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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

As is well known, for some Spanish speakers the verb haber agrees with its sole argument in 
existential constructions. For other speakers, it does not: 

 
(1) Había tres libros sobre la mesa. 
 had.SG three books on  the table 
(2) Habían tres libros sobre la mesa. 
 had.PL three books on the table 
 ‘There were three books on the table.’ 
 

From the point of view of prescriptive/normative grammars, this agreement is simply a 
“solecism”, a vulgar mistake. Traditional descriptive grammars, like Gil y Gaya’s (1969) or 

RAE’s (1972) do not even mention it, which suggests that they think it is of no consequence. 

However, from the point of view of the generative linguist, this type of apparently minor 
variation can be deeply revealing of the workings of Universal Grammar. One purpose of this 

paper is to provide evidence that this is exactly the case. However, the importance of (1) and (2) 

can only be gauged in a comparative perspective: thus, data from Romanian, French and 
English will be brought into the issue. 

A second goal is to provide evidence for two theoretical constructs: Cyclic Agreement (CA) 

and Feature Co-valuation, first presented in López (2002). I claim that both are part of Universal 
Grammar. Their interaction with the feature structure of expletive pronouns gives rise to the 

cross-linguistic variation that we see. 

 

2. CYCLIC AGREEMENT 

 
CA hypothesizes that when we have three agreeing constituents, say A,  B and C,  such that A 

c-commands B and B c-commands C, we may have two successive Agree operations, Agree (B, 

C) and Agree (A, B). This is represented in (3): 
 

 (3) 
  A 
          B 
                    C 
  

  Agree (B[uf], C[f1])  B[f1] … C[f1] 
  Agree (A[uf], B[f1])  A[f1]…B[f1]…C[f1] 
 

If the surface string exhibits agreement between A and C it is only apparent. CA is meant to 

replace Chomsky’s (2000) idea that a probe  A can by-pass  another probe  B if the latter is not 
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f-complete. Chomsky makes this suggestion in the context of participle agreement. Consider the 

following sentence:
 

 
(4) a. þeir    voru  líklega  kosnir.      Icelandic 
  they.Nom.m.pl were  probably  elected.Nom.m.pl 
  ‘They were probably elected’  
        º  Sigurðsson (2004) 
 b. T[uf] …adv…ptc  they[uC,3pl] 
 

Both T(ense) and the participle are merged with unvalued -features [uf], which they value 
by means of agreement with the DP, the latter having originated as a complement of the 

participle. Moreover, the participle needs to value its own unvalued Case feature, just like the 

DP. In order to achieve this double agreement, Chomsky uses two assumptions: (i) he allows for 

a probe to by-pass another probe if the lower one is -incomplete, (ii) participles are -incom-
plete. Thus, T can reach the DP across the participle. Recall that in Chomsky’s framework a 

goal has to be a DP with an unvalued Case feature. Agreement with a -incomplete probe does 
not value the unvalued Case feature of the DP, which makes it receptive to a higher probe. 

The notion of -incompleteness is problematic, as pointed out by Carstens (2001) and 
López (2002). Take the examples in (5) and (6): 

 
(5) Juma atakuwa  amepika chakula.    Swahili 
 Juma 3sg.fut.be 3sg.perf.cook food 
 ‘Juma will have cooked food’ 
    (Carstens and Kinyalolo 1989, López 2002:169) 
 
(6) Raam-ne vah kitaabẽ parhĩi hẽ    Hindi 
 Raam.Erg those books.f read.Perf.f.pl be.Pres.pl 
 ‘Raam has read those books’ 

   (Mahajan 1997:39) 
 

Let’s start with (5). We see that the subject agrees with both the main verb bearing 
aspectual morphology and with the auxiliary, which has a future prefix. The agreement 

morphology is indicated in bold, the prefix a- which signals 3rd person singular, as well as class 

information. Take the standard assumption that the subject is merged in the specifier position of 
the predicate that assigns it a theta-role, say vP. In that position it has to be probed by both the 

Asp(ect) head and the T head. The configuration is as in (7a): 
 
(7) a. C…T[uf]…Asp[uf]…[vP SU[3rd.sg] v […]] 
 b. Agree(Asp, SU)  Asp[3rd.sg] …SU[3rd.sg] 
 c. Move (SU)   C…T[uf] …SU[3rd.sg] …Asp[3rd.sg] …t(SU) 
 d. Agree(T, SU)   T [3rd.sg] …SU[3rd.sg] 
 e. Move (SU)  SU[3rd.sg] … T[3rd.sg] 
 

According to Chomsky’s assumptions, Asp must be -incomplete for T to reach the subject. 
However, notice that both Asp and T have exactly the same set of features. One can adopt the 

assumption that Asp is -incomplete only by brute force. 
(7b-e)) presents the derivation of the (relevant aspects of) the Swahili sentence. The subject 

raises by your favorite combination of Case theory and the EPP, triggering agreement on the 

various heads as it goes along. In step (7b) it is probed by Asp and values its features, in (7d) it 
is valued by T and probes the features of the latter. Movement of subject stops at Spec,T, which 
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suggests that at this point its formal features -say Case or Person, as in Sigurðsson (2004)- are 

satisfied. 

The Hindi case is somewhat different because the constituent that triggers agreement is not 
a subject but an object - the subject appears in the ergative case. In Hindi, ergative arguments do 

not exhibit agreement. Moreover, there is no compelling evidence that the object has raised all 

the way up to Spec,T -despite Mahajan’s (1989) claims. However, the object can be assumed to 
have raised to Spec,v under some version of Diesing’s (1992) mapping hypothesis, since it has 

to be interpreted as specific. Thus, I claim that the mechanism of cyclic agreement is at work 

here. This is represented in (8). Notice that in (8) I have omitted any reference to the subject for 
the sake of simplicity: 

 
(8) a. C …T[uf]…Perf[uf] …[vP book[pl.f] v [VP t t ]] 
 b. Agree (Perf[uf], book[pl.f])   Perf[pl.f] … book[pl.f] 
 c. Agree (be[uf], Perf[pl.f])    be[pl] … Perf[pl.f] 
 

In (8a) we have the initial structure. Since Perfect has unvalued -features, it probes and 

finds a goal, the object DP, so the -features of the object are copied onto the feature structure 

of Perfect (line 8b). In line (8c), the auxiliary probes and finds the perfect as goal. It agrees with 

the perfect and copies its -features. This is CA. 
Notice that, in this model, the probe-goal relationship does not require the goal to be a DP 

with an unvalued Case feature - for instance, a projection like PerfP is a goal. How do we make 

sure that a DP with a valued Case does not enter additional Agree relations with higher heads? 
This issue is addressed in López (2002) in some detail, for our purposes it is enough to point out 

that limiting Agree to a strictly local domain such as government can achieve this purpose.
1
 

The general claim of this paper is that agreement between T and the associate of the 
expletive is another instance of CA, mediated by the expletive itself. If there is agreement 

between T, the expletive and the associate we have [±plural] on T. If the expletive is of a type 

that does not allow for agreement, T shows default singular. This is how we obtain the contrast 
between había and habían. Interestingly the pattern that appears opaque in Spanish is explicit in 

Romanian. I turn to this language in the following section.  

 

3. CA IN ROMANIAN TEC 

 

The following are two examples of Romanian TEC, corresponding to two dialects, as described 
by Cornilescu (2000): 

 
(9) a.   Dialect A            Romanian 
  Ne  a venit  el        apa    la moarã. 

  us.Dat     has    come.3sg expl.3sg.m    water.Nom.f.3sg to mill 
  ‘The water has come to our mill’ 
  
 b.   Dialect B            Romanian 
  Mama stie   ea    ce   face. 
  mother.f  know.3sg  expl.3sg.f   what  does 
  ‘Mother knows what she is doing’ 
 (Cornilescu 2000: 99,104) 

                                                
1 

 I assume that a head H governs its complement XP as well as Spec,XP. The notion of government was displaced by spec-head 
agreement in early minimalism (see Chomsky 1995, chapter 3 in particular). Later minimalism has abandoned spec-head relations 

in favor of c-command (Chomsky 2000). The empirical usefulness of government is clear (see López 2002 for discussion) and, 
since it is more local that c-command, conceptually advantageous. 
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Following Cornilescu, I take the bold constituent in (9) to be a subject clitic in a specifier 

position located lower than TP. The subject/associate may appear to the right of the expletive 

(presumably, in situ) as in (9a) or dislocated to the left as in (9b). Cornilescu argues that (9) 
exemplify Transitive Expletive Constructions (TEC). The notion of TEC was developed to 

account for a certain type of construction that appears in some Germanic languages in which an 

expletive equivalent to there or it co-occurs with a transitive predicate -unlike English there, 
which can only appear in construction with some unaccusative predicates. There seems to be a 

differrence between Romanian TEC and Germanic TEC: Germanic TEC exhibits definiteness 

effects on the associate while Romanian, judging from Cornilescu’s examples, does not. Since it 
does not affect my analysis, I ignore this difference and assume Cornilescu’s analysis of (9) as a 

TEC.  

In dialect A, both T and the expletive appear in 3
rd

 person singular, and the clitic bears 
masculine gender, regardless of the f-features of the associate -in (7a), the noun meaning water 

is singular feminine. In dialect B, both agree with the associate, as we can see in (9b), where the 

expletive is feminine, corresponding to the feminine gender of the associate.  
Let’s take the structure of Romanian TEC to be something like (10): 
 
(10) [TP T [AgrP expl Agr [vP SU v [VP V OB ]]]] 
 

Following recent proposals by Simpson and Wu (2002), I take an AgrP to be a “bleached” 

Focus Phrase selected by a functional category as a reinforcement. In this case, the expletive 

would reinforce the -features of T. 

Let’s start with dialect A. I suggest that the expletive is a D merged with the default -
features 3

rd
 masculine singular. T probes and establishes an Agree relation with the expletive, so 

T also appears with the same default -features. T cannot agree with the subject because of the 

expletive’s intervention, a relativized minimality effect: 
 
(11)        TP 

   V 

      T[uf]     AgrP 

    V 

  expl[3rd.sg.m] Agr’ 

       V 

    Agr  vP 

       V 

     SU  v’ 

       V 

      v  VP 

 
As for dialect B, I assume that the expletive merged is also a D, but it is merged with 

unvalued -features. These unvalued features turn the expletive into a probe. Taking the subject 

DP as goal, the expletive copies the subject’s -features. As for Tense, we know it cannot reach 
the subject because of the presence of the clitic -we saw that it cannot in (8). But it can reach the 

expletive. So T probes and copies the -features of the expletive. Thus, Romanian’s dialect B 

exemplifies CA of -features: 
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(12)   TP 

    V  

         T[uf]       AgrP 

                 V 

   expl[uf] Agr’ 

       V 

            Agr          vP 

               V 

          SU[3rd.sg.f] v’ 

       V 

                v      VP 
 

 

4. CASE AND CO-VALUATION 
 

Let’s consider Case now. In either (9a) and (9b) the subject is too far from T to receive Case 
from it, as shown particularly in Dialect A, where T and the subject do not agree. However, the 

subject is in nominative case, as is the expletive. How can two constituents exhibit the same 

Case? 
In López (2002) I posited the mechanism of feature co-valuation, such that two constituents 

which have an unvalued feature f of the same type, can agree and ‘co-value’ their feature f; or, 

using another metaphor, these features are chained or co-indexed, provided that a strict locality 
condition holds. As a consequence, if one of these constituents values f, the other one does too. 

When we move a DP stranding its quantifier we end up with two constituents that bear the same 

Case feature. 
(13) is an example of feature co-valuation. In Spanish, dative shift can strand a quantifier

2
. 

When this happens, both the moved DP and the stranded quantifier show up in dative case
3
, 

spelled-out as a: 
 
(13) a. Le  di a    cada   uno de los hombres un libro  Spanish 
  CL.3sg gave DAT    each   one of  the men    a book 
 b. Les  di a   los  hombres un libro a    cada uno 
  CL.3pl gave DAT  the  men  a book DAT   each one 
  ‘I gave each of the men a book.’ 
 

Again, we have two constituents with the same Case. But now, we can see that feature co-valua-

tion can give us the analysis: since the quantifier and the DP are at some level co-constituents, 
when one of them raises and values its Case, the Case value is automatically copied to the other. 

Let’s go step by step. 

First, assume that dative shift is an instance of case-driven movement
4
. Second, it has been 

noted before (Demonte 1995) that the Spanish dative clitic can augment the case valence of a 

verb: 
 
(14) a. Juan    hizo   un  pastel   para  María.      Spanish 
  ‘Juan    made  a    cake     for    Maria.’ 
 b. Juan  le        hizo un pastel a  María. 
  Juan  CL.3sg- made a    cake Dat-  Maria 
  ‘Juan made Maria a cake.’ 

                                                
2
 See Branchadell (1992) and references therein. 

3
 See Demonte (1995) for arguments that a is a spell-out of dative case and not a preposition. 

4
 As assumed by Collins and Thráinsson (1996), among others. 
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 c. *Juan hizo    un pastel    a       María. 
   Juan  made   a    cake   Dat  -Maria 
 

It seems natural to conclude that the clitic itself is involved in assigning case. Following 
suggestions in Ura (1996), we can assume that dative Case is associated with a light verb v 

head. 
Take sentence (13a). The QP has dative shifted to a position where it can be probed by the 

clitic. The unvalued Case of the QP is valued as [Dative]. 

Take now (13b). I assume that the DP starts out as the complement of the quantifier. In this 
configuration, the quantifier can probe the DP and, as a result, they co-value their case features, 

as in (13a). The DP raises, stranding the quantifier, to a position where it can be probed by the 

clitic. The [Dative] case of the CL is copied onto the feature structure of the DP. By feature co-
valuation, the QP also ends up with the feature [Dative]: 

 
(15) a. [QP Q[u1C]  DP[u 1C] ] 
 b. CL[Dat] DP[Dat]…. [QP Q[Dat] t(DP) ] 
 

Let’s go back to Romanian TEC. Feature co-valuation can also provide us with an analysis 

of the Case data. All we have to do is assume that the clitic is merged with an unvalued Case 

feature, just like any other D. This unvalued Case triggers probing. As a result, clitic and asso-

ciate have their unvalued Case features co-valued. Then T probes the clitic to value its -fea-

tures. As T values its -features, it also values the clitic’s Case feature as Nominative. By virtue 
of co-valuation, the subject becomes Nominative too: 

 
(16)           TP 

                   V 

             T[Nom]       AgrP 

                      V 

       expl[uC]->[Nom] Agr’ 

        V 

           Agr         vP 

                V 

            SU[uC]->[Nom]       v’ 

                    V 

               v    VP 
 
5. CHOMSKY (2000, 2001) 
 

Notice that Chomsky’s successive treatments of expletives from Chomsky (1986) to Chomsky 
(2000) cannot account for the Romanian data. Let us review his proposals. He has expletives 

merged in Spec,T in order to satisfy the EPP feature, as in (17): 
 

(17)   TP 

    V 
  expl  T’ 
    V 

   T      vP 

          V 

     Assoc 
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In his 2000 paper, Chomsky proposes that T probes and agrees with the associate. There is 

no raising of the associate to adjoin to the expletive, so the two are not connected in any way.  

Let’s see if (17) can account for dialect A. Recall that in dialect A there is no agreement 
between T and the associate. Instead, both expletive and associate appear in a default 3

rd
 

singular. Chomsky’s approach does not provide for the possibility of adopting default features. 

So dialect A cannot be accounted for within Chomsky’s assumptions. 
As for dialect B, in which all three constituents agree, some maneuvering is required for an 

account along Chomsky’s lines. In particular, how will the expletive agree with the subject? If it 

by-passes T, we must conclude that T is -incomplete and unable to value the Case feature of a 
DP, a very awkward assumption. Alternatively, if CA is let into the theory of grammar, T can 
probe the associate while the expletive probes T.  

 

6. SPANISH 
 

We are now ready to go back to our original Spanish examples, repeated here: 
 
(18)  Había tres libros sobre la mesa.     Dialect A  Spanish 
   had.SG three books on the table 
  ‘There were three books on the table.’ 
(19)  Habían tres libros sobre la mesa.                                     Dialect B 
  had.PL three books on the table 
  ‘There were three books on the table.’ 
 

Let’s assume that Spanish expletive constructions include an expletive pro equivalent to 
Romanian expletives. Once this assumption is adopted, we can understand that the dialectal 

variation of Spanish parallels exactly what we found in Romanian: Spanish dialect A is like 

Romanian dialect A and Spanish dialect B is like Romanian dialect B. The expletive pro in (18) 

has a feature matrix with default -features while the expletive pro in (19) has [uf]. 
Let’s start the analysis by figuring out where the expletive is initially merged. We could 

assume that in Spanish there is an AgrP between TP and vP, just as in Romanian (Pollock 

1989). Alternatively, we could focus on the fact that haber -as existential verbs in general- does 
not have an external argument. Following Legate (2003), I take it that every clause has a light 

verb v even in the absence of an external argument. If so, we could hypothesize that the 

expletive is merged in Spec,v. Since v typically introduces the external argument in its specifier, 
we can understand the EPP to be a formal “residue” of this lexical-semantic property, which 

forces the merge of an expletive if there is not a DP in the structure or in the numeration that can 

satisfy it. The structure common for both Spanish dialects is the following: 
 
(20) T [vP expl v [VP V  DPObject]] 

 

Let’s start with dialect A. The expletive probes the associate DP and both have their Case 

features co-valued. Then T probes the expletive, valuing its own -features and valuing the 

Case of the expletive as Nominative. Since expletive and associate have their Case features co-
valued, the associate becomes Nominative too. 
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(21)    TP 

      V 

        T[uf]  vP 

      V 

      pro[3rd.sg]  v’ 

       V   

     v  VP 

         V 

         V  D/NP[3rd.pl] 
 
 
 

As for dialect B, the process is the same, except that the expletive copies the -features of 
the associate and, eventually, so does Tense. Case assignment takes place in the same manner. 
 

 (22)    TP 

      V 

        T[uf]  vP 

      V 

      Expl[uf]  v’ 

       V   

     v  VP 

         V 

         V  D/NP[3rd.pl] 
 
 

 

 7.  FRENCH AND ENGLISH 

 
I argue that we can take the Romanian data as a vantage point to look at opaque features in 

similar constructions in other languages. In particular, CA can provide an account of the 

English/French differences in expletive constructions. As is well known, the French expletive 
appears in 3

rd
 person singular masculine while T also shows up in the 3

rd
 person singular form: 

 
(23)  Il   est  arrivé  trois   homes      French 
 expl.3sg is  arrived three  men 
 ‘There arrived three men’ 
 

So, French is like dialect A. English is like dialect B, since T does exhibit agreement with the 

associate, although the expletive is invariant: 
 
(24) There has arrived a man. / There have arrived three men.    English 
 

Let’s start with French. The expletive is merged in Spec,v with inherent 3
rd 

person singular 

features. T probes it so it ends up 3
rd

 person singular, too. As for English, let’s assume that the 

expletive there, also a determiner, has -features but they are unvalued. The expletive there 

probes and finds the object DP as goal, so there ends up with the -features of the object DP. T 

probes there and copies its -features. T ends up with the object DP’s -features by means of 
CA

5
. This analysis helps us understand why the following is ungrammatical: 
 

                                                
5
 The fact that these features are never phonetically expressed on there I consider to be an accident. 
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(25) *There is likely that John is in the park. 
 

It is an assumption of current syntactic theory that unvalued features cannot survive the 

interface, they must be checked and deleted during the derivation. (25) is ungrammatical 

because the -features of the expletive there are never valued. 
 

8. CONCLUSIONS 
 

To conclude, I have provided an analysis of two types of expletive constructions, those with 

agreement of the associate DP with T and those without. This empirical scope is not achieved 
with standard analyses of expletive constructions. The only pieces of technology I have used are 

CA and feature co-valuation, both needed independently. 
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