
INFLECTION, INVERSION AND SUBJECT ITICS 

KEN SAFI R and Dl\ V ID PESETSKY 

MIT 

11 The inversion of o 
-Thomas Full er 

A number of languages contain 
and tens elemen In this p we shall 
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obligatory in some contexts and always 
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In the first three sections of paper, we will ns how 
a few basic principles governing the b avior o "IN 11 node 
ca ng e and reement tures, can surprisi 
elegance the complex of inversion in our two langua 
In the fi na 1 sec ti on, we ·11 present some ul at"i ons about why 
these prfociples ex·ist how can be ved from more basic 

tures of the theory of Un·i vers Grammar.* 
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l • Pri f!Cil2l_~s 

We generally assume the framevmrk of the 11 Government- Binding 11 

theory (see Chomsky (1981) and references therein). We rely par­
ticularly on a definition of BQ_v.,er!}!lleJ:lt· \~e will suppose, with 
a number of researchers, that A is true: 1 

A. INFL .is the head of S. 
We will now give a working nition of govermm:nt. Clause 

(i) is essentially the deflnition proposed by Aoun and Sportiche 
(in preparation), but dHfers minimally ·in empirical consequences 
from that of Chomsky (1981 ). 

B. {i ~ a is governed by 13n if a and sn are contained by 
Sm x (perhaps, a and Bn adjacent). 

(ii) Lexically filled COMP governs an adjacent constituent. 
(iii) Trace is invisib1e for adjacency (unl·ikr:.• PRO); cf. 

Kayne (1980) on this po-Int. 

(iv) If a cateuory· is verned then ·j ts head ·is governt'd 
(cf. 11 percolation government 11

, Kayne (1980) ). 

We now propose the following two principles: 

C. INFL must be governed. 

D. Trace of INFL must not governed. 

These principles will derived "in the last sec on. Cl) belovJ 
exemplifies our n'it:ion of government. In each case, !NFL ·is 
governed: 

( 1 ) a. b. c. 

( 1 exi cal ) • •• IN FL •• , 

In (la), INFL is contained in a projection of x; hence, by X-bar 
theory, it ·is contained by xmax and ·is governed by x. (lb) shows 
government from COMP. (le) shows prfocip"le !3 (iv): s· ( maxi 
projection of INFL) is governed by V, and IN , its head, is governed 
accord·i ngl y. 

To see how this sys works in a simple case, we will con-
sider the position of the inflected verb in German. 

2. German 
Let us suppose the following base rules for German. No 

that we follow Th"lersch (1978) and others "in positing an underlying 
SOV o r: 

(2) S- --·+ COMP S 

S NP VP INFL 
F·inaTly vie~ assume D··S re ( p struc re) rule which we 
state in lly as (3): 



{3) 

The nature 
derive its 
node IN FL ·j n 
V. Suppose al 
could be i 
a constraint 
referenti a 1 
would be poss 
in some anal 
is important 
the position 
tion of a 
s"ite 
have 

(4) 

Let us 
generalizati 
one xmax~co 
Kos (1 ) 
sti has 

(5)a. 

Now note 
·j 

Note 

b. 

n 
·is preci y 
principles C 

INFL an adjacent V. 
s rule is not of crucial importance We might 

in various ways. Suppose, for example, that the 
n is characteri by features non-dis net from 

German lacks independent lexical i ~vhich 
INFL to bear i tures. If there were 
that such features must have a lexical or 
. Lasnik (1980)), movement of V into INFL 

e tively obliga much like do-suppo 
of the English auxiliary• Y In any case, what 

s that our principles governing INFL will determine 
the tensed verb in German. In particular, appl 

transformation like Move 0,, combined with landing 
as those of Ba1tin (1978; forthcoming) vvil1 

effect: 

can move to I:s (Chornsky-adjunction). 4 

matrix decl ve sentences. The well-known 
rman matr-ix decl ves is that one o y 

de the in verb. Fo 1 ·1 
), we will suggest that this con­

Thus: 

hat Hans das Buch Herrn gegeben]] 
Hans the+ACC the+DAT man given' 

Hans] [ 5 hat das Buch dem tern gegeben]] 

das Buch] [ 5 hat s dem Herrn rn gegeben]] 

dem Herrn] [ 5 hat Hans das Buch ~Jes tern geben]] 

ry cl'irectly i this generali on. 
tion of (5a if (4) has not appl"i 

rn] [ 5 Hans Lyp s Buch 

fini on of government in B 
is not governed. This viol 
1-formed surface string . 

I 
! we find that hat 

C. ( 6) thus 

• {4) does apply, and the inflec verb moves 
acent to COMP, it will be governed under B (ii), 

ex lly filled. tice that tlw f·ill"ing of , 
correct:ly, obli ry. If COMP were not 1exi 1y 

ting of the verb nor any other o on would 
tion, since re would be no availa e governor 
that this movement also satisfies principle D. 

on of (Sa) is (7): 
hat rn] 1.11 cl ].. Hans 

, ~1 •• I 
Herrn 9e 

in pos itfon ·j nfl t:ctr;d ve 
at t!ris pos·i ti on is un . This ts what 

first place. us trace ts ungoverned, 
at is requi D. The in raction of a. ' 

D ~ and of qovernrnent us el 
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V/2 generalization for German matrix declaratives. 
Our analysis of declaratives will extend straightforwardly 

to matrix WH-questions, where WH-movement into COMP derives struc­
tures formally identical to (5-7). The inflected verb must move 
to a position adjacent to COMP, just as in (7), yielding output 
structures like: 

hat -
(8) [5-[COMP was] [5 [INn); Hans dem Herrn gestern gegeben t 1JJ 

1what has Hans the+DAT man yesterday given' 
Our theory correctly predicts that the V/2 constraint will hold in 
WH-questi ons. 5 

Now consider the case of embedded declaratives. With certain 
marginal exceptions (see note 7), embedded declaratives, and indeed 
all embedded clauses~ show obl·igatory verb-final order in German. 
This means that (4) must not apply. Embedded declaratives in German, 
as in English, occur as verbal objects and as complements of NPs, 
APs, etc. These are governed positions. Consider a structure like 
( 9) : 

( ) [ . [ [ . [ist ] ]]] 6 9 er hat VPmH" gesagt ·s·dass ·Ser gebl H::ben . INFL . 

The embedded clause is governed by the matr-ix verb 9.§:_~Q,.9.t· By B (iv) 
it follows that the INFL head of the embedded clause is also verned. 
C is satisfied. 

Suppose we had applied (4) to (9): 

(10) er hat [VP rnir gesagt [·s· dass [ 5 [i~F1..li er geb.Iieben t 1'.JJ] 
The trace of the i n'fl ected verb rerna ins ·in the base-9enera ted head 
position of the embedded clause. ~ve have seen, however, that this 
is a governed position. A trace in such a position viola D, 
and the structure is thus ruled out. 

Embedded questions, once again, are formally identical to 
dec·1 arati ves. They too have obl"igatory verb foa·1 order. Thus, 
in (lla), the tensed verb of the subordinate clause is correctly 
governed, sa·Usfyifl'.J C. In Cllb), however, this tensed verb has 
been fronted, leaving a governed trace and violating D: 

( ) , 1- 1.. . [habe] ]-] 1.1 a. Johann h'agte ··s·wen ·s Fn tz gesehen -INFL _ 

'Johann asked who+ACC Fritz seen had' 
b. *Johann fragtc~ [·s\ven [S habe; Fritz gesehen t; ]] 

Thus, the theory of qovernment and INFL sketched ·in the first 
sectfon correct.I y captures the cl is t"inction betwec~n root sentence:s, 
where the V/2 constraint applies, and subordinate clauses, with ob­
"1-i gatory verb· .. fi na·1 order~ wHhout resort to speci a·1 fTl ters. It 
remains to show that our theory generalizes beyond German, and that 
it can bt:? derived from other pr-incip.les of un·iversal grammar. This 
we do in the following sections. 7 



3. 

French 
odd conditions 
& Pollock Cl 
plemented by a 
ing, accoun 
French ·is a 

ibi a complex set of inversions, with certain 
which have been discussed by Kayne (1972), Kayne 

~ and others. We will show that our proposal, sup­
theory of subject clitics and nomfoative mark­

tically for this range of data. In this sense, 
t of our theory. 

We ass the fo 11 owing min ·j ma 1 base rul <?S: 

(12) S ----r COMP S 

INFL must be 
empty. Su 
then INFL 
allow (13): 

(13) 

will not 
tions, where 

(14 J 

In (14}, I 

which 
imrisib"le 
l eavfoa IN 
(b) One rn'igh 
ungoverned. 

The 
(Kayne & 

(15) 

This rule 

(Hi)a. 
b. 

In (16cL th 
ment of INFL. 
not move, D 

S -»- NP INFL VP 

from C "in matdx declarat'ives, where COMP is 
a special rule governs ~in matrix declaratives; 

always be governed by B (iv). This is necessary to 

est arri 'Jean has arrived' 

, in Euro n Standard French, to matrtx WH-ques-
i S ff! 1 : B 

Ts Jean !NFL est arrive]] 1when •.. 1 

s ungoverned violating C. 

Jy kh19, one m·i t ·i ine 
save a s true tu re l ·i ('14): (a) 

by B ( i ·ii ) , one m·i qh t move 
filled and gover 
governed position, if i 

so of movt.;·-
nce trace ·is 

subject NP, 
'by f3 (ii); 

trace rema·i 
, French realizes both strategies. 
tegy is the familiar rule of 

.,--·•'··· ·--·•••o••·'-"'' 

Cl9'78)). As an exempli 
cribed as in (15): 

n move to VP] (Chomsky-adjuncti on) 

ly in matrix or in embedded clauses: 
l~S t arrive '? 

ne sais pas quand est arri 
1 (1 don 1 t know) when has arri 

in subject position docs not blo govern-
and C is s s ed. nee INFL s 
1. 
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Note that tn matrix sen (T6a) some process like Stylis-
tic Inversion must apply to govern INFL. In (16b), however, INFL 
is already rn , by the ma x verb, under B (iv). In (16b), 
we correctly predict that inversion is optiona 1. We rn to this 
point below. 

We have seen how rightward movement of the subject in French 
can operate to govern INFL. The seconds gy noted above is also 
available. INFL i lf may move to a governed position. This is 
the process known as Inversi (Kayne (1972) ). Assume 
the fo 1 fowing movemen 

(17) INFL may move to VJ (Chomsky-adjunction) 
Such a movement will place I in a positfon where it is governed 
by V. In a matrix sentence trace of INFL wi 11, properly, re·· 
main ungoverned, since government from a filled COMP will be blocked 
by the subject NP. This movement will der"ive structures like (18a). 
(We win expl n the subject cl"itic iL immediately ow.) 9 

(18)a. 

Notice that if a s ucture like (1 vJe correctly 
predict an tical result: 

(18)b. *je ne sais pas quand n est-11 arriv~ 

In (1 ) , the of !NFL vri 11 be go from above 
on, princip.1€:: B (·iv) since its rna)dmal projec on, S, 

by matrix verb thereby vio·la ng D. us, the matr·ix/ 
subordina asymmetry n structurt~S genera by ex Invers"ion 
is predk for French, y as the paral 1 V/2 asymmetry was 
predk r We will shortly see is analys·is of 
Cornpl ex Inversion prov·i des even more s triking advan 

t us now add to our th some principles explain the 
presence and ition of subject i cs in French. As no by 
KayRe (1975), se pronouns cannot separated from d 
verb. by intervening material or by movement rules: 

(l9)a. *il, nse, est ma1 'he~ I think, is sick 1 

b. *quand e arrive ( ··t-) il? 

Kayne suggests that se clitics are a 
no that they may occur on either side of 
both: 

to the node V. 
, but not on 
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(20)a. il e malade 
b. es tl malade? 
c. *11 es il malade? 

Let us assume t the subject 
ina 1 in a i s 1 o t in V. 
verbal material is uns i ed, 

(21) v 

·j t "ic (SC L) ·j s 
order with res 

e.g.: 

} 

ted as a nom­
to the main 

Further note that are As is well-known. 
not occur as subjec of un nces. \/Ji th"in the 
of Chomsky (1980, ·1981) and other work, nominative Case ass·i 
is a property of a tensed INFL. Let us assume this involves the 
transfer (or mo , see Stowel ·1 (1 ) ) of [+Case]- tures 
from INFL to a eligible nominal. Let us further assume the 
fol lowin9: 

(22) INFL is bas with nomi 
These must to an adj 

e features. 
nal .10,11 

INFL remains acent to a lexital subject, 
ment is stra·iqhtforward. subject ves nonrlnat'ive e 
sa sfyi (23). No subj clitic d, since nom~· 
·i ve Case cannot assigned tw·ice e same ~JOVE~rnor ( b 
low). Caseless t cl·itics win rul o by the l 
hibiting Cas nals (the Case l of Chom~ky (1 ) 

ven~t & (1 ) ) . Thus easny acco 
structures 

(23) 

'Jean 

[ [ e]-est parti] I 
has left' 

n est par'd 

insertion "is o although ·i nciples 
will govern e distribution , where lexical materi 
is not in When no ma al is inse into subject i ons 
11e 11 can 11 ~ fcdlm•ring ,J li 0980; for conri L 
who presents a of such governed P 1 2 suming that e 
must be: ass·i ca·l 1m1 Y"ial, ence of a lexi sub-
j , combined ufrernen of (22), 11 the ~Jc>nE~r-

on of a SCL, ve nomi nat·i ve en INFL 
ns in i ··genera i on~ to the le of V, ad·· 

jacency reqLdrement on nomi ve e ass·i9nment w·i1·1 an 
SCL a·1 l of V. Thus: 

( [ IN FL .
1 

[. [ il . ·] 
o P -Case. VP ··est part·1. I i1 est 

Occurrences of of SCLs to the riqht of 
p"lex Invc::rsion construe ons 1 ike crs·aT- u'ire 
Let us reconsider cases of Sty1 ·i sti c Inversion, 
To sat"i sfy the Case fi"l the NP moved to e 
Case at some point in ivatfon. Let us s 

nst~d vE:rb 
a b·i t more 
as in (16a··b). 

t must rec<::d ve 
·it receives 

native Case, al is little clear evi on ·i 
int. To account ·-mark·in 5 possHini 
st th ves. (a) th t mark·i 

re mo vemo n s \"\S 
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NP. llJternat·i y, (b) Case marking might apply uniquely at S-
structure (su e struc re in the sense of Chomsky & Lasnik 
(1977) ), In dris case) nominative CasE; wnl bE; assigned, not di--
rect:"ly to the NP in Stylistic Inversion constructions, but 
to ·its trace. would assumE} that CasE:~ mark·ing ·is transmittE;d 
from a trace to its controner. This latter theory ·is favored, 
in a different rm, by Chomsky (198'!), and we wi 11 shov,1 that our 
theory too must assume (b). Note that there ·is no ~-.PE.io_~~.i reason 
to prefer one over e other, since both are s·imp·le and do 
not appear to di in the class of grammars permitted. Our 
reasons ar·i se from consideration of Comp·! ex Inversion. 

Let us return to cases of Complex Inversion lHe (18). Recall 
that these structures result from INFL moving to a position right­
adjo·ined to V, as descr·ibed in (17), and that th·is movement sat·­
isfies prindp.le C by pernritting INFL to be governed. Our theory 
of SCLs will automatically explain the occurrence of an SCL to the 
right of the INFL 11 obl·igatorily jett·ison nom·inat·ive 
Case features an adjacent el-igible nonrinal, which ·in this case 
will be a r·igh hand SCL. That movement is to the r·i t fo"llows 
from general of rightward movement. We mus , however, 
prevent nomi ing from taking place before movement. 
This would yi the left of V (cf. note 8): 

NP 
ppi)' 

INFL 

[bJ 

7'q il est 

order: 
VP) A. case marking 

INFL 

Clearly tfris n~sult must blocked. We therefore assume: ry 
(b) discussed low, and order Case marking after movement rules, 
at S··structure. 

Let us return to Styl·istic Inversfon. Recan that v-rn have 
claimed that INFL uni assigns nominative Case to an eligible 
nomfr1a·1. In wo , NFL cannot ass ·i qn nomi native Case to 
two ,_nomina·ls. Thus, examples like (26) are stra·ightforwar<rly 
exc·luded (rul·i out the 11 r·ight dislocation 11 reo.ding). 

(26) *quand elle est partie Marie? 

Now compare ) with examples of Complex Inversion like: 

(27) quand Marie es elle partie? 

(27) appears vio·Jate our princip"IE~, sho11rinq two nonrinative nom-· 
·ina.ls. None ·iess, th·is difference betv,reen StyTTst·ic Invers·ion 
and Complex Inversion can be explained by a minor adjustment to our 
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theory. Note that no mov(::mE~nt of INFL is involved 'ir1 tht-} Styl"istic 
Inversion constructfon, whi1e INFL is assumed to move to V in Com­
plex Inversion. Thus, in the latter case, but not hi the former, 
S-structure w·i ·11 contain two occurrences of the nodE; INFL ··-· the 
moved node and its trace .. ~Je knovv that the~ moved node can and must 
assign nominative Case, which can be realized on an SCL to the right 
of the verb. Suppose that the trace of INFL may also retain Case­
marking properties, as an option. If the option is taken, then 
nominative Case can and must be realized on two nominals in S; 
the moved INFL will assign Case to a lexical NP, yielding struc­
tures like (27). u 

Let us surnmari :ze our treatment of C9,se and SCLs so far. In 
a simple declarative there is only one INFL node; thus, either 
Case is assigned to an SCL realized to the left of the verb (to 
satisfy adjacency) and the subject is PRO, or else Case is ass·igned 
to a lexical NP (or its trace, as in Stylistic Inversion), and no 
SCL can be realized. When the INFL node is doubled in Complex In­
version, the moved INFL must jettison Case onto an SCL realized to 
the right of the verb. The trace of INFL in Complex Inversion is 
then another, opttona1, source of e, perm"itt·inq either a lexica·1 
subject or PRO, dependi nq on the opt:-i on tclken. Thus, our theory 
correctly predicts distribution of lexical subjec and sub­
ject clitics in French. 

Now let us consider the occurrence of PRO in Complex Inversion 
structurc?s. Not"lce that PRO, unlike , must crucially block 
government of INFL from COMP: 

(28) 

COMP ,..,,. 
quanc! 

PRO [e]; V 
.,..,,.,.~"" ' 

V INFL. 
/ 1 

es t-i 1 

If PRO were transparent for adjacency. then lexically filled COMP 
(g_u_~_n_ci) would govern INFL trace, vfo·latin~J IJ. 

This simple d·istinction bet\'/een PRO ancl trace ·in subject po 
/\ sHi on exp·! a "ins two otherw·i sE: puzzl ·i n~J restr·i ctfons on the a pp.Ii ca··· 

tion. of Comp.lex Inversfon. F·irst, "if both Stylist·ic Inversfon 
and Complex Inversion apply to the same clause, the result is un­
grammatical, as in (29) (diagrammed in (30) ). 

(29) *quand est-il arriv~ Jean? 



(30) 
COMP 
I quand 
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est--

In ( ), Dis violated, e lex ly f"illed 
the subject trace ·1 by Styli s c Inversfon. 

governs across 

The second restriction on Complex Inversion is that it is not 
permitted when the ma x subject is ques oned: 

(3"1) *quelle femme es 'le arri _,. 
'which woman is·she-SCL arrived 1 

the s t leaves a ce in subj t posi on: 

lle 

11 c~ INFL j 

trcn:e of .INFL. rs· gc:ive from ·1 'ically fi'll in 
ition. we corre·ctly predi that the same: 

s qramma ut x Inversion: 

( ·1e est arrivee? 

fact principl 
( ) and ( 3 3) is h ·i ~J h 1 y 

r ( ), 
t D is a 

miqht 
d hoc 

pri nci e more qeneral 
~imply ban inve~sion in 

on for Stylis c Inversion, 

Thus 9 our H1eory clitics Inversion in nch 
not nly corrE:ct·1 

subj and 
asymme 
such an 

d·is butfon of l ical £::c 
it also predicts rnatrix/subordina 

·i on of la of 
for Stfl·is c Invers n, and, two 

ons on Complex Inversion just ;;d ··- an curious restr"ic 
by n;c·~ans of samo principles w1:~ us to a-in V/2 in Gr;rman 
pl us an ·ind ntly necc~ssary ry of cl i cs. 

4. 
Let us that our 'infl ect'ion~ rnment 

on to principles C and D. 
a re v ·i 1 ·1 y 

IN Fi 
na 
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·j s gove 
governed. 

(34) 

t th·i 
ating Lf ( 
head is 11 visi 
with more 
sense. ~1ha 
licates thee 
every case, 
a re t1vo go ve 
is no gove 

ndancy, 
D explain. 

it 
to 

If 

11 ows. In case where inversion is ruled 
s governed! or no one INFL. 

that only one IN no may 
by 11 ng concl'i Uon: 

e ( HUP) 
~~ .. ·~··~--~-·--.. --

head. 

e as a sort of X-~convention 
) ) . Suppose~ for examp·I e, 

if it is governed. Perhaps ca es 
such head would trwn be 11 incoherent 11 

! in some 
r principles HUP ght refle , it dup-

of C and D by means a single pr'ir1C'ip.le. In 
is ruled out by D, it rns out that there 

In every case where C crucial, then; 
L 

se ass I ~J 
r INFL ---· l ·lmi 

nsed VE~rb in VP 
It then llows that 

since e languages 
ercdore, thcit 

·1exka'lly fill 
where governmen percola on or 

y possib.le vernor is V. ln short9 
r than it s to be, and s~ by reducin9 

correct, 
, E:speci 
ri es. 

tly r the same t C and 

none natura1·1y nTi ts 
we can extend appli 

ns a topic for future 

Thus. our principles of government as sed in B, combi 
HUP nt of Case and sub ct clitics, provi 

, respec 
ca·1 subjec 

rives tJds 
supp.ly conv·J nc 
pr-incip.le ve 
of univers 

inversion and V/2 in French and 
so account distribution o 

ect clitics in nch. No o 
conclu that our 

our no of government, or a 
cen l role~ in re 
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*We are to Noam Chomsky, J ueline Gueron, 
Kayne, Robe Jean-Yves Pollock, Ala n Rouveret 
and Danca for useful discussion of these i 

1Th"is was originally propos by Hal(~ (MIT ·1 , 197'7). 
See ntz (l 9) and references erein for some di ng views. 

2Note that this absorption crea a non-branching structure, 
so that I and V form a single node. Thus, V not qovern INFL 
in this structure, since, in a sense, it i INFL Therefore, rule 
(3) alone cannot s sfy principle C. 

3rt need not be stipulated that (3) applies in 
This is because any rule moving INFL will stray the 
for (3). S'ince (3) ·is vely obl·igatory (see 
apply before all such movement rules - which is 

4The assumption that thi is a rule of 
not crucial 

5 \1Je assume for 
fi"lls 11 

, and can 

[COMP Q] 

quest·ions an 
INFL: 

h dem 
'Has Hans given the book 

assurM~ th extra ed is originally 
a compl V, and is s equently 
s€~cl verb (I 
qovc:rns t ~5 

) by a sty.listic ni"le. 

~·-----~··~·· ght s t that 
By our nition of 

govern the extraposed ~. 

it is moved to 
is extrapos by 
government, trace 

7certain verbs allow V/2 in 

structure. 
envi ronrnE~nt 
)~itrnust 

desi result. 

adjunction is 

i 

auses -
example1 s 1 say 1

• 

torily) --···""·-··- their emen 
e do not (obliga-

This similarly the 
need r a V/2 constraint h 
("1978). 

8r ·11 · ·1 r·· i · n co oqu1 a -renu1 
who also Ou tu va? 1 

t th j us 
logical"ly 11 

a·1 so seem 
not discuss this r 
analysis to these phenomena 

We s l also s over certain 
Inversion: 

·iant hi 

??je ne sai pas pourqoi rti n. 
'I don 1 t know why left Jean• 

t pa ? 

by Thiersch 

of istic 
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analysis of e casc::s See Kayne (1 ) for an 
directly relevant to our 

9 We assume a model of 
(1977), as modifi in 

·1 ·i ke that of 
ky ( l 9Bl): 

&. Lasni k 

D··Structurc~ 

Sty1 i stk 

Phonetic Form 
(PF) 

a) 

LogH:a 1 Form 
(LF) 

We assume further 
lapsing V with an 
exp ·1 a ·ins i<lfhy 

that in French, unlike in 
acent INFL applies in PF and re. 

verb. These rul 
pheilli:: I 
and 
( 

adjacency 
cl generali 
is ly 
so-cal 1 ed 11 non-con 

·1 1 
' Th 

S-s 

i ion might 
*rINFL ] 

·+CasE:· 
12Al ly, we 

assume that the oblig 
1 verbal 

tht:>ori (::s are 
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