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VERB MOVEMENT IN FRENCH REVISITRED: SYNTACTIC THEORY AND 
EXPERfMENTAC DATA 

Dalila Ayoun 
University of Arizona 

This paper revisits Pollock's (1989, 1997) account of verb mavement phenomena in French in the 
light af experimental: data elicited from two groups of native speakers. The results of four differem 
tasks indicate that h e  minimalist principle, according to which only strong [+finite] verbs may 
raise to Infl to ched and erase their features, does not apply in a systematic and consistent fashion. 
It appws that 1.) weak 1-W] lexical verbs systematically raise past adverbs; 24 weak [-finite] 
auxiliaries do raise past negation and adverbs, and optianality appears to be exchded. It is argued 
that carefully elided experimental data should mfm syntactic theory to achieve greater 
descriptive accucacy. 

INTRODUCTION 

From Standard Theory to the MinimaIist Program, syntactic theory has bem undergoing 
constant revisions and changes to incorporate new developments and conceptual shifts with 
drastic consequences for both theoretical and applied linguistics. As noted by Lightfoot and 
Hornstein (1994), the nature and availability of functional phrases and head moment have 
generated a wealth of studies covering a wide range of languages (e.g., Belletti, 1990; Bolotin, 
1996; Diesing, 1990; Lust et al., 1994; Meisel, 1992; Ouhalla, 1991, 1994; Roberts, 1998; 
Zanutthi, 1997). Severd of these studies focused on the verb movement parameter, alternatively 
referred to as the Verb Raising Parametex (Culicover, 1997), V-to-I parameter (Deprez, 1994) or 
(strength of) AGGR parameter (Williams, 1994), since the systematic differences are due to the 
[&strong] feature of AGR), which subsumes several seemingly unrelated syntactic properties 
initially analyzed in Emonds (1 978, 1985) and later developed and elaborated in Pollock (I 989), 
and more recently in PoUock (1997) within the Minimalist approach (Chomsky, 1993, 1995) of 
the Principles-and-Parameters model1. 

Within the Barriers framework (Chomlq, 1986), the syntactic phenomena examined 
could all be explained by the Empty Category Principle, or more specifically by the Head 
Movement Constraint, Theta-theory, and Q~afi~cat ion theory. These phenomena showed that 
Inflection should not be viewed as a single constituent with two sets of features, [+Tense] or 
[-Tense] and [+Agr] or [-Agr], but that each of these features was the syntactic head of a 
maximd projection: IP (or TP) and A@ respectively. An additional maximal projection, NegP 
was also posited to account for the placement of negative elements. Within the Minimalist 
fimwork &en, verb movement simply depends on the existence and strength of v e M  
morphological features: strong verbs must raise to have their features checked and m e d  at LF. 

The variety of the analyses proposed b r n  Emonds (1 978) to PoUwk (1 997) illustrates 
the rapid changes that syntactic theory has undergone. Since syntactic theory is then used to 
make claims aborrt linguistic theory and language acquisition theory, it is crucial that it meets its 
initial goal of descriptive adequacy. It must therefore correctly describe the grammatid and 
ungrammatical strings of words and their interpretations by native speakers. However, and in 
spite of its importance, we may have lost sight of the information provided by native speakers. 
As the theory strives to achieve descriptive adequacy, it has become more and more abstract and 
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possibly somewhat removed from the grammar of native speakers who were initially, and rightly 
so, at the center of our endeavor, as noted by Chomsky (1965, p. 4): 

The problem for the linguist . . . is to determine from the data of  performance the 
underlying system of rules that have been mastered by the speaker-hearer and that 
he puts to use in actual performance. 

After some of the premises of Pollock's account came under criticism for their partial 
inadequacy (e.g , Iatridou, 1990; BakerI 1991; Williams, 2994), different accounts became 
increasingly complex and abstract without necessarily considering native speakers' intuitions. It  
is time to ask what these intuitions may actually tell us about the verb movement parameter. It  
will thus be argued that mbve speakers' judgments should be one of the elements to inform 
syntactic theory. To this endl this paper will first present Pollock's minimalist account of the 
French setting of the verb movement parameter. Then experimenhl data h r n  French native 
speakers will be introduced in an attempt to better d e h e  whicb properties are actuaIIy subsumed 
under this parameter by examining some points of contention. No attempt will be made to 
propose a different syntactic analysis, but it will be argued that carefully elicited experimental 
data h m  native speakers should be one of the elements taken into account by syntactic theory 
as it aims for greater descriptive adequacy. 

VERB MOVEMENTINFREXCH 

Verb movement phenomena include several apparently unrelated syntactic structures -- 
sentence negation, inverted questions, adverb placement, floating quantifiers and quantification at 
a distance--in both tensed or [+finite], and infinitive or [-finite] clauses. The fallowir~g account is 
taken directly from Pollock (1 989, 1997). 

Finite Co&& 

Both French and English are assumed to have the D-structure presented in (1): 
(1) L1pWI ( [ N ~ ~ " O ~ / P = I )  [vp (Adv)V*..Il 

The adverb precedes the verb witbin VP, with NegP to its left. Thus, whenever the verb ends up 
precedrng adverbs or negation, it has been raised out of its initial position. 

Neputwn. Inversion and Adwrbs 
Let us consider the following well-known examples contrasting French and English 

structures: 

(2) a. *John sees not Mary. 
b. Jean (ne) voit pas Marie. 

(3) a. * Sees he Mary? 
b. Voit-t-il Marie? 

(4) a+*John sees often Mary. 
b. Jean voit souvent Marie. 
c. John often sees Mary. 
d.*Jean souvent voit Marie. 

In the French examples, the verb must move, while in English, it cannot because its verbal 
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morphology is considered to be poor. However, this was not always the case. The sentences in 
(2a), (3a), and (4a) were dl grammatical in English up until the sixteenth century, after which 
they evolved and disappeared altogether (Kroch, 1990; Roberts, 1993) due to a change in their 
morphology. The EngIish verbal paradigm was morphologically rich prior to the sixteenth 
century in that the first three persons of the singular had different, distinct endings which also 
distinguished them from the plural persons. The only &g morpheme in modern English is 
the -s of the third person singular. This morphological weakness is a characteristic of the modem 
English verbal structure with important consequences within the MhimaIist framework. 
Assuming that the morphological features of poor d x e s  are invisible at LF, one would expect 
that from the D-structure in (5a), only morphologically rich verbal forms would require 
movement as shown in (5b): 

(5 )  a.[rxlf l@llvNL~J 
b. Adjunction of V to Infl-> pnfl [V _1 [~d N [t]]] 

A lexical verb moves only if it contains features that must ke checked and erased at LF. But in 
order to be erased, these features must be visible at some level which is not the case in modem 
English. Thus, there is no thematic verb movement in English since the features that motivate this 
movement cannot violate the Full Interpretation principle. To account for the examples in (4), 
Pollock suggests the structure in (6a): 

(6) a. I1nfl01 (not) (Adv) E v N IV J11 
Adjunction of V to I d  -> 
b- [~nfl [V J [~d 01 (not) (Adv) [V N [till 

Thus, after movement to Id, a tensed verb, morphologically rich, would precede the negation not 
and adverbs Iike mver, explaining the m a t i c a l i t y  of (4b) and the ungrammaticality of (4d), in 
contrast to the English examples in (4a) and (4~). 

Still, according to PoIIock ( 1 997), the inversion pronomiaotl subject-verb in questions as 
exemplified in (3) results from the adjunction of Infl to C as in (7): 

17) [CC 01 lInfI CV N IV Jill=> Ic InfZ + Cl [t CV N [V 1131 
Inverted questions are possible only following (5b): for (7) to move to rV J, the verb must be 

part of Infl which is the case after the verb movement to Id which is ruled out in English by its 
weak morpho1ogical features. 

The fwst apparent exception to the systematic raisimg of a strong I e d  verb to Inn 
comes fiom the following examples in (8) which show that the negative ne personne 'nobodylno 
one' behaves differently than the other negatives ne pas 'not' and ne rien 'nothing': 

(8) a. Pierre n'a pas vu le film. 
'Peter did not see the film' 
basPierre n'a vu pas le Elm. 
c. Pierre n'a rien vu au cinima 
'Peter did not see anything at the movies' 
d.*Pierre n'a vu rien au cintma 
e. Pime n'a vu personne au cinema 
"Peter did not see anyone at the movies' 
f.*Pierre n'a personne vu au cindm. 

The examples in (8a) and (8c) are well-formed due to the fact that the auxiliary moir, but not the 
participle, may move to Id. But why is (8f) ungrammatical since the participle remains in situ? 
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Pollock (1989, p. 4 18) suggests that ''personne and ne do not form a constituent--in particular, 
that personne is the head of its own NP and that ne is plausibly base-generated in the 
specifierless NegP above the participial SC." Thus ne pm and ne personne behave differently, 
and the placement ofpersonne may not be an hdication of verb movement at all. This is also the 
case for nonfinite contexts as we will see below with example (28). 

Flo&p Ouamtifiexs 
The verb movement parameter also includes floating quantifiers. French has both floating 

quant3en (tout 'all' and chacm 'each one') and non-floating quantifiers (chagple 'ea~h')~. In 
French, tout and chacun "float"' or move to the right of the verb as exemplified in (9b): 

(9) a.*My friends love all Mary. 
b. Mes amis aiment tom Marie. 
c. My friends all love Mary. 
d.*Mes amis tous aiment Marie. 
e. All my friends love Mary. 
f. Tous mes amis aiment Marie. 

Pollock, following Sportiche' s (1 98 8) analysis, assigns the following structure in (1 0) to account 
for the mgmmmatical example in (9a): 

( 1 0) I ~ ~ f l  [V [all + they1 lv [V kissed] Mary III 
Since the verb 'kissed' is morphologicalIy poor, it does not raise to Infl and the quantifier 'all' 
ends up preceding instead of following the verb, while the corresponding French structure in (9d) 
is ungrammatical. 

Ouuntifieation at a Distoitee 
Quantification at a distance shows that the past participle optionally raises along with the 

auxiliary as shown in (1 1 a) and (I 1 b): 
(I  1) a. Pierre a lu beaucoup de livres. 

b. Pierre a beaucoup lu de livres. 
'Peter has read a lot of books' 
c. Pierre lit beaucoup de livres. 
d.*Pierre beaucoup lit de livres. 
'Peter reads a lot of books' 

By comparing (1 l c) with (1 1 d), we see again that the lexical verb must raise to Id. 

French infinitives cm be negated and used in combination with adverbs, yielding a variety 
of structures slightly more diEficult to account for than tensed clauses. 

Negation 
Auxiliaries seem to behave differently than lexical verbs in that (12a) is usually assumed 

to coexist with (l2b), whereas (1 3b) is wgmmrdd and only its counterpart in (1 3a) is well- 
f o d :  

(12) a Ne pas avoir faim, ce n'est pas un crime. 
b. N'avoir pas faim, ce n'est pas un crime. 



'To not be hungry is not a crime' 
(13) a Ne pas manger, c'est dommage. 

b.*Ne manger pas, c'est dommage. 
'To not eat is a pity' 

These examples show that the auxiliaries moir and &ire optionally move to [-finite] I d ,  whereas 
verb movement cannot apply to infmitivsh I a k d  verbs which are weak. Pollock argues that the 
ungrammaticality of (13b) must be paralleled with (2a) in English which is repeated in (14): 

(14) *John Iikes not Mary. 
especially since the position preceding the negation can be occupied by dtre/avoir as in the 
following examples (Follock 1 997, p. 152): 

(I 5 )  a He says that he has not understood your theory. 
b. He says he is not against your theory. 

(1 6) a. II dit n'avoix pas compris ta theorie, 
b. I1 dit n'ttre pas contre ta thdorie. 

To provide a common analysis to (15) and (16), PoIlock makes the assumption that finite and 
nodbite sentences share the structure in (1 7): 

(17) lznfl (negation) Iv ... lv Jl1 
Further d g  that the French W t i v e  s u f k e s ,  -er, ir, etc, ape morphologically poor, it 
follows from Checking theory and Economy constraints that [V 'J cannot be adjoined to the 

infinitive M in (17), The gramnaticdty of (15) and (16) is explained by assuming that verbs 
without thematic grids (i-e., itre, moir, be, b e ,  do) can be the l a i d  head of Infl. So [-finite] 
auxiliaries optionally move, whereas [-fmite] verbs cannot, once again due to the poor 
morphological features of the verb. 

Adverbs 
Pollock accounts fox the placement of adverbs in nonfinite structures in (1 8) as follows: 
(1 8) a. Parler & peinelmal l'italien apds cinq ans dt&de c'est dkcevant 

b. A peinehal parler Pitalien apds cinq ans d'itude c'est dkevant 
'to barely speak Italian after five years of study is disappointing' 

Both (18a) and (1 8b) are weU-formed although (18a) should be excluded since [-finite] forms are 
not strong enough to move to Id. So the grammaticality of the first example forces Pollock to 
assume the existence of another M1 as in (1 9): 

C19) [ldO 1 01 (=gation> J l!nf1°2 011 mwA [V t N]] 
L* I -(it> 1 

where long movement to Infla is not allowed. Instead, the verb undergoes short movement to 
another Id, 1% which must have features visible to W t i v e s  since the verb moves to it in 
visible syntax to check them FoIlowing Kayne (1991), Polla& assumes that Infl, bas an 
infinitive bctioaal category for head, and that 1% is the mode as follows: 

I201 [pro (ne) r~fifitive @I ( P I  Cmde QJI [ d i e d h  ~e ine  VIIlI 
Pollock (1997') covers other related phenomena in an in-depth diachronic analysis of French (see 
also Martineau 1994)-as well as other Romance and Scandinavian languages-which is beyond 
the scope of this pager, but to which interested readers are referred. For our purposes, we will 
simply reiterate that French exhibits verb movement in a variety of structures in both tensed and 
infinitival clauses, in contrast with Fngbh which allows only h & e  raising (Roberts, 1998) to 

SLAT Studail Assocktion 




































