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Abstract: In this squib I compare the properties of arbitrary plural pro in subject position 
in Italian with those of the implicit external argument of a ‘short passive’. I show that the 
two types of null arbitrary arguments display the same quantificational variability, but 
differ crucially with respect to inclusiveness: the arbitrary null subject of an active clause 
only allows for an exclusive interpretation, i.e. excluding the speaker and hearer(s), 
whereas the implicit agent of a short passive readily allows for an inclusive interpretation. 
I hypothesize that this is due to the fact that in active clauses, the null arbitrary subject 
checks a [person] feature against the phi-complete T probe; in short passives, instead, the 
null agent, even if syntactically realized – as proposed by Collins (2005) – cannot Agree 
with a phi-complete probe endowed with [person]: this underspecification explains why its 
interpretation is not restricted so as to exclude speaker and hearer(s). 

Keywords: arbitrary interpretation, passive, implicit arguments, person  
 
 
 
1. Introduction 

Italian, a null subject language, exhibits two types of external argument (EA) that are 
both phonologically null and arbitrary in interpretation: the arbitrary null subject of an 
active clause like (1), and the implicit external argument of a ‘short passive’ like (2): 
 
(1)  Bussano  alla porta.  
 knock.3.PL  at-the door 
 ‘They are knocking at the door.’ 
 
(2) La riunione  è  stata  rinviata. 
 the meeting F.SG  be.3.SG  been.F.SG rescheduled F.SG 
 ‘The meeting has been rescheduled.’ 
 

The two phenomena were traditionally considered quite different: as a matter of fact, 
the arbitrary EA of active clauses has a constrained cross-linguistic distribution, falling 
within the pro-drop phenomenology1, whereas the short passive (2) is a cross-linguistically 
general option.  

In the Principles & Parameters framework, it was assumed that only (1) involves a 
syntactically realized EA, whereas in (2) the agent theta-role is syntactically ‘absorbed’ by 

                                                 
1 For recent discussion of pro-drop, see Biberauer at al. (2010) and Shlonsky (2009). 
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the passive morphology (Baker, Johnson & Roberts 1989). However, more recent 
approaches (Collins 2005) claim that even in short passives, the EA is syntactically realized 
in the usual argument position2: from this perspective, the EAs of (1) and (2) are less distant 
than they used to be thought. The question then arises of which properties they share, and 
which properties may determine their different cross-linguistic distribution.  

One obvious move is to think in terms of different types of empty categories (e.g. pro in 
(1) vs. PRO in (2)). The current approach to empty categories aims at reducing their 
properties to differences in internal structure and/or feature specification (Holmberg 2005; 
Holmberg et al. 2009; Landau 2010, ex multis); as Landau (2010) stresses, the feature 
specification of each type of empty category should not be stipulated, but it should follow 
from independent principles. Thus, a reasonable line of attack is to compare the properties 
of the EAs in (1) and (2) and try to deduce from them the feature specification of the empty 
category in the two cases.  

Landau (2010), building on Rizzi (1986), distinguishes two types of null arguments on 
the basis of their degree of ‘syntactic activity’ (i.e. their ability to enter syntactic relations 
like control, anaphor binding, or the licensing of secondary predicates). Here I will 
concentrate instead on  the intrinsic feature specification of the null EAs in (1)-(2)3. 
 
 
2. Number and animacy 

As first discussed in Cinque (1988), the null EA subject in (1) has the following 
properties:  

i. it triggers plural agreement;  
ii. it must refer to human entities; 
iii. it cannot refer to the speaker or the hearer (or any group including them); 
iv. its interpretation is existential in an episodic sentence, and quasi-universal in a 
generic sentence. 

 
Cinque (1988) derived properties (i)-(iii) from the following intrinsic feature 

specification of the arbitrary null pronoun:  
 
(3)  arb feature specification: {[+human], [+plural], [3rd person]} 
 

Consider first the assumed [+plural] feature. In the case of referential pronouns, 
[+plural] seems to carry the presupposition that the value assigned to the pronoun is a non-
atomic entity, i.e. a plurality 4; but such a presupposition would be too strong for the 
arbitrary null pronoun: 
 
(4)  a.  Suonano  alla porta.  Deve   essere  il postino. 
    ring.3.PL  at-the door.  must.3.SG  be.INF the postman. 
  ‘They’re ringing at the door. It must be the postman.’ 
 

                                                 
2 See also Landau (2010) against syntactically unrealized but ‘active’ implicit arguments. 
3 A brief discussion of syntactic activity is reported in the Appendix.  
4 Cf., ex multis, Harley & Ritter (2002), Schlenker (2003). 
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For this reason, Cabredo-Hoffher (2003) proposed that arbitrary pronouns bear an 
underspecified number feature, which is spelled out as plural. Another possibility is to 
assume that the arbitrary null pronoun is syntactically specified as [+plural] by a default 
rule, but this feature value allows for both atomic and non-atomic entities  (cf. Sauerland 
2003). In referential pronouns, atomic entities are usually filtered out by the competition 
with [-plural], which restricts the pronoun’s referent to atomic values. More precisely, the 
filtering effect of the number feature is characterized as a presupposition, and the relevant 
informativeness principle is Maximize Presupposition: 
 
(5)  Maximize Presupposition 

The features that appear on a pronoun should be chosen so as to maximize the 
presupposition they express, so long as no presupposition failure is triggered.  

                          (Schlenker 2004, 177) 
 

In the case of referential pronouns, this principle will force the use of a [-plural] feature 
whenever the speaker intends to refer to an atomic entity; if the speaker does not choose [-
plural], the hearer infers that the truth conditions are not compatible with an atomic value 
for the pronoun. In this way, atomic entities are not excluded from the semantic 
contribution of  [+plural], but they are filtered out by a pragmatic reasoning based on 
informativeness. 
In the case of the arbitrary null pronoun, the speaker does not intend to refer to a specific 
atomic entity, hence Maximize Presupposition does not apply. On the other hand, syntactic 
plurality does not rule out atomic values, and this is why the continuation in (4) is possible. 

Concerning the restriction to human beings, Cabredo-Hoffher (2003) proposes that the 
number feature carries the presupposition that the value of the pronoun is a countable 
entity, and that countable entities are interpreted by default as referring to humans. In this 
way, it is not necessary to assume a separate [+human] feature specification. 
 
 
3. Quantificational variability 

As mentioned in point (iv) above, Cinque (1988) noted that the null arbitrary EA of (1) 
exhibits quantificational variability: in generic sentences like (6), it has a quasi-universal 
flavour; in episodic sentences like (1) above and (7), it typically has an existential flavour.  
 
(6)  [Generic sentence, quasi-universal arb] 
 Qui, lavorano  come  matti. 
 here, work.3.PL  like  mad.M.PL 
 ‘Here, they work a lot.’ 
 
 (7)  [Episodic sentence, existential arb] 
 Hanno  spostato  il tavolo.  
 have.3.PL  moved  the table.  
 ‘They moved the table.’ 
 

This quantificational variability was traditionally analysed in terms of a ‘Heimian 
indefinite’ analysis, whereby arbitrary pro gets bound by the unselective quantifier that also 



Valentina Bianchi 

 

 4 

binds the event (or situation) variable in the clause – a generic quantifier in (6), an 
existential quantifier in (1) and (7) (see Alonso-Ovalle 2001 for discussion and references).  

However, both Alonso-Ovalle (2001) and Cabredo-Hoffher (2003) point out that in 
episodic sentences, it is also possible to have a quasi-universal reading. The point was made 
for Spanish (cf. (8a)), but it carries over to Italian, cf. (8b): 
 
(8)   [Episodic sentence, quasi-universal arb] 
 a.  Ayer  en España  celebraron  el día del trabajo.   
      yesterday in Spain celebrated.3.PL  the day of-the work 

    (Cabredo-Hoffher 2003, (5)) 
 b.  Ieri,  in Spagna,  hanno  festeggiato  la Festa del Lavoro. 
      yesterday in Spain have.3.PL  celebrated the day of-the work 
  ‘Yesterday, in Spain, they celebrated the Work Day.’ 
 

Cabredo-Hoffher proposes that in (8), the null EA is not an unselectively bound 
variable, but it is the covert equivalent of a definite description – essentially equivalent to 
an impersonal pronoun like English they – referring to a salient maximal set of human 
entities. 

With respect to quantificational variability, the EA of short passives shows exactly the 
same behaviour (cf. Malamud 2004, § 4): 
 
 (9)  [Generic sentence, quasi-universal arb] 
 In questo ufficio,  le pratiche  vengono  sbrigate   con lentezza.  
 in this office,  the cases   are  dealt-with.F.PL  with slowness 
 ‘In this office, they deal with cases very slowly.’  
 
(10) [Episodic sentence, existential arb] 
 E’  stato  dato  un segnale.     
 has  been  given  a signal 
 ‘Somebody gave a signal.’ 
 
(11) [Episodic sentence, quasi-universal arb] 
 A Roma, il Capodanno  è stato celebrato  con feste in piazza.  
 In Rome  the New Year’s Eve  has been celebrated  with celebrations in street 
 ‘In Rome, they celebrated the New Year’s Eve with celebrations in the streets.’ 
 

Note that this parallelism is far from trivial, because other types of arbitrary arguments 
show a different pattern. In particular, the Italian null object is restricted to generic 
sentences, where it receives a quasi-universal reading (Rizzi 1986; Landau 2010); this 
makes it more similar to generic pronouns like German Man or English one. 
 
(12) a. Questo  induce _  a concludere  quanto segue. [generic] 
     this  leads  to conclude  what follows 
     ‘This leads to the following conclusion.’ 
 b. ?? Questo  ha indotto _  a concludere  quanto segue. [episodic] 
         this  has led  to conclude  what follows. 
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(13) a.  Gianni fotografa _  seduti.  [generic] 
       Gianni photographs seated.M.PL 
      ‘Gianni photographs his subjects seated.’ 
 b. *Gianni ha fotografato _  seduti. [episodic] 
       Gianni has photographed  seated. M.PL 
 

Thus, the behaviour w.r.t. quantificational variability sets apart the EAs of (1)-(2) from 
the null internal argument in (12)-(13). 
 
 
4. Inclusiveness 

One further aspect of the interpretation of arbitrary arguments concerns their relation to 
speech act participants. Sigurðsson & Egerland (2009) point out that generic pronouns like 
one have an inclusive interpretation, whereby the speaker and the hearer are included in the 
set of individuals that the pronoun introduces5; on the contrary, impersonal pronouns like 
they exclude the speaker and the hearer.  

With respect to this property, we can observe a striking asymmetry between the two 
types of Italian null EAs. As mentioned in point (iii) above, the EA of  active clauses has an 
exclusive interpretation, cf. (14)-(15):  
 
(14)  A Roma  celebrano  il Capodanno  con feste in piazza. 
 In Rome  celebrate.3.PL  the New Year’s Eve  with celebrations in streets 
 ‘In Rome, they usually celebrate the New Year’s Eve with celebrations in the streets.’ 
 
(15) a. [The manager:] E il direttore? 
  (what about) the director? 
 b. [The secretary:]  Non si preoccupi,  lo  hanno  avvertito. 
   Not REFL worry,  CL.3.SG. have.3.PL  informed 
   ‘Don’t worry, they informed him.’ 
 
(16) [The manager to the secretary:]  Hanno  spedito  il fax? 
 have.3.PL  sent  the fax? 
 ‘Did they send the fax?’ 
 

(14) can only be used by a non-Roman speaker to describe the habits of the inhabitants 
of Rome. In (15b), the secretary answering the question clearly conveys that somebody 
other than her informed the director. Similarly, (16) cannot be used by the manager to ask 
the secretary whether she sent the fax or not. 

On the contrary, the null external argument of a short passive has an inclusive 
interpretation: 
 
(17) A Roma  il Capodanno  viene celebrato  con feste in piazza.  
 In Rome  the New Year’s Eve  is celebrated  with celebrations in street 
 ‘In Rome, we/they usually celebrate the New Year’s Eve with celebrations 
        in the streets.’ 
                                                 
5 Safir (2004, § 6.1) has a similar observation, but a different analysis. 
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(18)  a. [The manager:] E  il direttore? 
  and  the director? 
 b. [The secretary:]  Non si preoccupi,  è  stato  avvertito. 
   not REFL worry,   has  been  informed 
  ‘Don’t worry, he was informed.’ 
 
(19) [The manager to the secretary:]  E’  stato  spedito  il fax? 
 has  been  sent          the fax? 
 ‘Has the fax been sent out?’ 
 
(20) [Introduction to a volume:]  
 Questo libro  è stato scritto  per fornire  al lettore...  
 this book  has been written  to give  to-the reader... 
 ‘This book has been written in order to provide the reader with...’ 
 

The generic sentence (17) can be uttered by a Rome resident to report the habits of her 
own city, in sharp contrast to (14); in (18b), unlike (15b), the implicit agent may well be the 
secretary who utters the sentence: in both cases, the speaker is not excluded from the set of 
entities that is existentially quantified over. Similarly, in the question (19), unlike (16), the 
implicit agent may well be the secretary to whom the question is addressed: this shows that 
the interpretation is also hearer-inclusive. Finally, note that sentences like (20) are routinely 
used in written texts, where the implicit agent of the passive clause is nobody other than the 
author himself. 

These data lead to following generalization6: 
 
(21) Arbitrary external arguments of active clauses have an exclusive interpretation, 

whereas arbitrary external arguments of passive clauses have an inclusive 
interpretation.7 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
6 In terms of Sigurðsson & Egerland’s (2009) typology, reproduced here, the null external argument 
of active clauses (11)-(13) has the arbitrary interpretation (b), whereas that of short passives may be 
taken to be ambiguous between two ‘inclusive’ readings: the generic one (a) and the specific one (c): 

a. generic: non-restricted +HUMAN reading, i.e., people in general 
b. arbitrary: a non-specific +HUMAN reading, excluding the speaker or the hearer  
c. specific: a specific +HUMAN reading, referring to a wholly or a partly specific set of  

    individuals, most commonly including the speaker. (Sigurðsson & Egerland 2009, (6)) 
The authors state that the generic reading is tied to a generic context, whereas the quantificational 
force of the specific reading (c) is unclear. 
7 R. Hinterhölzl (p.c.) points out that short passives are allowed with a [-human] causer as the external 
argument, cf. (i): 
(i)  Die Schifahrer  wurden  verschüttet. 
 the skiers  were  buried  (e.g., by the avalange) 
Cases like (i) are known in the literature as ‘event passives’; I leave them aside here. 
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5. A person asymmetry? 
Let us consider how the generalization in (21) may be reformulated in featural terms. 

The inclusive/exclusive distinction clearly refers to the speech act participants, and 
therefore, we may try to express it in terms of participant features (in the sense of Harley & 
Ritter 2002). 

This task is not straightforward, especially because of the controversial status of the 
third person category. According to one influential approach (Kayne 2000; Harley & Ritter 
2002; Schlenker 2002, ex multis), third person should be simply construed as the lack of 
participant features. This can be implemented by means of two privative features, [speaker] 
and [hearer], with the following presuppositional import: 
 
(22)  [[  [speaker] ]] = [λx: cS ≤i x. x] 
  [[  [hearer] ]]      = [λx: cH ≤i x. x]  
 where cS is the speaker of the context, cH is the hearer of the context, ≤i is the 
  reflexive relation ‘being an individual part of’ (adapted from Schlenker 2002). 
 [In prose: [speaker] denotes an identity function which filters out any value assigned 

to the pronoun if this value is an entity that does not have as an individual part the 
speaker of the context. Similarly for [hearer]].8 

 
Keeping to singular forms, a first person pronoun would be specified as [speaker] and a 

second person pronoun as [hearer]; third person pronouns, instead, would be completely 
underspecified. The fact that they cannot refer to either the speaker or the hearer – or, for 
plural pronouns, to any plurality that includes them – follows from the principle Maximize 
Presupposition (5), which requires the use of the most specific available form that 
maximizes the presuppositions expressed (Schlenker 2003, 2004): if the speaker intends to 
refer to herself or to the addressee, she must use the most specific pronominal form whose 
presuppositions are satisfied by the intended value of the pronoun (i.e., respectively, a first 
person and a second person pronoun). 

In such an approach, the contrast captured by generalization (18) should follow from the 
(non)-applicability of Maximize Presupposition: 
 
(23)  Arbitrary null EAs of active clauses must obey Maximize Presupposition, whereas 

arbitrary EAs of short passives  are exempt from it. 
 

But why should the principle draw such a difference? Intuitively, we expect the 
principle to apply whenever alternative choices of participant features are available for the 
realization of a given argument. From this perspective, (23) leads to the following 
conjecture: 
 
(24)  Arbitrary null EAs of active clauses can be realized with different participant features, 

and therefore, the related presuppositions must be maximized. On the contrary, null 
EAs of short passives cannot be realized with different participant features, and 
therefore, presupposition maximization is irrelevant. 

                                                 
8 Following Schlenker (2002), the reflexive relation ‘being an individual part of’ is used to cover both 
singular pronouns, whose values are atomic entities, and plural pronouns, whose values are either 
atomic entities or pluralities of which the speaker/hearer is an individual part (cf. §2). 
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This means that the implicit EA of a short passive is inherently unspecifiable for 
participant features, rather than being contingently underspecified (resulting in so-called 
‘third person’). In other terms, in this system it is necessary to distinguish the contingent 
lack of [speaker] and [hearer] features on an argument – which leads to presupposition 
maximization, excluding the speaker and hearer – from an inherent lack of participant 
features, whereby presupposition maximization does not apply. 

Suppose instead that we assume two binary, rather than privative, features: [±speaker] 
and [±hearer]. The positive values will give rise to the same presuppositions as in (19) 
above; the negative values will give rise to negative presuppositions: 
 
(25)  [[  [+speaker] ]] = [λx: cS ≤i x. x]  [[  [-speaker] ]] = [λx: ¬cS ≤i x. x]  
  [[ [+hearer] ]]  = [λx: cH ≤i x. x]   [[ [-hearer] ]] = [λx: ¬cH ≤i x. x] 
 
 where, as above, cS is the speaker of the context, cH is the hearer of the context, ≤i  is 

the reflexive relation ‘being an individual part of’. 
 

In this case, third person corresponds to a pair of negatively valued features: 
 
(26)  First person:  [+speaker], [- hearer] 
  Second person: [- speaker],  [+hearer] 
  Third person:  [- speaker],  [- hearer] 
 

Within such an approach, generalization (18) can be rephrased as follows: 
 
(27)  Arbitrary external arguments of active clauses are restricted to values compatible with 

the features [-speaker], [-hearer]; arbitrary external arguments of passive clauses are 
not thus restricted. 

 
(27) implies that in active clauses, arbitrary EAs are specified for the participant 

features, whereas in passive clauses they bear no participants features. Thus we can see 
that, via a different route, we have come to a conclusion that is parallel to that expressed in 
(24), namely, to an opposition w.r.t. participant features. Whichever version one adopts, the 
generalization  can be restated as in (28): 
 
(28) Arbitrary external arguments of active clauses are specified (or specifiable) for 

participant features, resulting in an exclusive interpretation; arbitrary external 
arguments of passive clauses are not. 

 
 
6. Licensing person 

Hypothesis (28) distinguishes the two types of arbitrary empty category in terms of a 
different feature specification. Is it possible to derive this difference from independent 
syntactic conditions? 

One possibility immediately comes to mind. In an active clause like (1), the null 
external argument merged in Spec, vP unproblematically enters an Agree relation with the 
T head (or more precisely, the C+T complex; cf. Chomsky 2008). Let us assume that this 
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null argument is a φP, cf. Holmberg et al. (2009): 
 
(29)   [T[uφ] … [vP φP[φ]  [v  VP]] 
 
 

In a short passive like (2), however, the situation is different. Under Collins’s (2005) 
analysis, we have a structure like (30): 

(30)  TP 

    T′ 

 T[uφ]  VP 

  be   VoiceP 

 PartP  Voice′ 

  [DP the meeting][φ]  Part′  Voice   vP 

   Part   VP    PRO  v′ 

    V <DP>   v     <PartP>  

     rescheduled  

     
According to Collins (2005), the null EA is a PRO sitting in Spec,vP, which receives 

null Case from the higher Voice head. The complement of v is a participial phrase which 
moves as a whole to Spec,VoiceP, ‘smuggling’ the internal argument past the EA; in the 
derived position, the internal argument can thus be probed by the T head. As a result, here 
the arbitrary EA does not enter an Agree relation with T. 

The syntactic effects of this Agree relation have been characterized in somewhat 
different ways, but one crucial effect is that it guarantees the assignment of Nominative 
Case to the subject. According to Chomsky (2008), T inherits from C a phi-complete probe 
(including an unvalued person feature), and by Agreeing with the subject, it values the Case 
feature of the latter as Nominative. According to Pesetsky & Torrego (2007), instead, 
Nominative Case is the manifestation of an unvalued T feature of the subject, which again 
receives a value from T. In either case, the Agree relation is necessary in order to license 
the subject, by valuing an unvalued feature of the latter.  

Note that the assumption of an unvalued feature is just a way to express a double 
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dependency: the T head needs to Agree with an argument, so as to acquire phi-feature 
values, but the subject too needs to Agree with T9.  

The suggestion that I wish to advance is that the crucial ingredient of this double 
dependency actually consists in the participant features. In other terms, it is the participant 
features that turn an external argument into an active goal visible for T. The T head needs 
to Agree with an argument endowed with participant features, and Agrees with the closest 
one; symmetrically, an external argument endowed with participant features needs to be 
probed by T.  
 
(31)  a. T Agrees with the highest argument that is endowed with participant features. 
 b. An external argument endowed with participant features must Agree with T. 
 

Clearly, in the active structure (29) the Agree relation involving the external argument 
satisfies both (31a) and (31b). In the passive structure (30), clause (31a) is satisfied by the 
Agree relation that links T to the ‘smuggled’ internal argument; on the other hand, (31b) 
cannot be satisfied. But then, the external argument of (30) must be devoid of participant 
features – otherwise, it would necessarily violate (31b)10. This line of reasoning leads to the 
conclusion that a person-less (and Case-less) external argument does exist: it is the so 
called ‘arbitrary PRO’ of (30)11.  

I therefore propose that the person-less EA of short passives is just a free variable, 
which only bears a default [+plural] feature and no participant features: accordingly, its 
potential values (countable human beings) may be either atoms or pluralities, and they may 
include the speaker or the hearer as an individual part.  

On the other hand, the interpretation of this empty category is never truly specific. I 
assume, following Adger & Ramchand (2005), that only a pronoun fully specified for all 
phi-features is visible for the assignment function (cf. their ID feature)12. Therefore, the 
‘arbitrary’ free variable cannot be directly assigned a value, but it must be existentially or 
generalically bound by an unselective quantifier 13 . I surmise that apparently specific 
readings arise via contextual inferences: what is asserted is just an existential 
quantification, but the context allows an inference as to which value(s) satisfy the open 
formula. As a matter of fact, such contextual inferences are often overtly expressed, as 
                                                 
9 The second direction of the dependency corresponds to Vergnaud’s Visibility Condition, whereby 
arguments must receive Case. 
10 This insigh is far from novel: the idea that certain arguments are defective w.r.t. the person feature 
has been around at least since Rizzi (1986). 
11 Note that this reasoning is hardly compatible with an analysis in terms of a phonologically null 
definite description: in fact, such a definite description would be unable to check a structural Case, 
and the only option would be to stipulate a null Case assigned by Voice. For a criticism of null Case, 
cf. Sigurðsson (2008). 
12 A close relative of Adger & Ramchand’s Id feature is Holmberg et al.’s (2009) D-feature. 
13 As for the quasi-universal reading in the episodic sentence (11), note that the free variable ranges 
over a set of atomic entities and larger and larger pluralities, including the maximal plurality of which 
all the others are an individual part. I surmise that the free variable is existentially quantified, but a 
pragmatic inference leads to identifying the value as an (almost) maximal plurality. Note also that the 
clause-initial adjunct ‘in Spain’ contributes to restricting the set over which the variable ranges (i.e., 
people in Spain): this raises as issue for compositional interpretation that I will not address here. 
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shown in (4) above, repeated here as (32), and in (33): 
 
(32)  Suonano  alla porta.  Dev’ essere  il postino. 
 ring.3.PL  at-the door.  Must.3.SG be.INF  the postman. 
 ‘They are ringing at the door. It must be the postman.’ 
 
 (33) La donna  è stata uccisa   in casa.  Dev’essere stato  il marito. 
 the woman  has been killed.F.SG   at home.   must.3.SG be.INF been  the husband 
 ‘The woman was killed at home. It must have been her husband.’ 
 
 
7. Concluding remarks 

In this squib I have compared the null arbitrary external arguments in active and passive 
clauses, and I have shown that they differ in their specification for participant features. I 
have then suggested that this difference is syntactically conditioned: only in active clauses 
can the EA enter an Agree relation with T, which licenses its participant features; in short 
passives, instead, the EA cannot be probed by T, hence it must be devoid of participant 
features, which would otherwise remain unlicensed14.  

The two-way licensing relation hypothesized in (31) is related to an assumption 
advanced independently in Bianchi (2003, 2006) and Sigurðsson (2004, 2011), whereby 
participant features must be licensed because they are inherently deictic, i.e., they must be 
anchored to the speech context; anchoring to the speech context is implemented via a 
syntactic relation with the C layer15. The Agree relation with the finite T head, which 
inherits from C a phi-complete probe – including participant features – can be seen as a 
syntactic implementation of the anchoring requirement. Since the external argument of 
short passives cannot be probed by T+C, it cannot have any participants features anchored 
to C; therefore, it must be radically unspecified for person16. 

It is tempting to try to assimilate our distinction between personal and person-less 
arbitrary null arguments to Landau’s (2010) distinction between strong and weak implicit 
arguments. In Landau’s terms, strong implicit arguments (specifically, null direct objects as 
in (12a) and (13a)) are endowed with a D-feature which allows them to be fully active in 
the syntax, binding  self-anaphors and also licensing secondary predicates; on the contrary, 
weak implicit arguments (like null indirect objects) are syntactically realized but lack the 
D-feature, and have a lower degree of syntactic activity (this issue is briefly discussed in 
the Appendix).  

However, it does not seem possible to directly equate Landau’s D-feature to our 
participant features. As already noted, null arbitrary objects are strong in Landau’s sense – 

                                                 
14 For the first type, the crucial role of T may account for its restricted cross-linguistic distribution; 
see Holmberg et al. (2009, § 4), who propose that in non-null-subject languages, T bears a 
phonological EPP feature. This question exceeds the limits of the present discussion. 
15 The antecedent is obviously Enç’s (1987) proposal of anchoring tense to C, tense being another 
deictic feature. 
16 Note that the licensing of participant features of the subject by the C+T complex only occurs in 
finite clauses (while the participant features of other arguments are licensed independently of 
finiteness). For discussion see Bianchi (2003, 2006) and Adger (2007). 
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cf. anaphor binding in (34) – but they are apparently not restricted to an exclusive 
interpretation – cf. the continuation in (34).  
 
(34)  La buona musica  riconcilia  _     con se stessi.   
     the good music  reconciles        with selves.PL   
 (Quanto meno,  per me  pro  è sempre così.) 
  at least,  for me  (this)  is always so 

‘Good music can reconcile one with oneself. At least, for me this is always the  
case.’ 

 
Thus, the strong implicit argument is not specified for participants features.  
It is not even possible to equate the participant features to the D-feature proposed by 

Holmberg et al. (2009) to characterize partial null subject languages. According to 
Holmberg et al., the D- feature encodes definite reference 17. In consistent null subject 
languages like Italian, a null pronoun  lacking the D-feature can Agree with an unvalued D-
feature borne by T, which is in turn valued by Agreeing with a definite null topic in the C-
domain. As a result, the null pronoun can have definite reference. 

A null subject instead receives an arbitrary interpretation when either (a) the language 
has no unvalued D-feature in T, as is the case in partial null subject languages (Brazilian 
Portuguese, Finnish and Marathi), or (b) the unvalued D-feature in T cannot be valued by a 
definite null topic, as is presumably the case in Italian sentences like (1). Then, in 
Holmberg et al.’s approach the arbitrary null EA of active clauses would lack a valued D-
feature, but the evidence provided in §4 suggests that it has negative participant features (or 
it is at least specifiable for privative participant features).  

In sum, it is probably safe to assume that definite reference implies both strong activity 
(in Landau’s sense) and a specification for person; person specification is not a necessary 
condition for strong syntactic activity of null arguments;  it is an open question whether the 
reverse implication holds. 

Be this as it may, the picture that emerges from this discussion is one in which null 
arguments are endowed with different feature specifications, whose richness depends on the 
licensing syntactic environment18:  this is compatible with the general approach of Landau 
(2010), as well as with the constructivist approach of Sigurðsson (2011).  
 
 
Appendix:  Syntactic activity  

Null arbitrary EAs of active clauses, as in (1), behave as full-fledged arguments in 
various kinds of syntactic relations, including control into complements (35) and adjuncts 
(36) and the antecedence of the ‘logophoric’ anaphors sé and proprio (37a) as well as the 
reflexive anaphor se stessi (37b): 

                                                 
17 Note that in this respect, Holmberg et al.’s D-feature differs from the D-feature as employed by 
Landau (2010) in his characterization of strong implicit arguments: for Holmberg et al., the D-feature 
is a referential index and entails definite reference, whereas for Landau it does not. 
18 The differences in feature specification may in turn correspond to different functional layers, in the 
spirit of Déchaine & Wiltschko (2002), adapted to null arguments by Holmberg et al. (2009), Landau 
(2010). 
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(35) Sai  cos’è successo?  Hanno deciso  di PRO anticipare le elezioni. 
 Know.2SG  what is happened?  Have.3PL decided  to anticipate       the elections 
 ‘You know what? They decided to anticipate the elections.’ 
 
(36) Hanno anticipato  le elezioni  [per risparmiare  sui costi]. 
 have.3PL anticipated  the elections to save over the costs  
 ‘They anticipated the elections to reduce expenses.’ 
 
(37) a.  In questo paese  regolano  i conti  da sé/ per conto proprio. 
  in this country    settle.3PL  the scores  by self / on their own  
    ‘In this country, they settle a score by themselves.’ 
 b.  Qui,  lavorano  solo  per se stessi. 
    here,  work.3PL  only  for themselves 
    ‘Here, they work only for their own sake.’ 
 

On the other hand, the ability of an arbitrary null subject  to support secondary 
predicates is less clearcut. (The sentences are instead fully acceptable if the null subject has 
a specific interpretation.)  
 
(38)  a.  ?? Hanno soccorso  il ferito  [privi  delle attrezzature adeguate]. 
     have.3PL helped  the wounded  lacking.MPL  of-the equipment adequate 
  ‘They helped the wounded person without adequate equipment.’ 
 b.  ?? Hanno occupato  l’ambasciata  [armati  di bazooka]. 
  have.3PL occupied  the embassy  armed.MPL  with bazookas. 
        ‘They occupied the embassy armed with bazookas.’ 
 

Turning to the EA of short passives, it is known since Manzini (1983) that it has the 
ability to control: 
 
(39)  E’  stato  deciso  di anticipare  le elezioni. 
 is  been  decided  to anticipate  the elections 
 ‘It was decided to anticipate the elections.’ 
 
(40)  Le elezioni  sono  state  anticipate  [per PRO risparmiare sui costi]. 
 the elections  have  been  anticipated  to save  on-the costs 
 ‘The elections were anticipated to reduce expenses.’ 
 

The antecedence of the logophoric anaphors sé and proprio is marginally possible (41):  
 
(41)  ? Questi problemi  dovrebbero  essere risolti  da sé/ con le proprie forze. 
  these problems  ought  to be solved  by self/ with one’s own strenght 
    ‘One should solve these problems by oneself.’ 
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As for reflexive anaphors, binding seems significantly degraded:  
 
(42) ?* (Nei regimi dittatoriali), tutto il potere viene attribuito  a se stessi. 
 in  dictatiorial regimes,  all the power  is attributed  to selves  
 

However, Loccioni (2012) makes the important observation that binding is more 
acceptable when the null EA has a generic interpretation than in episodic contexts: 
 
(43)  a.  Quando  tal privilegio  viene riservato  a se stessi, ... 

when  such privilege is reserved  to oneself[+pl]...  
 b.  * Durante le scorse settimane questo privilegio  è stato riservato  a se stessi. 
       during the last weeks,  this privilege  has been reserved  to oneself[+pl] 

    (Loccioni 2012, 78, (149)) 
 

 Notice that the generic interpretation is also shared by arbitrary null objects in Italian, 
which qualify as ‘strong implicit arguments’ by Landau’s (2010) criteria. 

This difference carries over to secondary predicates. Pylkkänen (2008) claims that they 
cannot be predicated of the EA of short passives,  and considers this a decisive argument 
against the syntactic realization of the EA: 
 
(44) * This letter was written drunk.                                                      (Pylkkänen 2008, 22) 
 
(45) * L’ambasciata  è stata occupata  [armati  di bazooka]. 
  the embassy  is been occupied  armed.MPL  with bazookas 
 
Again, Loccioni observes that grammaticality improves when the EA has a generic 
interpretation: 
 
(46)  a. ? Queste difficoltà  non  andrebbero  affrontate  ??(da) soli. 

 these difficulties  not should-be  faced     (by) alone[+pl] 
 b. * La disgrazia di ieri  è stata affrontata  (da) soli. 
       the mishap of yesterday  has been faced  (by) alone[+plur]’ 

      (adapted from Loccioni 2012, 78, (150)) 
 

The judgements on these structures are controversial, but it seems fair to say that there 
is a clear divide between control and logophoric binding on the one hand, and reflexive 
binding and secondary predication on the other. The former do not discriminate between 
the two types of EA; the latter instead show an asymmetry, in that the arbitrary EA of 
active clauses allows for reflexive binding and secondary predication much more easily that 
the EA of short passives (especially when the latter has a non-generic interpretation). In 
other terms, the non-generic EA of a short passive seems closer to a ‘weak implicit 
argument’ in Landau’s sense.  However, as already mentioned above in connection with 
(34) above, weak vs. strong syntactic activity cannot be directly tied to the absence vs. 
presence of participant (person) features.  
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