (cf., among others, Watanabe 2000). Hence, we considered them as marked structures
both with Subject and Object Focus. In any case, as it will be discussed in Section 3.2, passive structures are very
rarely realized by informants and thus their impact on the results of the experiment is immaterial.

19 For instance, sentences in which informants used a different verb than the one provided in the stimulus or focused

a different constituent than the one intended in the experiment.
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passive structures (1.41%, cf. 19c¢). Interestingly, with Subject Focus, informants often realized

sentences featuring a postverbal Subject (VS) with a topicalized Object (44.75%, cf. 19d):

(19a)

(19b)

(19¢)

(19d)

[cr NI bambino]  entra dalla finestra.

[ce DET child.suBj] enter.3sc from-DET window
“The child enters from the window.’

E [cr la bambina] che sifida dell” amica.
be.3sG [cr DET child.suJ] that trust.3sG of-DET friend
‘It is the child who trusts her friend.’

[ck I leone] e accarezzato dall”  uomo.
[cF DET lion.suBJl] be.3sG pet.pp by-DET man
“The lion is petted by the man.’

Per la strada, corre [cF una ragazzal.

for DET street, run.3sG [cr a girl.susJ]

‘A girl runs on the street.’

(motion verb)

(stative verb)

(transitive verb)

(unergative verb)

In the case of Subject Focus, we only considered SVO sentences as unmarked; hence, in all

other cases, relevant structures have been considered as derived. Lastly, 65 corrective sentences

(3.28%) have been excluded from the analysis, so that the total amount of items considered is

1915.

A recap of the different constructions realized by informants as a corrective reply is

provided in Table 1 below:%°

Structure Object Focus Subject Focus
SVO v v
VO(S) v
OV(S) v
(O)VS v
Cleft v v
Passive v v

Table 1: Informants' corrective replies

20 Round brackets indicate a topicalized constituent.

199



The results obtained have been statistically analysed by means of a Multinomial Logistic
Regression (henceforth, MLR), a type of Logistic Regression which can be used to predict
informants’ outcome including more than two categories (in our case, unmarked, fronting, cleft
and passive; cf. Levshina 2015, Gries 2021). All statistical tests were conducted in R (R Core
Team, 2020) and its integrated development environment RStudio (RStudio Team, 2021).

As for the output of MLR, the most important data for our analysis are ‘Log Odds Ratios
(LORs)’ and ‘p-values’. LOR compares the odds of the outcome for each level (i.e., ‘VO’ or
‘OV’ in Tables 2 and 3) with respect to the baseline. In other words, it represents the odds which
each construction (i.e., FF, cleft or passive) has of being realized in place of an unmarked
sentence, for each predictive level. LORs are centred to zero; this means that positive values
boost the chances of a certain outcome, with respect to the baseline (in our case, unmarked SVO
sentences). On the contrary, a negative LOR (below zero) decreases the chance of a specific
outcome, with respect to the baseline. Finally, as it is standard practice in statistical analysis p-
values equal or below 0.05 indicate significant results.?

Furthermore, MLR models can be designed varying the number of included variables,
in order to find the most explicative model. In such a case, the two (or more) models are
compared through a Wald Test, whose output indicates which model is better and if the
difference is significant. Specifically, models with lower Residual Difference (Res. Df) are

more explicative (see Levshina 2015, Gries 2021).

3.1  Priming effects

As discussed in §2.2 above, we took into account the influence that the syntactic structure of
the stimulus might have on informants’ production and, consequently, on the results of the
experiment. For this reason, each item presented either an SVO (VO) or an OVS (OV) version.

Consider the results provided in Figures 2 to 5 below:

21 Other information given in MLR output tables are (i) Standard Errors (SE), (ii) z-values and (iii) 95% Confidence
Interval (CI). Specifically, (i) indicates the standard deviation of the sampling distribution of the statistic, (ii)
indicates the values of the z-test performed to check for significance within the model, (iii) measures uncertainty

in a sample variable (values including zero indicate no correlations).
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Figure 2: Object Focus - VO stimulus

70 - 66.7

90
80

100

Unacc. Motion (OV) Unace. Stative (OV) Psych-V. (OV)

Unergative (OV)

Trans. InO (OV)

Trans. AnO (OV)

Ecleft FlPassive

Bl Unmarked [ Fronting

Figure 3: Object Focus - OV stimulus
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Figure 5: Subject Focus - OV stimulus

As can be seen, a priming effect clearly emerges across all verb types, with both Subject and
Object Focus. In particular, in the case of Object Focus (Figures 2 and 3), results show that
informants almost exclusively realize unmarked corrective replies when the stimulus is VO.
Conversely, when the stimulus is OV, informants tend to increase the production of marked
constructions (with different percentages depending on the type of verb involved), even though
SVO sentences still qualify as the most frequent choice, except in the case of psych-verbs. As

shown in Figure 6 and Table 2 below, MLR’s results confirm these observations:
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Figure 6: Priming Effect - Object Focus (Probability)

Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High
VO
Fronted | -3.69646 0.21109 -17.5117 <.001  -4.1101790 -3.282740
Cleft | -4.26700 0.27929 -15.2781 <.001  -4.8143988 -3.719610
Passive | -6.83195 1.00054 -6.8283 <.001  -8.7929665 -4.870925
ov
Fronted | 3.49697 0.22200 15.7524 <.001  3.0618665 3.932073
Cleft | 2.45808 0.30515 8.0553 <.001  1.8599940 3.056160
Passive | 2.98180 1.05034 2.8389 <.001 0.9231767 5.040419

As can be seen, the probability that informants realize a marked construction (i.e., FF, cleft or
passive) rather than an unmarked one is significantly lower (p<.001) when the stimulus is VO,
since LORs are below zero. Conversely, when the stimulus is OV the results is the opposite.
As for Subject Focus, a similar pattern can be noticed when the stimulus is VO (cf.
Figure 4 above). On the contrary, (O)VS constructions are the absolute majority with an OV

stimulus (once more, with differences based on the type of verb). This shows that the unmarked

Table 2: Priming Effect - Object Focus (MLR’s results)

construction is not necessarily the best choice.

Once again, these observations are confirmed by the MLR, showing that the probability

to realize a marked structure with a VO stimulus is significantly lower, while with an OV

stimulus is significantly higher, as shown in Figure 7 and Table 3 below:
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Figure 7: Priming Effect - Subject Focus (Probability)

Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High
VO
Fronted | -2.186210  0.125167  -17.4663 <.001  -2.4315324 -1.940887
Cleft | -0.869160 0.073184  -11.8764 <.001 -1.0125971 -0.725722
Passive | -4.657113  0.410182  -11.3538 <.001  -5.4610537 -3.853171
oV
Fronted | 4.813086 0.183960  26.1637 <.001  4.4525307 5.173642
Cleft | 0.598285  0.211015  2.8353 <.001 0.1847032 1.011866
Passive | 3.624098 0.482511  7.5109 <.001 2.6783928 4.569802

Since these results show that a priming effect is present indeed, the Models constructed for the
MLRs which will be conducted in the following sections will include this variable. This will

allow the statistical analysis to account for the impact of the stimulus on the other variables and

Table 3: Priming Effect - Subject Focus (MLR’s results)

thus yield reliable results.

3.2

As described in 82.2, the main goal of the present work is to investigate the influence that the

Subject-Object asymmetry at the syntax-semantics interface might have on fronting. In order

Superiority at the syntax-semantic interface
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to assess this influence, the present experiment tested four different thematic hierarchies (cf.
16i-iv above).

As discussed above (cf. §3.1), when analyzing the impact of Subject/Object asymmetry
on informants’ production (labelled ‘Outcome’ in the analysis), we included the variable
‘stimulus’ in the Models. As expected, Wald Chi-square test’s (X?) results confirm that the
relevant Models are more predictive than those which do not include it. Indeed, as is shown in
Tables 4 and 5 below, Models including ‘stimulus’ are significantly more predictable (p <.001),
since their Residual Difference (Res. Df) are lower (1891 vs 1894; 1900 vs 1903):

Res. Df Df Test X2 p-value
Model 1:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry | 1894
Model 2:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry + Stimulus | 1891 2 1lvs2 204.03 <.001
Table 4: Model comparison - Asymmetry (Object Focus)
Res. Df Df Test X2 p-value
Model 1:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry | 1903
Model 2:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry + Stimulus | 1900 3 1lvs2 50501 <.001

Table 5: Model comparison - Asymmetry (Subject Focus)

Given these premises, we can now proceed with the analysis of data and relevant

discussion, starting with Object Focus.
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3.2.1 Superiority effects on Object Focus
Let us first consider the results reported in Figure 8 below:

fg 78.7 76.6

60 §

50 § T
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20 —NNTTT § 12.9

10 § 3.7 if. \ 50

Spec,vP-Spec,VP Spec,vP-Compl,VP  Spec,VP-Compl,VP  Compl,VP-Spec,VP
(Transitives) (Unergatives) (Unaccusatives) (Psych-verbs)

M Unmarked Fronted Cleft [Passive

Figure 8: Object Focus results for thematic hierarchies??

As can be seen, data show that thematic hierarchies have an impact on the frequency of Object
FF. In particular, transitive verbs show the lowest frequency of fronting, whereas this option is
very frequently used in the case of psych-verbs. On the other hand, unergative and unaccusative
verbs behave similarly, insofar as they are more frequently associated with FF than transitive
verbs are, but less than psych-verbs.

These results suggest that Merge superiority in the vP phase does influence FF. Indeed,
the behaviour attested for psych-verbs seems to indicate that Merge of the Object in a position
that is higher than the Subject (cf. Diagram 5 above) strongly favours FF. Conversely, Merge
of the Subject in a position that is higher than the Object disfavours the fronting of a VP-internal
Obiject, as in the case of transitive verbs. Finally, the behaviour of unergative and unaccusative
verbs seems to indicate that an Object merged in Compl,VVP is more likely to be fronted than
one merged in Spec,VP, when Subject Merge is higher. This may suggests that Compl,VP
qualifies as an ‘escape hatch’ from which movement is less hindered.

The result of the relevant MLR confirm these observations and, despite the influence of
the stimulus?, the relevant analysis is still significant. Specifically, the data in Table 6 below

22 Thematic hierarchies’ labels always show the Subject before the Object.
23 Further statistical analyses show the robustness of the Model: Log-Likelihood: -920.11, McFadden R"2:
0.34014, Likelihood ratio test: Chisq = 948.61 (p.value = <.001)
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show that when the Object is merged lower than the Subject, the probability that informants
realize marked constructions (i.e., FF, clefts, and passives) is generally below zero. In other
words, when the Subject is higher than the Object in the vP domain, the unmarked construction
is always the preferred option in SVO Italian. On the other hand, when the Object is merged
higher than the Subject, the results are the opposite, since the probability of FF and cleft
constructions increases significantly. Furthermore, MRL’s results also confirm the observation
concerning unergative and unaccusative verbs. As a matter of fact, even though the Object is
merged below the Subject, FF is still significantly more feasible to occur than with transitives.
This results confirm that Compl, VP qualifies as an ‘escape hatch’(a theta-governed position in
GB terms, unlike Specifiers), since the Object of unergative and unaccusative verbs, merged in
Compl, VP, is significantly more likely to be fronted (LOR:0.6/0.7 respectively) than the one of
transitives, merged in Spec,VP (LOR:-6):

Outcome

1_Unmarked 3_Cleft
2_Fronted o 4_Passive

1 1 1

0.6 4 r

Probability

0.4 n

0.2 r

o

0.0 ¢ o o N

T
1_Spec,vP=Spec,VP 2_Spec,vP=Compl,VP 3_Spec,VP>Compl VP 4 Comp,VP>Spec VP
Asymmetry

Figure 9: Asymmetry - Object Focus (Probability)

Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High
Spec,vP-Spec,VP
(Transitives)
Fronted | -6.01390 0.38086 -15.7905 <.001  -6.7603670 -5.2674425
Cleft | -6.21497 0.47107 -13.1934 <.001  -7.1382456 -5.2916976
Passive | -5.78553 1.00153 -5.7767  <.001  -7.7484872 -3.8225652
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Spec,vP-Compl,VP
(Unergatives)
Fronted | 0.60531 0.21331 2.8377 <.01 0.1872302 1.0233875
Cleft | -0.49328 0.44830 -1.1003 .27 -1.3719304 0.3853634
Passive | -18.17535  3777.86057 -0.0048 .99 -7422.6460070  7386.2953142
Spec,VP-Compl,VP
(Unaccusatives)
Fronted | 0.72133 0.18085 3.9886 <.001 0.3668773 1.0757864
Cleft | -0.10404 0.32600 -0.3192 .75 -0.7429871 0.5348993
Passive | -18.08000 2651.54361 -0.0068 .99 -5215.0099856  5178.8499757
Compl,VP-Spec,VP
(Psych-verbs)
Fronted | 4.17221 0.35962 11.6018 <.001  3.4673759 4.8770455
Cleft | 3.83233 0.41799 9.1685 <.001  3.0130915 4.6515736
Passive | -15.78732  3272.95481 -0.0048 .99 -6430.6608590  6399.0862284

Table 6: Asymmetry - Object Focus (MLR’s results)

Interestingly, our results suggest that the External Merge of arguments also influences the
frequency and probability (respectively, Figure 8 and 9 above) of cleft constructions. Indeed,
data in Table 6 show that the use of clefts with a psych-verb is significantly higher than with a
transitive verb, since LORs are above zero.

This outcome can be explained considering the syntactic derivation of cleft sentences
and the specific A-bar movements involved. As mentioned above (cf. note 18) we follow
Frascarelli’s (2010) proposal, according to which clefts are specificational copular sentences
(cf. Den Dikken 2006), in which a free relative clause is realized as the Subject of a Small
Clause and the focused constituent as its predicate. Based on this assumption, any possible
restriction on Focus movement (to Spec,FocP) cannot be responsible for the different frequency
that clefts show for the verb types under exam. Indeed, the focused constituent in clefts always
starts its movement from the same position (i.e., the predicate of a Small Clause), regardless of
verb type. Hence, we propose that what (dis)favours the realization of clefts with specific verb
types is the External Merge of arguments within the Subject relative clause, which can trigger
intervention effects on the A-bar movement of the null relative operator (i.e., the Object of the
relative clause, cf. 84.3 for details).

Finally, data show that passive structures are restricted to a minority of cases and no
significant values are attested in this respect, as is shown in Table 6 above. Indeed, as it can be

expected, they only appear with transitive verbs.
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3.2.2  Superiority effects on Subject Focus
Let us now turn to the results concerning the realization of Subject Focus, reported in Figure
10 below:

100

90

80

70 63.9

60

0 47.7 46.7

40 3437-7 35.2 36.2

30 —N N N 29'3

50 % 19.1 % 17.1 s 17.1 %

1o * iﬁ % 0.0 % 0.0 \ 57

0 -
Spec,vP-Spec, VP Spec,vP-Compl,VP  Spec,VP-Compl,VP  Compl,VP-Spec, VP
(Transitives) (Unergatives) (Unaccusatives) (Psych-verbs)

B Unmarked (O)VS Cleft PIPassive

Figure 10: Subject Focus results for thematic hierarchies

As can be seen, contrary to Object Focus, SVO sentences are not the preferred choice with any
of the thematic hierarchies under analysis. This result can be explained by the fact that Subject
fronting in an SVO language qualifies as a ‘vacuous movement’ and, as such, Subject FF is not
perceived by informants as a 'real’ marked strategy, due to its ‘invisible’ (vacuous) quality. This
is in line with Belletti’s (2008) analysis, according to which the VS construction is the most
frequent strategy for Subject Focus.

Nevertheless, data show that thematic hierarchies have an impact on the realization of
Subject Focus as well. Specifically, Figure 10 shows that transitive verbs show the lowest
frequency of (O)VS constructions, while psych-verbs the highest. Once again, similarly to
Object Focus, transitive and psych-verb stand at opposites while unergative and unaccusative
verbs behave similarly, since they are more frequently associated with (O)VS than transitive

verbs, but less than psych-verbs.
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Indeed, the relevant MLR (Table 7), confirm our observations and yield similar results
to those obtained with Object Focus.?* Specifically, when the Object is merged higher than the
Subject (i.e., in the case of psych-verbs), (O)VS structures are significantly more feasible to be
used (LOR: 3.8), On the contrary, when the Object is merged below the Subject, marked
structures are significantly less probable to occur. Furthermore, MRL’s results also confirm the
distinct behaviour of unergative and unaccusative verbs. Even though the Object is merged
below the Subject, also in the case of Subject Focus (O)VS structure are significantly more

probable to occur than with transitives:

Qutcome
1_Unmarked 3_Cleft
2_(0OWVS o] 4_Passive

[ ]+

0.8 -

0.6 -

0.4 - B\

027 \ |
0.0 - T-_—__——_‘“‘_-————" o !

T T T
1_Spec,vP>Spec,VP 2_Spec,vP>Compl,VP 3_Spec,VP>Compl,VP 4_Comp,VP>Spec, VP
Asymmetry

Probability

Figure 11: Asymmetry - Object Focus (Probability)

24 Also in this case, the robustness of the model is confirmed by further statistical analyses: Log-Likelihood: -
1200.9, McFadden R"2: 0.4189, Likelihood ratio test: Chisq = 1731.4 (p.value = < .001).
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Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High
Spec,vP-Spec,VP
(Transitives)
(O)VS | -4.246751  -4.246751 -14.5054 <.001 -4.8205707 -3.6729306
Cleft | -0.815896  0.116633 -6.9954 <.001  -1.0444919 -0.5873006
Passive | -3.949065  0.477220 -8.2751 <.001  -4.8843993 -3.0137317
Spec,vP-Compl,VP
(Unergatives)
(O)VS | 1.200805  0.302507 3.9695 <.001 0.6079014 1.7937084
Cleft | 0.055463 0.197901 0.2803 .78 -0.3324163 0.4433422
Passive | -18.24752  3755.119970 -0.0049 .99 -7378.1474213  7341.6523746
Spec,VP-Compl,VP
(Unaccusatives)
(O)VS | 1.032053 0.234807 4.3953 <.001 0.5718401 1.4922657
Cleft | 0.020237 0.160081 0.1264 .90 -0.2935155 0.3339896
Passive | -18.35014  2646.405885 -0.0069 .99 -5205.2103607  5168.5100845
Compl,VP-Spec,VP
(Psych-verbs)
(O)VS | 3.830317 0.336771 11.3736 <.001  3.1702579 4.4903770
Cleft | -0.761103  0.290695 -2.6182 <.01 -1.3308546 -0.1913523
Passive | 0.102773 0.830493 0.1237 .90 -1.5249636 1.7305089

Table 7: Asymmetry - Object Focus (MLR’s results)

These results show that (O)VS constructions with Subject Focus present the same behaviour as
Object FF. Thus, if we consider that the postverbal focalization of the Subject implies the
topicalization of the Object, data seem to indicate that the movement of the latter is constrained
by the External Merge position of the Subject (cf. 84.2 for details). In particular, similarly to
Object FF and clefts (cf. §3.2.1), our results show that the A-bar movement of an Object merged
lower than the Subject is significantly disfavoured, while when the Subject is merged lower
than the Object its movement is more frequent. Once again, the constraints on Object movement
are mitigated in the case of unergative and unaccusative verbs, supporting the hypothesis that
Compl,VP qualifies as an ‘escape hatch’.

As for cleft constructions, the data regarding Subject Focus show an inverse trend
compared to Object Focus, since for Subject Focus the realization of cleft sentences is
significantly less probable with psych-verbs. These results are consistent with (and support) the

hypothesis proposed in the previous section, namely, that the External Merge of arguments
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within the Subject relative clause triggers intervention effects, constraining the A-bar
movement of the null relative operator (cf. 84.3 for details).

Finally, passive structures qualify as a marginal strategy with Subject Focus as well.
However, it is interesting to notice that in two cases (0.7%), informants realized a passive

sentence (20b) to correct a stimulus featuring a psych-verb (20a):

(20a) Guardare la tv  scoccia al bambino.
watch.INF DET tv  bother.3sG to-DET child
‘Watching TV bothers the child.’

(20b) No, il bambino é scocciato dai compiti.
no, DET child be.3sG bother.pp  by-DET homework
‘No, the child is bothered by homework.’

Even if the frequency of this phenomenon is extremely low, it is in line with the fact that, in
standard Italian, it is rather common to consider the experiencer-10 as the ‘logical Subject’ of
sentences involving this type of verbs, regardless of its dative case (for discussion, see
Culicover and Jackendoff 2005). Hence, the realization of a passive sentence may be seen as a

formalization of the experiencer’s ‘quasi-Subject status’.

3.3 Further insights on specific verb types
Before turning to the final discussion in section 4, let us concentrate on the results concerning
the specific verb types and, in particular, on the two subgroups of transitives and unaccusatives.
Also in this case, when analyzing the impact of ‘verb type’ on informants’ production,
we included the variable ‘stimulus’ in the Models. Once again, as expected, Wald Chi-square
test’s (X?) results confirm that the relevant Models are more predictive than those which do not
include it. Indeed, as shown in Tables 8 and 9, Models including ‘stimulus’ are significantly
more predictable (p <.001), since their Residual Difference (Res. Df) are lower (1885 vs 1888;
1897 vs 1894):
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Res. Df Df Test X2 p-value
Model 1:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry | 1888
Model 2:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry + Stimulus | 1885 3 1lvs2 20432 <.001
Table 8: Model comparison - Verb Type (Object Focus)
Res. Df Df  Test X2 p-value
Model 1:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry | 1897
Model 2:
Outcome ~ Asymmetry + Stimulus | 1894 3 1lvs2 504.09 <.001

Table 9: Model comparison - Verb Type (Subject Focus)

3.3.1 The animacy of transitive DOs
Let us start by looking at the results concerning the two subgroups of transitive verbs, presented
in Figures 12 and 13:
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Figure 12: Inanimate vs Animate DOs - Object Focus Figure 13: Inanimate vs Animate DOs - Subject Focus

As already mentioned above (cf. §83.2.1-3.2.2), transitive verbs show the lowest frequency of
marked constructions. However, taking into consideration the two subgroups at issue, the
present results show some interesting distinction between them. Indeed, though in general DO
animacy does not influence informants’ production, the results of the MLRs carried out for
Object and Subject Focus indicate the existence of some small differences, as is shown in Tables
10 and 11 below:?

% Since we are concentrating on the comparison between the two subtypes of transitive verbs, the results

concerning the other verb (sub)types have not been included in the Tables.
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Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High

Transitive InO
Fronted | -5.80297 0.39579 -14.6619 <.001 -6.578699e+00 -5.02724671

Cleft | -6.96680 0.59170 -11.7741 <.001 -8.126519e+00 -5.80708159

Passive | -6.52545 1.13051 -5.7721 <.001 -8.741210e+00 -4.30968068

Transitive AnO
Fronted | -0.55971 0.29499 -1.8974 .06 -1.137885e+00 0.01846961
Cleft | 1.23776  0.49509 2.5001 .02 2.673993e-01  2.20812601
Passive | 1.16619 0.69001 1.6901 .09 -1.861993e-01  2.51858752

Table 10: DO animacy - Object Focus (MLR’s results)

Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value  p-value Low High
Transitive InO
(O)VS | -4.2923  3.2385e-01 -13.2538 <.001 -4.926990 -3.6575210
Cleft | -0.75502 1.5703e-01 -4.8082 <.001 -1.062792 -0.4472500
Passive | -4.6067  6.0025e-01 -7.6747 <.001 -5.783190 -3.4302690
Transitive AnO
(O)VS | 0.093842 2.8524e-01 0.3290 74 -4.652202e-01  0.6529048
Cleft | -0.12563 2.1945e-01 -0.5724 .57 -5.557470e-01  0.3044961
Passive | 1.0494 4.9771e-01 2.1084 .03 7.386919e-02  2.0248589

Table 11: DO animacy - Subject Focus (MLR’s results)

As can be seen, in the case of Object Focus, cleft structures are significantly more probable to
be produced by informants when the DO is animate (LOR: 1.2). As for Subject Focus, passive
structures are significantly more probable with an animate DO (LOR: 1.04).

In this respect, it should be considered that in the case of Object Focus, fronting an
animate Object may lead to ambiguity, since there seems to exist a semantic requirement for
Agent arguments to be located in first position (cf., among others, Tomlin 1986, Dahl and
Fraurud 1996, Primus 1999, van Bergen 2011, Verhoeven 2014). Therefore, informants seem
to be more inclined to use a cleft construction to highlight a focused animate Object, when using
marked structures, so as to avoid the ambiguities deriving from placing an animate DO before
the Agent Subject (sitting in postverbal position).

As for Subject Focus, the higher probability of passive structures with an animate DO
could be explained by the fact that Subjects are prototypically animate. Since in passive
sentences the Subject corresponds to the ‘original’ DO, it is feasibly more likely for an animate

DO to ‘be promoted’ to Subject function in this context.
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Nevertheless, it is important to underline that unmarked structures are the absolute
majority with transitive verbs, regardless of DO animacy, and thus the significant differences
between marked constructions mentioned above concern a relatively small amount of data. In
any case, we can provide a tentative explanation for the different behaviour emerged with

animate and inanimate DOs, leaving a full assessment open to future research.

3.3.2 Unergative and unaccusative verbs

As discussed in Section 3.2, unergative and unaccusative verbs show the same behaviour with
respect to the influence of their thematic hierarchy on informants’ production. Furthermore, we
selected two different types of unaccusatives for the present analysis, so as to check whether
their semantic differences might have an impact on the issue at hand. Let us then consider the

results concerning the specific verb types reported in Figures 14-15 and Tables 12-13 below:?®

Unergatives Unace. Motion Unace. stative Unergatives Unace Motior Imace Stative

Unmarked mICWs Fcleft @Passie

Figure 14: Unergative and unaccusative verbs - Figure 15: Unergative and unaccusative verbs -

Object Focus Subject Focus

% Since we are concentrating on the comparison between unergatives and the two subtypes of unaccusative verbs,

the results concerning the other verb (sub)types have not been included in the following Tables.

215



Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value p-value Low High
Unergative
Fronted | 0.605315 0.213314 2.8377 <.01 0.1872277 1.0234028
Cleft | -0.493277  0.448301 -1.1003 .27 -1.3719319 0.3853773
Passive | -18.175258 3777.705137 -0.0048 .99 -7422.3412709 7385.9907540
Motion
Fronted | 0.788447 0.213142 3.6992 <001  0.3706960 1.2061983
Cleft | 0.064519 0.387383 0.1666 .87 -0.6947376 0.8237755
Passive | -18.031083 3699.360946 -0.0049 .99 -7268.6453029 7232.5831368
Stative
Fronted | 0.652725 0.215411 3.0301 <01 0.2305266 1.0749242
Cleft | -0.297101  0.428630 -0.6931 .49 -1.1372009 0.5429990
Passive | -18.130413 3806.013908 -0.0048 .99 -7477.7805961 7441.5197710

Table 12: Unergative and unaccusative (sub)types — Object Focus (MLR’s results)

Cl (95%)
LOR SE z-value p-value Low High
Unergative
(O)VS | 1.2009 0.30252 39696 <.001 0.6079403 1.7937920
Cleft | 0.055448 0.19790 0.2802 .78 -0.3324310 0.4433265
Passive | -18.247 375.51 -0.0049 .99 -7378.1455402 7341.6505701
Motion
(O)VS | 1.0191 0.29241 3.4850 <.001 0.4459521 1.5921859
Cleft | 0.041034 0.19630 0.2090 .83 -0.3437046 0.4257717
Passive | -18.355 372.86 -0.0049 .99 -7326.2777215 7289.5685833
Stative
(O)VS | 1.0456 0.29613 3.5310 <.001 0.4652275 1.6260523
Cleft | -0.00088890 1.9781 -0.0045 .99 -0.3885953 0.3868175
Passive | -18.345 375.67 -0.0049 .99 -7381.3910979 7344.7001972

Table 13: Unergative and unaccusative (sub)types - Subject Focus (MLR’s results)

As can be seen, FF/(O)VS constructions are significantly more probable with all three verb
(sub)types, both with Object and Subject Focus. These results thus exclude that the semantic
differences of the verb subtypes may have an impact on informants’ production, confirming the

analysis based solely on their thematic hierarchies (cf., §3.2.1).

216



4.  Superiority Constraint on A-bar Movement

4.1  Superiority effects in Object FF

As is standard assumption, Object FF involves the overt A-bar movement of the Object from
its Merge position to a dedicated functional projection in the CP, namely FocP, where the [+foc]
feature is encoded (cf. Rizzi 1997 and subsequent works in the cartographic approach; for
discussion and references on this issue, see also Puglielli and Frascarelli 2011). In this respect,
the results illustrated in 83.2.1 indicate that the fronting of the Object is more frequent with
some thematic hierarchies than with others. Therefore, we propose that this is due to
intervention effects, due to Superiority at the syntax-semantic level.

In particular, our data show that informants tend to avoid Object fronting with
transitives. According to the thematic hierarchy of this verb type (showed in Diagram 2 and
synthesized in (16.i) above), the Subject is merged as the external argument in the highest
position at the syntax-semantic interface (i.e., Spec,vP), while the DO sits lower in the phrasal
hierarchy (i.e., in Spec,VP). This means that, if fronted, the DO must cross over the Subject (or,
better, over its trace/copy, after Subject movement to Spec, TP for EPP requirements) to reach
Spec,FocP. Therefore, we argue that the A-bar movement of the Object is hindered, and thus
disfavoured, by the superior External Merge of the Subject within the vP, as shown in Diagram

6 below:

FocP
—_—
Foc'
4; A
I
vP
PNl W
DP Vv
20N —_
subj v VP
1 i
DP V'
N N
CED obj| V

Diagram 6: Object FF - transitives
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In line with this hypothesis, psych-verbs show an inverse trend. Indeed, the frequency and
probability of Object FF strongly increase with these verbs, which present an opposite Merge
hierarchy within the vP, with respect to transitive verbs (cf. Diagram 5 and (16.iv) above).
Specifically, the Object is merged higher than the Subject and thus the former does not cross
over any intervening phrase (or its trace/copy) within the vP in its movement towards the left

periphery of the sentence, as shown in Diagram 7 below:

FocP
P N
Foc'
4
I
vP
W Gl
o
—
Vv VP
—
DP \A
Py ™
obj| V DP
20N
subj

Diagram 7: Object FF - psych-verbs

Finally, unergative and unaccusative verbs (cf., respectively, Diagram 3-(16.ii) and Diagram 4-
(16.iii) above), occupy an intermediate position between the two opposites just examined
(namely, transitive and psych-verbs). Indeed, with these verbs Object FF occurs less than with
psych-verbs but is more probable than with transitive verbs (cf. Figures 8-9 and Table 6).
Moreover, in the case of Object FF, results do not show any significant difference
between these two different thematic hierarchies, suggesting that as far as intervention effects
are concerned, there is no difference between Subject Merge in Spec,vP or Spec,VP. Indeed, as
long as the Subject is higher than the Object, the latter must cross over the former if fronted,
and these operations are expected to be hindered in the same way, as is shown in Diagrams 8

and 9 below:
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FocP
FocP N
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subj v VP v v
N e
\Va DP V'
N N NG
Vv DP subj \ DP
O X /\
Loy obj ® obj
Diagram 8: Object FF — unergative verbs Diagram 9: Object FF - unaccusative verbs

Yet, the higher probability of Object FF for unergatives and unaccusatives, with respect to
transitives, still remains to be explained, considering that the Object crosses over the Subject in
both cases. In this respect, we hypothesize that Compl,VP (traditionally, a ‘governed’ position)
qualifies as an ‘escape hatch’. Consequently, Object movement is subject to weaker restrictions.

Considering all the above, we propose that with transitives, unaccusatives and
unergatives, fronting is disfavoured because of the superior External Merge of the Subject,
which triggers intervention effects on the A-bar movement of the Object. In addition, Object
fronting is less disfavoured with unergatives and unaccusatives, due to Object Merge in
Compl, VP, a position which facilitates the extraction of constituents. Conversely, the fronting
of the Object is favoured with psych-verbs, because they do not trigger intervention effects,
since Object Merge is higher than Subject Merge and, as a consequence, the former does not

cross over the latter when fronted to Spec,FocP (cf. Diagram 7).

4.2  Superiority effects in (O)VS Subject Focus constructions
It is crucial to notice that (O)VS constructions feature the topicalization of the Object. The latter
can be feasibly considered a familiar G-Topic (i.e., a Topic serving a retrieving function in the
discourse, cf. Frascarelli and Hinterh6lzl 2007; on Familiar Topics cf. Roberts 2004), since it
always refers to the Object expressed in the preceding stimulus (to be corrected).

According to Frascarelli and Hinterholzl’s (2007) proposal, G-Topics are realized in the

lowest Topic projection in the C-domain, immediately dominating FinP, whereas two additional
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Topic projections are assumed above the FocP, namely ContrP and ShiftP, dedicated to
Contrastive Topics and Aboutness-Shift Topics respectively, as is shown in the hierarchy given
in (21):%

(21) [ForceP [ShiftP [ContrP [FocP [FamP [FinP [AgrSP

Focusing on Aboutness-Shift Topics (A-Topics), in a cartographic approach in which discourse
properties are encoded in syntax in the form of formal (functional) features, the Shift® head is
argued to be endowed with a specification for interpretable [aboutness] and [shift] features.
Therefore, since the [aboutness] feature is proposed as an extended EPP feature (Frascarelli
2007, 2018), the Spec,ShiftP qualifies as a criterial position (Rizzi 2006) and, as such, it must
be filled in every predicational sentence. In this respect, a Topic Criterion is proposed in

Frascarelli (2007), which reads as follows:

(22) Topic Criterion
a. [+aboutness] is connected with an (extended) EPP feature in the high topic field that
yields a specific discourse-related property, namely “aboutness.”
b. The [+aboutness] topic matches with an argument in the main clause through Agree.

¢. When continuous, the A-Topic can be null (i.e., silent).

The Topic Criterion implies that every sentence contains a position in its C-domain endowed
with the [aboutness] feature. However, since a shift is not realized in every sentence, it is
assumed that, within discourse, predication can imply multiclausal domains in which chains of
clauses are combined and refer to an established A-Topic, whose [aboutness] feature is kept
continuous. Specifically, Topic continuity is enabled across sentences by the presence of low-
toned and silent copies of the established A-Topic, heading the relevant Topic chain (cf.
Frascarelli 2018 for details and relevant data).

Based on this assumption, Frascarelli and Jimenez-Fernandez (2019: 168-169) provide

evidence that, contrary to A-Topics —which are externally merged in Spec,ShiftP in Clitic Left-

27 Evidence for the validity of the relevant hierarchy and the necessity of dedicated projections to account for
different Topic types is provided for different languages in subsequent analyses (cf., among others, Puglielli and
Frascarelli 2009, Jiménez-Fernandez 2016, van Gelderen 2013, Frascarelli 2007, 2018, Ylinar4 and Frascarelli
2021).
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Dislocation Languages (CLLD) like Italian — a G-Topic moves to Spec,FamP and enters an
Agree relation with the Shift® head, so that its [aboutness] and [ref(erential)] features can be

interpreted at the interfaces. This means that, in this case, the [shift] feature is not realized:

(23) [shifte A-Topic; [snite Shift° [shift; aboutness; ref] [ramp G-Topic/pro, [aboutness; ref] [Fam:
Fam?® [aboutness; ref] [e t T [we v+V]]111]

Importantly, when a sentence is part of a discourse-related multiclausal domain, its Spec,ShiftP
position is filled by a silent A-Topic (silent phrases are indicated in angle brackets, as is standard

usage):

(24) [shite <A-Topic>; [snir- Shift® [aboutness; ref] [ramp G-Topic [aboutness; ref] [Fum Fam®
[aboutness; ref] [tp tz T [ve v+VII1]]]

This is exactly what we propose for (O)VS constructions realized to correct a Subject Focus. In
other words, based on a Topic continuity account, we propose to consider a corrective reply as
part of a multiclausal domain initiated by the previous statement. As such, the Shift® head does
not realize the [shift] feature (as in (24) above). However, differently from the structure
examined in Frascarelli and Jimenez-Fernandez (2019), in this case the Topic in Spec,ShiftP is
generally overtly realised (silent realizations only amount to 3,5% of total cases), while the G-
Topic moved to Spec,FamP is a silent copy. This proposal can be illustrated for the target
sentence in Diagram 10 below, taken from the reply in (25):

(25) A. Il cane lo lava lo zio.
the dog it.cL.obD wash.3sG the uncle
‘The uncle is washing the dog.’
B: No! Il cane lo lava la  mamma.
No the dog itcL.oD wash.3sc the mummy

‘No! Mummy is washing the dog.’

221



ShiftP

e
DP Shift
AN T —
ilcane  {aboutness; ref} FocP
i T —
:. Foc'
1 _——'-""---\
5 lo(cl) lava(v) FamP
U — DPX Fam'
2N — T —
(l'cane) {aboutness; ref} IP
A —_— T —
DPz I
i W I i N
lamamma  t'cl+t'v vP
A
tz v
A
tcl+tv VP
——
DP Vv
VAN
® ﬁ\D tv
N
tl NP
VAN
pro

Diagram 10: Intervention effects in (O)VS constructions (Transitives)

This analysis is in line with current interface accounts on Topic continuity and can provide an
immediate and consistent explanation for the present findings. Indeed, as with Object FF (cf.
84.1), in Subject Focus (O)VS sentences, the (superior) external Merge of the Subject (in
Spec,vP) interferes with the A-bar movement to Spec,FamP of the (silent) Object (as shown in
Diagram 10 above). Therefore, similarly to Object FF, these constructions are avoided with
transitive verbs, while they are significantly more probable to occur with psych-verbs, in which
the Subject is merged in the lowest position (i.e., Compl, VP). Once again, unergatives and
unaccusatives occupy an intermediate position between these two extremes (i.e., (O)VS
constructions are more probable than with transitives, but less than with psych-verbs),
supporting the analysis of Compl,VP as an ‘escape hatch’, which facilitates Object movement.

Finally, it must be noticed that the topicalized Obiject is often resumed by a clitic
pronoun with all verb types (with transitives” DOs clitic resumption is indeed mandatory), thus
qualifying as an instance of Clitic Doubling. In this respect we follow Uriagereka’s (1995)
proposal, according to which third person clitics are determiners, which can select for null NPs
as complements and may host a co-indexed DP (the ‘double’) in their specifier (see also
Cecchetto 2000). In the case at issue this (silent) double undergoes A-bar movement to

Spec,FamP and it is this movement that is constrained by the Subject’s higher Merge, resulting
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in the different probability of (O)VS constructions, depending on the thematic hierarchy
involved.

4.3  Superiority effects in clefts

To conclude the present analysis, let us now consider the case of cleft sentences. As said above
(cf. note 18 and 83.2.1), we consider cleft sentences to be specificational copular sentences,
featuring a free relative clause as the Subject of a Small Clause and the focused constituent as

its predicate. Diagram 11 illustrates the derivation of the example given in (25) below:

(26) E [ck un ragazzo] che arrestano i poliziotti.
be.3sG [cr DET guy] that arrest.3pL DET policemen.suBJ

‘It is a guy that the policemen arrest.’

FocP
Foc’
ﬁ
&{cop) 1P
ﬁ
DPz I'
P e e
un ragazzo t{cop) SC
ﬁ
i DP tz
: —
1 D
: //\
1
i RelP
1
' NPx Rel
s (la persona} che FinP
Fin'
— e —
arrestano P
T —
DPy I'
e
ipoliziotti t'v  vP
> g
y Vv
tv VP
N
x Vv
VAN
tv

Diagram 11: Clefts syntactic structure

As can be seen in Diagram 11, the Focus (i.e., un ragazzo, the predicate of the SC) matches via
Agree with a generic (silent) XP ranging over a limited set of denotations (i.e., ‘person’, ‘thing’,
‘place’, ‘time’; persona ‘person’, ‘in this case), which is externally merged within the vP of the
relative clause and undergoes operator movement to Spec,RelP, to assume scope over the

relative clause.
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As already discussed above (cf. 88 3.2.1-3.2.2), (O)VS constructions and Object FF
show the same behaviour with respect to the different verb subtypes, despite the different
functions of the focused constituent. Conversely, cleft sentences show an inverse trend
depending on whether the Focus is on the Subject or on the Object, as resumed in Figure 16

below:

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30

191 17.1 17.1
20 129
10 3.7 1 30 6.1 ""m
0 mmm s mTm
Spec,vP-Spec,VP Spec,vP-Compl,VP  Spec,VP-Compl VP  Compl,VP-Spec,VP
(Transitives) (Unergatives) (Unaccusatives) (Psych-verbs)

Subject Focus W Object Focus

Figure 16: Subject vs. Object clefts

Far from being a conundrum, this discrepancy does provide further support to the hypothesis
put forth in the previous sections. Specifically, both with Object FF and with (O)VS sentences,
the constituent undergoing A-bar movement to the left periphery is always the Object (to be
either focused or topicalized, cf. §84.1 and 4.2, respectively). Hence, assuming the intervention
effect of a superior Merge of the Subject, the fact that these two constructions share the same
pattern is expected.

On the other hand, in the case of clefts, the function of the focused constituent is
determined by the function of the operator that undergoes A-bar movement to Spec,RelP, thus
predicting the inverse pattern attested in the results. Indeed, when the Focus is on the Subject,
the (null) relative operator is the Subject of the relative clause. Consequently, its movement is
disfavoured with psych-verbs, as the higher External Merge of the Object constrains the A-bar
movement of the Subject, whereas it is favoured with any other verb type, as shown respectively
in Diagrams 12 and 13 below:
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Diagram 12: Intervention in Subject clefts (psych-verbs) Diagram 13: Intervention in Subject clefts (transitives)

Conversely, with Object Focus, the (null) relative operator is the Object and, as such, its
movement is favoured with psych-verbs, in which the Object is merged higher than the Subject,

while it is disfavoured with any other verb type, as shown respectively in Diagrams 14 and 15

below:
FocP
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Foc' e —
cer i - é{cop) P
&{cop} P e ———
e —, bPz I'
PPz I —~ —
™ e ——— un ragazzo t(cop) SC
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e T e 0P &
DP z
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A Fin' A /Fln\
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TN
DPy I DPy /.\
LN AN s
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. P
N
tv VP ‘l‘v VP
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v ty v

Diagram 14: Intervention in Object clefts (psych-verbs) Diagram 15: Intervention in Object clefts (transitives)
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Notice that, besides supporting our working hypothesis, these results indicate that intervention
effects are not only triggered by a higher Subject Merge, but can also be prompted by the
presence of a higher Object in the vP. Hence, we argue for the existence of a general constraint
which influences the acceptability (and thus the frequency) of sentences featuring A-bar

movement, as proposed in (26):

(27) EXTERNAL-MERGE INTERVENTION CONSTRAINT (EMIC)

Avoid A-bar movement over the External Merge of a superior argument in the vP phase.

These results are consistent with Villata et al.’s (2016) proposal (cf. §1.3), since EMIC depends
on a so-called ‘Complex Identity’ intervention (cf. (13D) above), in which the constituents
involved always share two features, namely, they are noun phrases [+N] (in some cases,
preceded by a preposition) and arguments [+A]. This explains why informants still realize the
disfavoured structures in some cases, since as proposed by Villata et al. (2016) Complex
Identity is a weaker type of intervention and relevant sentences are not completely

unacceptable.

5. Conclusions
The outcome of the present pilot experiment has provided evidence that the External Merge of
arguments plays a role in Move operations to the C-domain. In particular, the data presented
seem to indicate that External Merge in the vP phase determines specific intervention effects
across verb classes, suggesting the existence of a tripartite distinction with respect to Fronting
operations between (i) transitive verbs, (ii) unaccusative and unergative verbs, and (iii) psych-
verbs of the ‘piacere’ class. The thematic hierarchies characterizing this tripartite division can
provide the pivotal approach for a novel analysis of the factors that can (dis)favour Fronting.
Furthermore, intervention effects have been explored to account for data apparently
challenging the present proposal, especially related to cleft constructions. Relevant analysis has
thus led to the claim that intervention effects can also be prompted by the External Merge of
the Object in the vP shell. Hence, the existence of a general Constraint is argued (the EMIC, in
(27) above), according to which A-bar movement is avoided, in line with Villata et al.’s (2016)
approach to intervention effects. This constraint is claimed to affect the acceptability (and thus

the probability) of sentences featuring A-bar movement in Italian.

226



However, it should be specified that, though showing what factors disfavour FF, the
data collected through our experiment do not provide clear-cut evidence on what determines
FF. Thus, this aspect is left open for further research.

Finally, the analysis of data indicates that alternative marked strategies are especially
used in the case of Subject Focus, possibly because the fronting of the Subject in an SVO
language qualifies as a vacuous movement, and the (O)VS construction seem to emerge as the
most frequent strategy. Furthermore, the pilot’s results also attest significantly more clefts with
Subjects than with Object Focus. This result can also be explained in the light of the present
proposal, since data show that the A-bar movement of the (null) relative operator (necessary
for the derivation of clefts) is disfavoured when crossing over the External Merge of a superior
argument as predicted by the EMIC.

To conclude, the data presented in this paper provide evidence for a consistent analysis
which substantiates our working hypothesis. Specifically, it has been shown that Superiority in
syntax-semantics interface provide a novel path of research for the understanding what might
favour or disfavour FF. In particular, it may be remarkable to notice that this kind of Superiority
does not depend on Spell-Out c-command but to the LF representation of the of A-bar
movement, namely the position of the to-be-focused constituent in the vP-phase. We can
therefore hypothesize that the gradient effect attested in our results could be due to the LF nature
of this specific intervention

Obviously, since the experiment has been designed as a pilot investigation, future
research is needed to expand on these results through a wider comprehensive analysis, in order
to provide further and more exhaustive data in favour of the present proposal.
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