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A “wmm . ” i turazl phenomena are treated by most linzuists on a par with otaer
mﬁvww H. mM Mm de : English Verbal Category, "Gothenburg sentences containing the formal it subject. The intention of this
e
s in English" 14, paper is to show the structural and semantic unigueness of tae sen-

_ tences under examination, by relating them to comparative evidence
_ adduced from several Indo-European languages.
Here are some examples of sentences of that kind:

_ la. It's raining. 1b, Rain is falling.
| 2a. It's snowing. 2b. Snow is ralling. _
3a. It's sleeting. i 3b. Sleet is ralling.

4, It's haiiing.

. 5. It's thundering.
6. It's lightening.
7. It's blowing.

8. It's dawning.

"9a. It's dusking. 3c. It's getting dusk. I
10a. It's darkening. 10b. It's getting aars.

1l1. It's freezing.
12, Ii's thawing.
mhere are also derivative constructions suca as:
13. It is going to rain.
14. It threatens to rain.

_ ww.lhmaouwmnﬂwnnwum..mdo.
In some of such sentences tine formal il suucject 13 rollowed ol
((be) Adj) comstruction, eg::
’ 16. It is hot (cold, warm) tocay.
17. It is fine this afternoon.
18. It is dark when the evening comes. )

The reason why the class of sentences referring %o weather condti-
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tions szould be discussed separately from all otaser instances of
Sentences containing it in subject position is that the function of
tne it element in the former case is different than enywhere else.
Tne status of it in the sentences analysed in this paper has been
investigated by many linguists. Some interpretations attempted by ot 'subject'.

di-

possible solutions and the difficulty of the problem:;

Taditional gramsarians are presented below to iliustrate the
defines it as an unspecified
conceptional it subject.
"refers to something definite",

The problem is even more acute in a language like Polish.
First of all, there is no unique correspondence between toe bhighly
developoed case-system or Folish nouns (pronouns) and the category
subject

noun (pronoun) is expressed in the genitive and not 1a the

That is,
native, eg. wnen the asenternce refers to lack of something or

Nie ma brata.

it, ie. no nominzl element in subject-position, eg.:
It is lightening.'
,etc,
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nomi-
ex-

there are sentences in which the

isteace in negation (ef, ¥Klemensiewicz 1969:32):

Braknie czasu.
contain, as a rule, no syntactic element equivalent to the En-lish

Then, Polish sentences referring to weather conditions

Blyska sie.

(Deszesz) pada.

¢
'It is raining.'
allowes of even more speculation in gram-
Yet

'It is thuncering.'
two contrasting opinio..s of Szober

Grzmi.
This situation
example,
'sutjectless sentences’',
in

Lght be called sentences wita an inacefi-
those
tne vero!

versity of
segpersen
14i96%:149)
- "the great neuter of nature",
McMorcie defines it as an indefinite it subject.
1 2371:49; "used for impersonal verbs denoting
natural phenomena".
=2navoort defines it as a formal it subject,
(19S3:136) "referring either to some vague notion
or to nothing at all".
ailen defines it as a pmeaningless it subject. matical analysis. 4s an
LLzi4i242; "meaningless subject for impersonal and Wierzbicka may be adduced nere:
veroa", "Such sentences
Qliz ¥« defires it as an empty nite subject; usually they are called
-77%:354 . Teaningless it subject, this term is not guite exact because there is a subject
Lm subject may lack semantic content 1 sentences, although it is hidden in tne very mearning of
altogetner", (Szober 1968:303:
The derinitions guoted above vary as far as the reference "Zdaria takie mozna by nazwad zdaniami z nieckreslonym podriotem;
range Zazwycza] -nazywaja, je 'zdaniami pezpodmiotowyui', nazwa ta jedunak
to nie jest zbyt #cisfa, bo w zdaniach tych jest réwniez podwmiot, tyi-
ko ukryty «# samym znaczeriu czasownika.")
whatsoever. "The following conclusicn is to be drawn: in tue sentences
these Wieje and Wiatr wieje, Swita and Poranek Swita tne elements wiatr
and poranek alternate with zerc, Precisely in tnose sentences tnere
is a real zero-sunject. It is zero, out it does possess a daerliniie
positive content." (Wierzbicka 1966:188:
"Nasuwa sie wniosek nastepujacy: w zdaniacn Wieje i Wiatr wieje,
$wita i Poranek dwita elementy wiatr i poranek alternuja, z zerem.
IIIIII Ze-
conclusion oy surface
sucject’

subject and its semantic content are corcerned. They

“rom the 'conceptual®' interpretation of Jespersen according
wnicn 1T possesses definite semantic connotations to the interpre-
Quirk.

ai

Zanavoort taies a middle course in this question, asserting that i%
or
and

Tation of QuirKk who denies any semantic content of it
sTanapoints of tne otker grammarians oscillate tetween

Ine

extiremes. Thus McMordie approaches Jespersen in nis definition
in=-

TW3
aliG
Terprezations definitely does not lie in a mistaken procedure
metnodeology, but rather in the different fundamental notions
taeoretical principles which are implicit in these analyses. Name-
considerations.

allern's interpretation seems to be simiiar to ihat of
ly, the analysis of Quirk is oriented more syntactically, formally,

subject may refer either to something vague, or to nothing at all.
presup-

The reason of the differences between these standard

as compared with tae approach of Jespersen, whose theory
'logical!

poses a greater extent of semantic,

rowy, ale majacy okredlons tresd pozytywna.™)
&Hmnwwuowm is compelled to the above

syntactic considerations. according te her the category

is tc be established on the vasis of the paradigmatic alternations

a nominal element and the syntagmatic position occupied by a NP

ol

in a given utterance.
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The standpoint expressed by Szober is different. His ma-
jor criterion in establishing the category 'subject' is the
meaning of linguistic constituents. Only by taking such a posi=-
tion is he justified in saying that a subject may be hidden in
tne meaning of a verb. Following Wierzbicka's way of reasoning,
this statement is doubly untenable. First, according to her, a
subject cannot be 'hidden in a verb' (the linear syntagmatic re-
lations do not allow that), and, second, by implication, a sub-
ject cannot be hidden in the meaning of a verb (as meaning is
something beyond the scope of the formal syntactic structure).

Klemensiewicz (1969:32) does not take sides in this con-
troversy. He asserts that in this class of subjectless, imper-
sonal sentences there are no grounds to define specifically the
presumable subject.

A conclusion to be drawn from what has been presented and
confronted so far is that in traditional linguistics there is
no unanimity as to whether the underlyving structures of sen-
tences should be analysed on syntactic grounds, or rather on
semantic principles. Definitely Jespersen and Szober are orien-
tated semantically, 'logically', as compared with the strictly
formal standpeint of, for instance, Quirk and Wierzbicka.

In modern transformational linguistics the treatments of
Znglish sentences with it subject, referring to weather condi-
tions, are almost non-existent. Authors seem to generally avoid
tnis provlem which, altnough marginal, might constitute a po-
teatial chnallenge to their neatly organized theories,

One of the rare attempts to account for this class of sen-
+ences has been undertaken by Darden in the paper "What Rains?".
\.973). Darden questions the widespread assumption of transform-
ational- generative grammars that every sentence, at the 1level
5f deep structure, has a subject. He makes an important obser-
vation:

“Tre ract that all languages examined so far have a rule S+NP+VP
cannot be taken as relevant, since this analysis is a product

of the initial assumption, rather than a discovery about lan-

guage. Whenever a sentence is found to lack a surface subject,

a dummy subject can be put in and then deleted."(1973:523).

Darden shows that the assumption that every sentence has
a1 subject creates problems even in English. The problems derive

from the sentences about weather conditions, containing the it
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element in subject position. His claim concerning the underlying
organization of those sentences.is that the sources of it raine,

it snows, etc, are rain rains, snow snows, etc, To justify this

claim Darden pointis out that many speakers of Englisn accept tze
following sentences:
(9) It rained and turned tae road into a quagmire.
(10) It rained and flooded ay basement.
(11) It snowed and covered our tracks,
i (12) It snowed but didn't stick.
(13) It
In these sentences, he argues, the subiects ol tke conjoined vert

t tnundered and scared hell ocut of me. (1973:524).

phrases saould be correferential. Tnus the underlying it which
is tne suvject of the second verb in sentences (3)-(13) must ce
the rain, tne snow, and tne thunder. This fact is regarded as

sufficient evidence for +the claim that It rained, It snowec an

It tunundered have ag their bases respectively Rain rained, Snow

snowed and Tnunder tnunaered.

Darden points out tnat tais analysis is not airectiv ap-
plirable to other languages. He proroses Ior sentences sucn as
Russian Dofdit (It is raining') the following vase structure:

M.
pres .\\\m./
v NP
N I
indefinite rain
vero

of process

Then, td derive the moTre common exXTresSslon ITaet wodd, a vero or

going, idti, has to be inserted as the process verb, Daraen de-

rives the other sentence, WomQWﬁ, by the application ol a sub-

ject incorporation rule to the above deep structure. The result

of this transTormation is shown in tne following diagram:

ﬁ\\\\\wfl!.{ﬁ

rain 4]
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Daraen presents this transformation in order to Saow thet such an
analysis would work equally well ‘or the English It is raining.

Due to that the important assumption of universal base structure
can be saved.

In his analysis Darden represents the geman:tic, ‘logical!
approach in its modern generative version. Although not the whole
of his argument seems temable, it constitutes a very appealing so-
iution of the problem discussed in this paper. Therefore the re-
maining part of this discussion will be devoted te firding gome
rurther evidence supporting the semantic, 'logical' standpoint.

To clarify the issue, an important queation should be an-
swered at the outset: Is the formal surface subject of the sort of
tne English it universal and indispensable ir all languages? The
answer is: By no means is that so. The table below provides tais
statement with sound evidence selected from a number of Indo-Eurc-
pearn languages:

English German French Latin {Russian Hwowwmw
Es regnet |I1 pleut Pluit
It's trundering|Es donnert{ Il tonne Tonat

DcXd idet __memnuv padal
Grom gremit Grzmi
Its lighteaning|Es blitzt |Il Sclaire| Fulgurat|Svzsriaet _unwuww sie

Ivs raircing

Maonm the six languages under examination there are threze,
Znglisn, German and French, which make use of a syntactic element
of the it kind, and three others that do not exhibit such an ale-
ment, . .

FPerlmutter Aquwnwomv argues that tue obligatory presence
of a dumny-subject element is governed by a gereral surface-struc-
ture constraint productive in the languages of the first group:
"Any sentence othner than an Imperative in which *tnere is a S that
does not contain a subject in surface structure is ungrammatical"
(1971:100). i

Yet, according to Perlmutter, a large number of languaszes
bave no such a constraint in their grammars. Assuming this form
of explanation of a linguistic phenomenon, Perlmutter unfortunate-
ly does not provide an answer to the crucial question whether this
cummy subject is mummMDa in the deep structure or introduced by
trangformations, Hommmnwbm it as a problem "not directly reievant
to the hypothesis" (1971:103). However, the explanatory power of
this hypothesis cannot be fully estimated without having specified

the derivational origin of the it element.

An observation to be drawn Ifrom the above table is that in
Polish, fur example, the abstract semantic notion (rain) ( in
veszecz pada or Pada) is conveyed by a noun, tne use of wanich is

optional, and in tue case the noun is erided, tne semantic read-
ing of the reduced vpreaicate-sentence is clear due to tne syntac-
tic peculiarizies of the verdp itsell: in tas past tense tne pre-

dicate-sencence (Padalo) referring to rain takes tane inflectional

ending in neuter genasr (ie. waen (rain) i3 nol represented by 2
maseuline swuject: Deszcz vadai). In the present tense tne gender

distinctions are opaque,

In Russian the case is similar except that the use of tae
nominal subject is basically ooligatory, cf. Do¥d idet versus®ldet
(rarsly Do2dit}. Tc complece the preseptation, it shoula be point-
ed out that tane verbs in both the Polish and the Russian example

are by ‘hemselves common process verbs, naving primary meanings
not connected wita the notion (rain): pada means 'is failing' ana
idet means 'is going'.

In view ¢i the above evidence Darden's proposal emerges
as not universal snough to account ror the cerivation of tne Pol-
ish sentence Pada or FPadalo. In the deep structure tihat he has
presented the semantic element (rain) is cbligatory and it nae
been assumed that this notion may change its surface-syntactic
form (either NP or VP) but never may it ce completely elided. This
Hmm however, the case in the above sentences.

It is at tuis point that Darden's proposal should ce com-
pared with.a solution developed “y Shopen anc Swieczkowski (1370:
:121). The authors present subjectless sentences ('autonomous el-
liptical expressions') as a sub-category of eliiptical utterances.
Resting on the assumption that elliptical coastructions should
find their place in the underlying representations of a language,
they are justified in positing the following deep structure of
the sentence Padalo: :

S
|

VP

|
v

- mmhmwo
Thus Shopen and 8wieczkowski, by recognizing tre existence
of elliptical underlying representations, eliminate the necessity
of- having a subject in the deep stiructure of every sentence. Tnis
wtrong claim is undoubtedly ugeful in accounting for certain el-
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liptical constructions, hut still it is guestionable: Why should
+wo sentences with the same neaning (ie. Deszez padal and Tadala)

be derived Ifrom two deep structures? Such a procecure stands in
contrast to the generally acrnepted principie that two utterances
with identical semantic Teadings shouid be ageigned one underlying
represeniatic

A gen.ral syniactic sonclusion can be inferred on the ba-
Latin,

'

sis of the at ve eviience that azglutinative languages |
zolisn, Russ:i ), with infiectional systems well developed, tend

to sark syntz:tically tae unigueness of tris kind of sentences in
zne inflecticnal mﬁnpnrm 2f verbs, unless tais is provided by the
sbligatory supject itseif. Thus the abatract semantic notica (rain)
is expressed in the discusssd languages in sither of the following

4

yntactic patterns:

V. - formal sutject - a special verb, eg.:
AY

J

[+ was Tainin

e

2). A common process Vvero with a special

inrlecticnal marker, €g.: Padalo.

Deidilo.
(3). A svecial nominal subject -
- 2 proceas verb; In agreement, eg.: Des7ncz pa dal.
uo&p del.

AL
L]

I+ is worib noting tnat, a2s & rule, in neither of the lan-

the semantic duplication of

-

suages an amalgamatl

o Sy o 4¢..
sre wind®The rain is raining or®DoZd doZdit 2s soesiple, altacugh

some lanfuages are not mn»«m uniform in their patterning. Thus in
.. tisn tnere are optiocnal con tructions such as eg. It's sleseting

——

sus Slest is falling. On tae other hand, it 1S impessitle  to
It's dawnin

on toe model of

or the Polisa Drigie.

5 3 + 3 - < -
An extren y consplcuous case is that of the Russian sen

tence Grom zyemit, whare an obvious sementic duplication of the
e notion expressed two cograte surfac ea-syatactic 2lements
ig at wWorK. Dar.et (1573:525) tends to c¢isregard itnis geemingly
ec:ional coas:zruction, however Jespersen (1969:128) recalls

c
T i = Wk
tner exazmples of this xind, namely the Hungarian sentence Z5:<

= . ‘ ":
az esd ('tne rain raias'), as well as Shavespeare's parase: tRut

! I ! 3 »y specific
toe rain 1% raineth every day". Consequently, these very 53 I

sentences are not so much excepticnal as ig commoniy pelieved and,
as such, they provide important :nformatior: about the possible un-
derlying organization of all the sentences referring to imwdwmw
conditions {rain rains, SROW snows, ete.). If tnis conclusion 1S
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correct, it means that the it element refers to the nominal un-

derlying notion (rain) cognate to the verb 'to rain',
Now, it remains to discuss sentences of the kind It is hot
mﬁOQWN_. The syntactic and semantic reference of the it

subject
may in fact be multiple in these senteaces, as the it may refer
both ways® - cataphorically and anaphorically - to the preceding

and the wowwotpsm constituents of an utterance, eg.:

(a). The blast-furnace was filled up with iron and coal yesterday.
Lt is bot today.

(anaphoric reference to the NP blast-furnace).

(b). (a metallurgist at work saying): a is_not today.

(cataphoric reference to the abstract bonwou of heat not caused

by natural weather conditions).

(¢). (a remark about the weather condition}): It is hot today.
(cataphoric reference to the abstract, mmSmHmMIuoaHoD of natural
heat.

AsS a result, these sentences are very often ambiguous (es-
necially in a larger context), that is, they may have more than
one underlying representation.

This is not the case with tne sentence It is raining, for
example, which always means one and only one thing. To put it dif-
ferently, under no circumstances can the it subject of that sen-
tence be understood as refering to something which comes in the
preceding maldmuom. and which is different from the notion (rain),
even in a context like the following:

This is my father's watering omn.nwm is raining now.

That is, the it subject in this example cannot refer anaphorically
to the NP of the preceding sentence.

The above evidence and argument have oveen presented to de-
monstrate with psychological plausibility that for a Russian na-
tive speaker, for example, (having in mind a sentence like DoZd’
idet) the claim of his English colleague that his own equivalent
sentence It's raining contains no real subject, and, wnat is mors
no nominal element with any semantic content can bve substituted

for the it (Quirk 1973:354) sounds spuriously abstract and unjus-
tified.

Such paradoxes will exist as long as grammatical analyses
and deep representations of a language are based on purely syntac-
tie, language-specific considerations. )
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Streszczenle

Artykul porusza problemy zwigzane z interpretacja syntaktyczng
i semantyczna angielskich zdari odnoszgcych sig do pogody i zjawisk
atmosferycznych, zawierajgcych formalny podmiot it /np.It is raining
“Fada deszcz"/. W oparciu o material vordwnawczy stwierdzié mozna,
:e w réznych jezykach odpowiednie zdania tego typu majq bardzo
zréznicowany strukture syntaktyczng - niektdre zawieraja podmiot
formalny bedacy cdpowiednikiem angielskliego it - w innych natomiast
rak jest tego rodzaju podmiotu. Bez wzglgdu na te istotne réznice w
strukturze powierzchniowej, omawiane zdania interpretowane s3 roz-
maicie przez jezykoznawcdw, nawet w obrgbie jednego jgzyka. Na tym
s szczegdinie interesujacy wydaje sig srtatus semantyczny podmiotu
formalnego it - czy jest on jednostka znaczeniowo pusta, o funkcji
czaie syniakiycznej, czy tez posiada okreslone konotacje seman—
szre, Proolem ten Lstotny jest réwniez dla jezyka polskiego, choé
=z w Tym przvoadku nieco inna nature -~ czy zdania Pada, Wieje, itp.
nalezy traktowaé jako bezpodmiotowe /Wierzbicka/, czy tez - Jako zda
2ia, ktoirych podmint "ukryty Jest w znaczeniu czasownika" /3zober/ .

TYoSIn

% podsumowaniu stwierdza sig, ze analiza tego typu zdad moze byd
trafna tvlko wtedy, gdy ma charakter semantyczny 1 postuguje sig re-
~ezentacjami rormalnymi typu uniwersalnege - w przeciwnym razig pro

‘O

aizi vowiem do wielu rozbisznych rezultatow,

E
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