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ABSTRACT: This article examines Appalachian English existentials, which employ
they as the so-called “expletive” (e.g., They is a big creek yet). Given the morphological
identity of expletive they with the third-person plural pronoun (e.g., They are happy),
the question arises as to why the verb appears in the singular form in the existential
despite the expletive’s apparent plurality; this question arises in light of Cardinaletti
(1997), who observes that cross-linguistically, Nominative Case-marked expletives
trigger agreement. To explain the Appalachian contradiction, this work pursues the
proposal that Appalachian expletive they is “weak,” lacking a value for its number
feature. This allows us to maintain the idea that the Appalachian expletive does trig-
ger agreement, despite appearances to the contrary. The article also explores (rarer)
cases of Appalachian existentials with an apparently plural verb (e.g., They are another
one down the street), and discusses three possible analyses of such grammars, where
(1) the expletive might have a [+plural] number feature, (2) the verb might actu-
ally be singular (despite appearances to the contrary), or (3) in the case of a plural
postverbal subject (They have been some fellows . . .), the “associate” might raise at LF to
agree with the verb.

IN THIS PAPER I examine Appalachian English existentials that employ they
as the so-called “expletive,” a construction discussed by Hackenberg (1972),
Wolfram and Christian (1976), and Montgomery and Hall (2004), among
others. An example of this construction can be seen in (1):!

1. ThEy is something bad wrong with her. [Montgomery and Hall 2004, Ixii]

I'show that this particular use of they presents an interesting case for the theory
of agreement, expletives, and Case put forth in Cardinaletti (1997). (The
word Case is capitalized when used in the technical sense of ‘abstract Case’,
as opposed to ‘morphological case’, written with a lowercase ¢.)? Specifically,
the sentence in (1) exhibits an agreement pattern whereby the apparently
plural-marked expletive does not seem to trigger plural agreement with the
verb (is). This is unexpected, given Cardinaletti’s (19g7) observation that
languages with Nominative Case—marked expletives trigger agreement.
The paper is organized as follows. In section 1, I review Cardinaletti’s
(1997) theory of expletives and Case, discussing the motivation for her
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NOMINATIVE AGREEMENT HYPOTHESIS (NAH). In section 2.1, I discuss Ap-
palachian examples, such as thatin (1), and discuss how they can be taken
to be apparent counterexamples to Cardinaletti’s hypothesis. In section 2.2,
I review Cardinaletti and Starke’s (1999) theory of weak pro-forms (and
Tortora’s 1997 modification to their analysis of feature impoverishment);
the purpose of this review is to set the stage for an analysis of Appalachian
expletive they (given in section 2.4.1) that allows us to maintain Cardinaletti’s
(1997) theory of expletive agreement. In section 2.3.2, I review additional
Appalachian data, which are compared with German expletive constructions,
a comparison that highlights further cross-linguistic variation in agreement
in expletive constructions not considered in Cardinaletti (1997). In section
2.4, I discuss the relevance of cases of they-sentences with apparently plural
verbs (e.g., They are another one down the street) to the theory put forth in this
paper. In the appendix, I support the view that the NAH should be extended
to existentials.

1. EXPLETIVES, AGREEMENT, AND NOMINATIVE CASE

Before I show how Appalachian examples such as thatin (1) present a chal-
lenge for Cardinaletti’s (1997) theory of agreement, expletives, and Case,
it is necessary to review Cardinaletti’s data and conclusions.

As Cardinaletti notes, there appear to be two different agreement pat-
terns in expletive constructions.® One is the French pattern, exhibited in
(2a), where the “associate,” or “inverted subject” (¢rois hommes), does not seem
to trigger verb agreement; as can be seen in (2a), the associate is plural, but
the verb (arrive) is singular:

2. a. IL arrive trois  hommes.
il arrive.gsg three men
‘There arrives three men.’

b. *IL arrivent trois hommes.
il arrive.gpl three men

The other is the German pattern, exhibited in (ga), where the associate
(viele Leute) does seem to trigger verb agreement; as can be seen in (ga), the
associate is plural, and so is the verb (sind):

3. a. Es sind wohl viele Leute angekommen.
es are probably many people arrived
‘There probably arrived many people.’

b. *Es ist wohl viele Leute angekommen.
es is probably many people arrived
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Cardinaletti interprets the difference between the French (2) and German
(3) patterns as follows: in examples such as (2) (also exhibited in some
Northern Italian dialects; see Tortora 199g), where there is no agreement
with the associate, the singular number observed on the verb is in fact trig-
gered by the (singular) expletive (in this case, i), rather than by the (plural)
associate. In contrast, in examples such as (g) (also exhibited by Norwegian,
Swedish, standard English, Italian, and Galician), the singular expletive (in
this case es) does not trigger agreement with the verb; rather, it is the associ-
ate (which moves covertly) that triggers plural agreement.

Why is French il capable of triggering agreement with the verb, while
German e¢s is not? To answer this question, Cardinaletti observes that there
are two different types of expletive: the first type (exemplified by French /)
can occur only as a subject. That is, French third-person @/ (also translatable
as ‘he’) can never occur in object (or any oblique) position (the masculine
singular object pronouns in French are lui/le); this can be seen in (4):

4. a. I a vu  Marie.
he has seen Marie
b. *Marie a vu il.

The second type (exemplified by German es), on the other hand, is a mor-
pheme that can occur either as a subject or as an (oblique) object (i.e.,
such morphemes are homophonous with both nominative and accusative
third-person pronouns). Since French-type expletives are permitted only as
structural subjects, Cardinaletti concludes that they must be marked with
Nominative Case; French ¢/ is thus not unlike English /e (as opposed to him),
which must also be taken as nominative. German-type expletives, on the other
hand, are not marked with any Case, which is what allows such morphemes
to occur freely in different structural positions (which are associated with
different Cases).

Cardinaletti demonstrates that across languages, French-type expletives
always yield the agreement pattern seen in (2), while German-type expletives
always yvield the agreement pattern seen in (), and concludes that exple-
tives specified for Nominative Case trigger agreement, while Case-vague
expletives do not.

NOMINATIVE AGREEMENT HYPOTHESIS (NAH): The verb agrees with the expletive
ifand only if the expletive morpheme is not ambiguous with an object morpheme;
i.e., only those expletives that are unambiguously marked as nominative trigger
agreement with the verb. [1997, 526] 4

As we will see below (section 2), Appalachian expletive they (exhibited
in 1 above) provides an interesting potential counterexample to the NAH;
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ultimately, though, I will suggest that the NAH can be maintained, provided
we account for some of the factors that Cardinaletti could not take into ac-
count given the types of examples she considered.

2. APPALACHIAN EXPLETIVE THLEY, AGREEMENT,
AND NOMINATIVE CASE

2.1. A POTENTIAL COUNTEREXAMPLE TO THE NAH. Let us begin this section
by reexamining example (1), repeated here in (5a), as well as a couple of
other similar examples of Appalachian existentials with they:’

5. a. THEY is something bad wrong with her. [Montgomery and Hall 2004,
Ixii]
b. [Did the creek ever go dry?] Uhh-uhh. THEY is a big creek yet. [Dante
Oral History Project (DOHP), GAC]
c. Ibelieve THEY isa cemetery there too, ain’t there? [Montgomary and Hall
2004, Ixii]

Before I discuss the verb agreement facts in Appalachian they-constructions,
itisimportant to make one specific assumption clear: along with what is sug-
gested in Wolfram and Christian (1976, 125), I do not take the morpheme
they in existentials as a phonologically reduced form of there. Rather, I take
it to be synchronically analyzed by speakers as a morpheme homophonous
with referential third-person plural they (e.g., They [the girls] are happy) and
thus to be synchronically analyzed by the linguist as such. This is not to deny
a possible diachronic phonological process which may have led from there
to they. Such a process may have obtained as follows: expletive there, a “weak”
pronoun (in the sense of Cardinaletti and Starke 19gg; see below), might
have been subject to postvocalic r-dropping (something that “strong” locative
there was not subject to), yielding [0ea], with subsequent dropping of schwa,
yielding [0e].® As Wolfram and Christian (1976) seem to suggest, though,
there is good reason to believe that this historical phonological process is
no longer available to speakers, who may very well analyze this expletive as
equivalent to the nominative pronoun they.”

Having established the well-supported assumption that expletive they is
homophonous with referential third-person plural nominative they, I can now
return to the examples in (5) and my claim that such examples present an
interesting challenge to the NAH, discussed in section 1. Recall that the NAH
states that “expletives that are unambiguously marked as nominative trigger
agreement with the verb.”® Now, by assumption, Appalachian expletive they
is unambiguously marked as nominative (note that it can never be used in
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these varieties as an object or as an oblique argument).? As such, by virtue
of the NAH, it should trigger agreement with the verb, much as referential
(nonexpletive) they does. The examples in (6), which were produced by the
same speaker who produced (5b), show that nonexpletive they obligatorily
triggers plural agreement:'°

6. a. [What made you a Democrat?] Well, because THEY re for the poor class
of people, that’s the reason I'm a Democrat! THEY believe in helpin’ the
poor man and THE OTHERS is big fat cats. [DOHP, GAC]

b. You know when it come a snow they didn’t work roads back to like THEY
do now [DOHP, GAC]

However, as can be seen in the examples in (5), expletive they (in contrast
with referential they in 6) does not trigger plural agreement; the copula is
in its third-person singular form (is).!!

This apparent use of the singular is unexpected given the NAH (as exple-
tive they is apparently nominative, and apparently plural). In fact, given the
NAH, we should never expect to find examples such as those in (5); only
the following in (7) should be possible (cf. 5a—5c).'?

7. a. *THEY are something bad wrong with her.
b. *THEY are a big creek yet.
c. *I believe THEY are a cemetary there too, ain’t there?

In the remainder of this paper, I would like to provide a perspective that
allows us to analyze Appalachian expletive they as nominative, while at the
same time allowing us to preserve the NAH. That is, the analysis I provide
will ultimately show that contrary to appearances, examples such as those
in (5) are not counterexamples to the NAH. In particular, I will argue that
expletive they’s homophony with the referential (third-person plural) pro-
noun they does not force us to conclude that there is only one pronoun they
in the language.

2.2. WEAK EXPLETIVES. Along the lines of Tortora (1997) and Cresti and
Tortora (1999), who analyze the morpheme there in English existentials
(e.g, THERE are two men in the room) as a “weak” pronoun (in the sense of
Cardinaletti and Starke 1999), I would like to suggest that the apparently
anomalous behavior of Appalachian expletive they discussed above can be
shown to derive from the following hypothesis: Appalachian they is ambiguous
between a WEAK pronoun (expletive they) and a STRONG pronoun (referen-
tial they). That is, it is possible that there are two different homophonous
morphemes they in Appalachian English, just as there are two different
homophonous morphemes there in other varieties of English. In order to
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motivate this hypothesis and illustrate its usefulness, I first briefly review the
theory of “weak” and “strong” pronouns and then discuss how this theory
has been applied to English existentials. The following discussion derives
from Tortora (19g7) and Cresti and Tortora (199g).'?

Cardinaletti and Starke (199g) claim that pronouns divide into three
distinct grammatical classes: strong, weak, and clitics. Strong and weak pro-
nouns differ syntactically and semantically (even though they are both taken
to be maximal projections [XPs]). First, while weak pronouns can refer to
nonhuman entities, strong pronouns cannot. This is illustrated with the two
morphologically distinct third-person plural feminine nominative pronouns
in Italian, loro ‘they’ and esse ‘they’:

8. a. Esse sono troppo alte. (= the girls; the roses)
they-fem are  very tall
‘They are very tall.’
b. Loro sono troppo alte. (= the girls; *the roses)
they-fem are  very tall
‘They are very tall.’

The sentences in (8) show that esse can refer to [-human] entities, while loro
isrestricted to [+human] entities. Second, as Cardinaletti and Starke (1999)
explain, it seems that weak pronouns must move overtly to a Case-related
position; consider (g):

9. Hanno mangiato loro/*esse.
have eaten they-fem (cf.: Esse hanno mangiato.)
‘They have eaten.’

The sentence in (g) shows that esse, unlike loro, cannot remain in its base
position (Spec, VP). There are several other syntactic differences exhibited
by these two pronouns. Example (10a) shows that loro can be coordinated
with another NP, whereas esse cannot; furthermore, loro can be modified,
whereas esse cannot (10b); another syntactic difference between these two
pronouns is that loro can occur in peripheral positions, such as in a cleft,
right dislocation, and in isolation, while esse is allowed none of these options
(10c—10€; examples all taken from Cardinaletti and Starke 1999).

10. a. Loro/*Esse e quelle accanto sono troppo alte.
they-fem and those besides are too tall
b. Anche loro/*esse sono troppo alte.
also theyfem  are too tall
c. Sono loro/*esse che sono belle.
are theyfem  that are  beautiful
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d. Arriveranno presto, loro/*esse.
will.arrive.gpl  soon,  they-fem

e. Quali sono belle? Loro./*Esse
which are  beautiful? They-fem.

In contrast to Italian, which has two different morphological forms for the
strong and weak pronouns (loro and esse), French has the single morphological
form elles ‘they (fem)’. Like Italian esse, French elles can refer to both human
and nonhuman entities; this suggests that elles is a weak pronoun, like esse.
Yet unexpectedly, elles can be coordinated (unlike esse), thus exhibiting the
syntactic behavior seen with the strong pronoun loro. However, Cardinaletti
and Starke (1999) note the revealing fact that when elles is coordinated with
another NP, it can refer only to a [+human] entity:

11. a. Elles sont trop grandes. (= the girls; the roses)
theyfem are too big
b. Elles et celles d’acoté sont trop grandes. (= the girls;
theyfem and those besides are too  big. *the roses)

Cardinaletti and Starke (199q) propose that the behavior of elles can be
understood in the context of Italian esse and loro if French, just like Italian,
is analyzed as having two third-person plural feminine nominative pronouns,
one weak and one strong. The two pronouns in French, however, are ho-
mophonous; let us refer to them as weak elles and strong ELLES.

In the context of the above discussion, Tortora (1997) and Cresti and
Tortora (1999) hypothesize that English possesses a weak there (e.g., There
are four women in the room) and a strong THERE (e.g., I saw four women there).
In support of this hypothesis, note that the syntactic restrictions exhibited by
the weak pronoun esse in Italian are exactly the same restrictions exhibited
by weak therein English: weak there (i.e., existential there) cannot be coordi-
nated, modified, clefted, or used in isolation; this can be seen in examples
(12b)—(12e) (cf. Allan 1971, who uses some of these tests also to show that
this morpheme is different from strong “deictic” there).!*

12. There are four women (in the room).
. *Here/It and there are four women (in the room).
*Right/Even there are four women (in the room).

. *Itis there that are four women (in the room).

o a0 o

Where are there four women (in the room)? *There.

This contrasts with the behavior of strong THERE; as can be seen in (13),
strong THERE can be coordinated (19a), modified (13b), clefted (19c), and
used in isolation (1g3d):
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19. a. Here and THERE are four women.
b. Right/Even THERE are four women.
c. Itis THERE/that four women arrived.
d. Where did four women arrive? THERE.

As we can see, the differences in syntactic behavior exhibited by strong
pronouns versus weak pronouns correlate with a semantic difference. This
was illustrated with Italian’s two morphologically distinct third-person plural
feminine nominative pronouns, weak esse and strong loro, as well as with weak
elles and strong ELLES in French. We saw that strong loro/ELLES are restricted
to [+ human] referents, while weak esse/elles can refer to both [+ human] and
[-human] referents. In order to account for this pattern, Cardinaletti and
Starke (1999) propose that the strong and weak pronouns differ in their
feature composition. Strong pronouns, they argue, have a feature specifica-
tion which is lacking in weak pronouns. Specifically, a pronoun such as strong
ellesis specified for the feature [+ human], while a pronoun such asweak elles
does not have this feature. They claim that the weak pronoun’s lack of [+hu-
man] specification is due to a missing functional head in its structure. This
contrasts with the structure projected by a strong pronoun, which projects
the functional head in which the feature resides. This is illustrated in figure
1. (Iuse a DP, Determiner Phrase, for the purposes of exposition, although
Cardinaletti and Starke use a CP; FP refers to a generic Functional Projec-
tion.) Under Cardinaletti and Starke’s analysis, then, the entire [+human]
feature is missing in the weak pronoun.

This contrasts with the analysis provided in Tortora (1997), which holds
that the weak pronoun possesses the [human] feature, which however is
not specified for a value. This “impoverishment” in the specification of the

FIGURE 1
Cardinaletti and Starke’s (1999) Strong versus Weak Pronoun
(adapted for the present purposes)

Strong Pronoun Weak Pronoun
DP FpP
spec D’ spec F
D FP F NP
[+human] /\ esse
spec F
F NP

loro
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feature [human] is what enables the weak pronoun to refer to [+human]
referents: with no value for the feature specified, the pronoun is “free to
co-refer with any ... antecedent” (Cardinaletti and Starke 1999, 18¢). The
strong pronoun, on the other hand, is constrained by its [+ human] feature
specification to corefer with an antecedent that is [+ human]. This revised
view is illustrated in figure 2. The reasons for my modification (feature
present with no value) to Cardinaletti and Starke’s analysis are somewhat
involved, but I try to summarize the essence of the argument here (so that
the modification does not appear to be totally stipulative and unmotivated):
Tortora (1997) develops an analysis which takes existential (weak) there to
have locative semantic content (see n. 14). The fact that existential there does
not have the same “deictic” or “referential” properties as strong THERE ([/
saw John there), however, needs an explanation. To explain the difference in
interpretation between weak there and strong THERE, Tortora (1997) proposes
that the strong pro-form THERE is associated with the features in (14) (in
contrast with here, seen in 15):

14. Strong there: [+locative], [-speaker]
I saw John there.

15. Strong here: [+locative], [+speaker]
I saw John here.

Weak there is taken to differ from strong THERE in lacking a specification for
the feature [speaker], which yields the desired (nondeictic) interpretation
for existential there:

16. Weak there: [+locative], [speaker]
There are three men in the room.

FIGURE 2
A Reinterpretation of the Strong versus Weak Proposal

Strong Pronoun Weak Pronoun
DP DP
spec D’ spec D’
D FP D FP
[+human] /\ [human] A
spec F spec F
F NP F NP

loro loro
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This approach to the semantic difference between strong THERE and
weak there (whereby the [speaker] feature is present for the latter, butlacks a
value) is used to explain a complex set of syntactic and semantic phenomena
across languages (involving variable interpretation of the location with respect
to the speaker, when the weak locative is present). Putting a review of these
phenomena aside (which is outside the scope of this paper), this analysis of
weak there and strong THERE is illustrated in figure g (cf. fig. 2).

So the correlation between the syntactic and semantic differences be-
tween weak and strong pronouns finds its locus in the feature makeup of the
pronouns in question (weak pronouns having a more impoverished feature
structure than strong pronouns).

2.3. APPALACHIAN EXPLETIVE THEY AS A WEAK PRONOUN.

2.9.1. An Analysis of Expletive they. The above review of the theory of weak
and strong pronouns, and how it is applied to the case of “expletive” there
and “deictic” therein English, sets the stage for discussion of Appalachian they.
The apparently anomalous behavior of Appalachian expletive they discussed
in section 2.1 above can be shown to derive from the following hypothesis:
Appalachian they is ambiguous between a WEAK pronoun (expletive they)
and a STRONG pronoun (referential they). That s, it is possible that there are
two different homophonous morphemes they in Appalachian English, just
as there are two different homophonous morphemes there in other varieties
of English (discussed in section 2.2).

Of course, as it stands, I have no way of showing independently that
expletive they in Appalachian is weak (e.g., via any of the tests discussed in
section 2.2 above); I know of no fieldwork that applies the weak/strong

FIGURE §
Strong versus Weak there

Strong THERE Weak there
DP DP
T~ T~
spec D’ spec D’
T T~
D FP D FP
T T~
spec F spec F

T T~
F NP F NP

[+speaker] there [speaker] there
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tests to relevant data. Thus, for the purposes of this paper (and pending the
pursuit, in future fieldwork, of tests of the type illustrated in section 2.2), I
will simply hypothesize, without having any independent empirical evidence,
that Appalachian expletive they is weak; similarly, I will hypothesize that Ap-
palachian referential they is strong.

Under this hypothesis, we can now wonder what aspects of weak pronouns
discussed in section 2.2 might manifest themselves in weak Appalachian
they, in contrast with strong (referential) they. As we saw, weak pronouns are
associated with impoverished feature structure. Given this theory, I would
like to pursue the idea that weak (expletive) they also has an impoverished
functional structure, like the weak pronouns we have already seen.

Extending the proposal on weak pronouns/weak there to Appalachian
weak they, we can take this latter morpheme to have an “impoverished” Num-
ber Phrase (NumP). To be more precise, I take strong they (They are happy)
to project a functional structure that contains a Num head with a plural
feature (which I will suggest, for argument’s sake, is manifested as [-sing],
as opposed to [+sing], which would characterize a singular pronoun such
as he). In contrast, I propose that the weak they of Appalachian existentials
also has a Num, but one which is unspecified for a value (in other words, it
is [sing]). This analysis of strong they and Appalachian weak they is illustrated
in figure 4 (cf. fig. 3).1%

Under this hypothesis, expletive (weak) they is not specified for plural
(or singular), and thus cannot trigger plural agreement with the verb in
existentials. This would explain the lack of agreement with the nominative
expletive in (6) (which was otherwise unexpected, under the NAH). In con-
trast, the NumP projected by referential (strong) they in Appalachian does

FIGURE 4
The Strong versus Weak they Hypothesis

Strong Pronoun Weak Pronoun
(referential they) (expletive they)
DP DP
spec D’ spec D’
D NumP D NumP
spec Num’ spec Num’
Num NP Num NP

[-sing]  they [+ NOM] [sing] they [+ NOM]
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have a value ([-sing]); this explains the fact that this pronoun does trigger
plural agreement (as we saw in section 2.1 and n. 10). Note that crucially,
both forms of they can still be associated with the feature [+nominative]
([+NOM] in fig. 4), which is what distinguishes these pronouns from accusa-
tive pronouns (such as him or them) or Case-vague pronouns (such as it); it
is this Case feature that restricts both forms of they to subject position within
the clause (i.e., the position associated with Nominative Case).

To summarize: I have proposed that Appalachian English expletive they
isweak, in contrast with strong referential they. As a weak pronoun, expletive
they is hypothesized to have an impoverished functional structure, much like
the weak pro-forms English there (There are three girls), French elles, and Ital-
ian esse. Specifically, the number feature of weak they does not have a value,
which accounts for the “default” verb agreement this expletive triggers. As
such, contrary to appearances, Cardinaletti’s NAH is not violated; nominative
expletives can agree, so long as they are also associated with the necessary
phi-features (in this case, number). In the absence of a valued number fea-
ture, the nominative expletive can only trigger default agreement, which is
identical to singular. (This idea is reminiscent of Schiitze’s 1999 suggestion
that the presence of -5 in English existentials—regardless of the number of
the associate—may indicate the absence of any agreement relations in the
presence of there; on a more specific discussion of the nature of “default”
agreement, see section 2.9.2, immediately below.)

Before I move on to some additional Appalachian data, I would like to
point out that this analysis recalls note 4, where I observed that Cardinaletti’s
NAH, as it stands, presupposes that Nominative Case-marked expletives nec-
essarily have phi-features (i.e., number); that is, if Nominative Case makes
expletives agree, then such expletives, in order to trigger agreement, must
have phi-features. As noted in Tortora (199g), this entailment is strange,
because there is nothing obvious that logically precludes the existence of a
morpheme which is specified for Nominative Case, but not number. If my
analysis of Appalachian expletive they is on the right track, then we in fact do
find an example of an expletive specified for Nominative Case, but not for
number. In a sense, though, Cardinaletti’s NAH remains untouched, as we
are still dealing with the idea that an expletive’s endowment with Nominative
Case makes the expletive agree (even if it is unspecified for number), thus
precluding the “associate” (postverbal subject) from triggering agreement.

The question of whether a Nominative Case-marked expletive in a given
language is morphologically endowed with a valued number feature would
in fact have to be determined on a case by case basis. At the moment, it is
not obvious to me how easy this would be to do, however. Take, for example,
French ¢/; as Marcel den Dikken (pers. comm., Apr. 5, 2005) has pointed out
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to me, nothing seems to prevent us from proposing that i/ lacks number in
the same sense I have proposed for Appalachian expletive they. I will leave
this question open.

2.9.2. Additional Appalachian Data. There is one more aspect of the Appa-
lachian they existential worth considering here. In order to understand the
importance of the yet-unconsidered data, I return for a moment to the Ger-
man example in (g). As discussed in section 1 above, German expletive es,
despite the fact that it is singular, does not trigger singular agreement with
the verb. According to Cardinaletti (19g?), this is because it is Case-vague
(i.e., not specified for nominative or any other Case). Note, rather, that in
the grammatical (ga) the verb is plural. The plural number on the verb,
according to Cardinaletti, is triggered by (LF movement of) the “associate”
(viele Leute ‘many people’). So, it seems that when the expletive is incapable
of triggering verb agreement (as a result of its lack of case feature), the
associate moves at LF to take care of the unchecked phifeatures that the
expletive cannot check off.

Now, given the idea that Appalachian expletive they only triggers “de-
fault” agreement, we might expect the Appalachian “associate” to behave
like the German associate; that is, it should move at LF to take care of the
unchecked phifeatures that the expletive cannot take care of. The only
Appalachian examples we have seen so far, however, are those in (6). In all
three examples in (6), the associate is singular, making it appear as if it is
in fact triggering agreement with the verb (much as the German associate
does in ga). However, this apparent agreement between the verb and the
associate is only an illusion. To see why, let us consider a set of Appalachian
they existentials where the associate is plural:

17. a. THEY is not so many there now. [Montgomery and Hall 2004, Ixii]
b. THEY is six trees would have made anybody a good dwelling house.
[Montgomery and Hall 2004, xlix]
c. TaEY’s about six or seven guitar players here. [Montgomery and Hall
2004, xlix]
d. TaEY’s copperheads around here. [Wolfram and Christian 1976, 125]

As can be seen by these examples, when the associate is plural, it does not trig-
ger agreement with the verb, in contrast with the German example in (g).!°
In other words, the examples in (1%7) seem to suggest that in Appalachian
they existentials, nothing triggers agreement with the verb (neither the exple-
tive nor the associate). This is strange, especially in the context of the theory
adopted by Cardinaletti (1997), which assumes that some DP (expletive or
associate) should check off the uninterpretable phi-features on the relevant
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functional head in the IP field (a la Chomsky 1995).!7 So, something more
needs to be said about agreement in Appalachian they existentials.'®

I'would like to suggest that Appalachian they existentials represent true
instances of so-called “default agreement.” Let us recall the proposal put
forth in section 2.9.1 regarding weak expletive they, which takes weak they to
have a number feature which is specified neither for singular nor plural. How
does this view of weak they help us with the fact that nothing seems to check
off the clause’s phi-features in Appalachian they sentences (in contrast with
German-type expletive constructions)? In other words, how does the structure
in figure 4 help us give content to the notion of “default agreement”?

Here I must explicate some assumptions. First, I assume that the clause
contains (at least) two different subject positions (along the lines of Henry
1995, where the higher position is the specifier of a Subject Agreement
Phrase [Spec, AgrsP] and the lower position is the specifier of a Tense
Phrase [Spec, TP]).'9 Second, I assume (again, along with Henry 1995)
that the Nominative Case feature is found on the Agrs head, along with
the phifeatures; this view of the clause is illustrated in figure 5.2 I take
the pronouns specified for Nominative Case to reside in the higher subject
position, while DPs that do not have a Case specification reside in the lower
subject position. Specifically, figure 5 shows that Appalachian expletive they
(which is morphologically marked for nominative) appears in Spec, AgrsP,
while German expletive es (which is not morphologically marked for any
Case) resides in Spec, TP (note that the they g, ., in fig. 5 is a shorthand for
the entire structure of weak expletive they, seen in fig. 4).

FIGURE §
Structure of the Clause and the Syntactic Position of Appalachian
Weak they versus German es

cp
spec C
AgrsP
spec Agrs’
they[sing] /\
Agrs TP
[NOM]
[+sing]

spec T

es /\
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Now, recall that the question which needs to be addressed is why the as-
sociate in Appalachian they sentences does not raise (as it does in German).
Let us take (17a), for example; there are two possibilities for the Numera-
tion with respect to the number feature that heads AgrsP (in fig. 5): either
itincludes a [-sing] head (plural) or a [+sing] head (singular). To explain
the notion of “default agreement” here, I would like to suggest the following:
no matter what the feature specification of this Agrs head is (i.e., whether
the Numeration contains a [+ or —sing] feature), the unvalued [sing] fea-
ture that weak they is morphologically endowed with can check this feature.
I propose, furthermore, that the checking of an unvalued [sing] feature
against a valued [+sing] feature (in the clausal Agrs) results in a “default,”
which is apparently singular.

Now, imagine that in this same Numeration, the associate is plural (as
in 17); a question which arises is why the they in Spec, AgrsP automatically
checks this [+sing] feature (yielding “default agreement”), preventing the
associate from doing so (if it did, plural agreement would be triggered if the
feature in the Numeration were [—sing]; in contrast, the derivation would
crash if the feature in the Numeration were [+sing], due to a mismatch in
features). To explain why the associate does not move, I follow Cardinaletti
(1997) here in assuming that all of the features on the Agrs head have to
be checked by one and the same element; given that they checks the [NOM]
feature in figure 5, it must check the [+sing] feature, and the associate is
thus prevented from then moving (at LF) to check the number feature.?!
In other words, expletive they, because it is specified for Nominative Case,
checks the [NOM] feature in Spec, AgrsP; as a consequence, it must also be
the element to check the [+sing] feature. So, Appalachian they sentences
are like French i/ sentences (see 2a) in that the associate never moves at LF;
the difference between the two languages, however, is that French involves
a [+sing] il checking a [+sing] Agrs, resulting in singular agreement, while
Appalachian English involves a [sing] they checking either a [+sing] or a
[—sing] Agrs (it does not matter), resulting in “default agreement.”??

The case of German es is entirely different. First, because es lacks a Nomi-
native Case feature, it does not reside in the higher subject position (a la
Henry 1995). The remainder of the explanation for es would be exactly along
the lines given by Cardinaletti (1997): the Nominative Case feature residing
in the Agrs head must be checked. Furthermore, it must be checked by one
and the same element that checks the number feature (a la Cardinaletti).
Because es cannot check the [NOM] feature, the associate must move (at
LF) to do so; because it does so, the associate must also check the [+sing]
feature. Movement of the associate, although costly, is necessary, because
no other (less costly) derivation is possible.



Case of Appalachian Expletive they 281

2.4. THE LARGER CONTEXT OF AGREEMENT PATTERNS IN THE ENGLISH OF AP-
PALACHIA. In the preceding discussion we concluded that expletive they does
not contain a plural feature [-sing], but that it does contain an unvalued
number feature [sing], the checking of which always results in a default sin-
gular agreement. This checking prevents the associate (singular or plural)
from moving at LF. This proposal was based on a highly robust pattern seen in
the English of Appalachia, namely, that the form of the verb in present-tense
existentials is is/-%s. In the following subsection, however, we will consider
another pattern attested in the literature on Appalachian English.

2.4.1. Agreeing Associate/Agreeing Expletive they in Appalachian? Despite the
robustness of the data discussed until now, some data are attested which
might suggest that for some Appalachian speakers, at least, agreement with
the associate is possible:

18. a. Are THEY stories about snakes? [Wolfram and Christian 1976, 125]
b. So, I've got the rock upstairs. THEy ve been some fellows still wanting to
buy it. [DOHP, CC; see n. 1]

The sentences in (18), which contrast with all of the Appalachian examples
we have seen until now (which involve singular is or -s), appear to indicate
that the plural associate (stories and some fellows) can trigger verb agreement.
However, if we consider the following data, we are led to believe that the pres-
ence of arein (18a) (as opposed to is) and have been in (18b) (as opposed to
has been) has a different source; thatis, the datain (19) suggest that it cannot
be the plural associate that is triggering the apparent plurality of the verb:

19. a. THEY are another one down the street [Montgomery and Hall 2004,
xlix ]
b. It seems like they used to be more water in the streams than THEY are
[water in the streams] now. [Montgomery and Hall 2004, xlix]
c. THEY have been a big change. [Montgomery and Hall 2004, 1]

In the sentences in (19), we see that the associate (another one, water, and
a big change) is singular, yet the verb is apparently plural nevertheless. This
gives reason to believe that in (18) (and 19), it may not be the plurality of
the associate that is causing the apparent plurality on the verb (are in 19a
and 1gb and have been in 19c).?3

Given the evidence thatit may not be the associate that is responsible for
these apparently plural verb forms (but with the caveat in n. 25), we might
be led to hypothesize that the apparent plurality of the verbs in (18) and
(19) is the result of expletive they triggering plural agreement with the verb;
that is, perhaps it is the case that expletive they in some people’s grammars
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has a value specified for number (i.e., [-sing]), and as such does trigger
plural agreement with the verb (this would make expletive they like strong
referential they, as in figure 4; on this, see n. 24).

Before we jump to this conclusion, however, we might want to consider
the following data from Montgomery and Hall (2004, xlix), where the forms
are and were are used with third-person singular subjects:

20. You're better than he are!
21. The moon were shining bright.

In the grammars that generate (20) and (21), there seems to be leveling, in
the sense of Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2003, such that are (and were) are
generalized throughout the paradigm (this would be along the lines of the
leveling, found for many speakers, of the past-tense paradigm for was; see
n. 11). In these grammars, then, (19