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It has traditionally been assumed that the referent of a null subject is recoverable from verbal
agreement morphology in ‘consistent’ null subject languages (e.g., Italian (Rizzi 1982)), while it
is recovered through the speech context in so called discourse null subject languages, such as
Japanese and Chinese (Huang 1984, Saito 2007). In contrast to the former group, there has been
little formal work to explain exactly how context specifies the subject referent in the latter group of
languages. The goal of this paper is to further our understanding of this mechanic by introducing
novel data on Japanese sentence-final particles (SFPs) which demonstrates their interactions with
the null subject interpretation.
The phenomenon I focus on in this paper is a person constraint in Japanese noted by Tenny
(2006), which shows that certain person interpretations for experiencer subjects are not possible
under some circumstances. For example, in a speech style called reportive style, which with a SFP
yo implies the assertion “I am telling you that p,” only the 1st person is possible (1).
(1)

sabishii yo
lonely yo
‘[ I am/*You are/*He is ] lonely-yo’

(Tenny 2006 w/ modifications)

Tenny attributes the person constraint to a lexical property of the predicates of direct experience,
and proposes that these predicates enter the derivation with a morpho-syntactic feature [± discourse participant]. Her lexical analysis, however, does not seem to hold beyond the scope of her
observation; namely, the contexts with other SFPs, predicate types and speech styles.
An example (2) from my preliminary investigation, for which her analysis would predict only
the 3rd person to be possible based on the complex predictate kowa(i) ‘scared’ + garu ‘appears to
be,’ reveals that the 2nd person reading is de facto possible. Moreover, the extended examination
suggests that even subjects in clauses with the same predicate can be interpreted di↵erently
depending on the choice of SFPs. As a matter of fact, regardless of the context, (2) is not accepted
as a natural utterance by Japanese speakers when the SFP is ne instead (that is, “kowa-gatte iru
ne” can only be interpreted as the 3rd person).
(2)

c: Addressee is denying the fact that s/he is scared, and Speaker tells the addressee...

kowa-gatte iru yo
fear-garu be.pres yo
‘You appear to be scared-yo’ (⇡ ‘You do look scared’)
The full range of my additional data illustrates a variety of interactions between SFPs and
null subjects, which contributes to our understanding of the complexities of how syntax encodes
contextual information such as speech acts and interlocutors through sentence-peripheral elements
in the peripheral domain (Speas & Tenny 2003, SigurDsson & Maling 2006, Wiltschko & Heim 2016
and others). In addition, I present an analysis of how such information a↵ects the interpretation
of the null subject in a discourse null subject language like Japanese. Specifically, I argue that
SFPs are morphological reflexes of di↵erent sets of features in the periphery and their agreement
with the subject position induces the variation.
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SigurDsson, Halldor Ármann and Joan Maling. 2006. Argument drop and the Empty Left Edge
Condition. Ms. Lund University and Brandeis University.
Speas, Peggy and Carol Tenny. 2003. Configurational properties of point of view roles. In Anna
Maria DiSciullo (ed.), Asymmetry in Grammar (pp.315-344). John Benjamins, Amsterdam.
Tenny, Carol. L. 2006. Evidentiality, experiencers, and the syntax of sentience in Japanese.
Journal of East Asian Linguistics 15. 245-288.
Wiltschko Martina and Johannes Heim. 2016. The syntax of confirmations: A neo-performative
analysis. In Gunther Kaltenboc̈k, Evelien Keizer & Arne Lohnmann (eds.) Outsde the Clause:
Form and Function of Extra-Clausal Constituents (pp.305-340). John Benjamins, Amsterdam.

2

