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This Special Issue of Languages, part of the ISVL (International Symposium on Viet-
namese Linguistics) series, presents revised papers from the 4th and 5th ISVL workshops,
hosted by National Yang Ming Chiao Tung University in 2024 and Ca’ Foscari University of
Venice in 2025. Earlier workshops were held at the Harvard-Yenching Institute (2021), Ko-
nan University/Vietnam National University, Hanoi (2022), and Konan University (2023),
with related volumes published in Phan et al. (2022), Duffield and Phan (2024), and Phan
and Duffield (2025). The aim here is modest: to present focused case studies that shed
light on specific aspects of Vietnamese grammar and its history. The contributions cover
topics including inheritance and contact, reduplication, clause structure, reference and
binding, and the semantics–pragmatics of particles. This is not intended as a comprehen-
sive survey, but rather as a concise set of results that together point toward the next stage
of ISVL research.

In assembling this issue, we also aim to demonstrate some ways in which Vietnamese
evidence bears on active debates in typology, historical change, clause architecture, and
the semantics–pragmatics interface, providing analyses that can be tested and compared
beyond the Vietnamese domain. Vietnamese offers a compact testbed for questions central
to current theory: how contact reshapes inherited structure; how a particle-rich, morpho-
logically light system encodes scope, focus, and polarity; and how left-peripheral layering
interacts with binding and reference in a language without inflectional reflexes. The papers
in this Reprint contribute new data and analyses that speak directly to these issues, refining
models of negation, question bias, movement vs. topicalization, and the division between
anaphoric and pronominal null elements (Rizzi, 1997; Cinque, 1999; Reinhart & Reuland,
1993; von Stechow, 1996; Cole et al., 2000; Romero, 2024).

Three main question threads run through the volume:

(i) Inheritance under contact: How much of present-day Vietnamese grammar is Aus-
troasiatic/Vietic in origin, how much is Sinitic or calqued through literacy, and how
much reflects area-wide convergence?

(ii) Architecture: Where does Vietnamese project structure in the middle and left pe-
riphery? How does information structure map to those positions, and how A/A′

movement and locality should be modeled?
(iii) Interpretation: How are repetitive, restitutive, incremental, and bias meanings com-

positionally derived in a particle-rich, morphologically light system?

Across these themes, the papers offer a tighter account of Vietic inheritance and contact
pathways; clearer predictions for the distribution of negation and polar-question forms; and
parameter settings that distinguish Vietnamese from close comparators such as Mandarin
while capturing internal variation.
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Taken together, the contributions move from history to structure to interpretation. The
diachronic studies in the Diachrony, Contact, and Inheritance subsection set the baseline for
what is inherited vs. contact-driven; the semantics papers in the subsection Morphology–
semantics interfaces and lexical pragmatics show how small positional changes yield
distinct meanings; the structural papers in the subsection Argument structure, Movement,
and the Clausal Spine locate the landing sites that make those meanings possible; the
reference and polarity papers in the subsections Reference, Binding, and Null elements and
Polar questions and Bias test these structures with binding and question bias diagnostics.

(i) Diachrony, contact, and inheritance

Mark Alves re-examines the Austroasiatic core of Vietnamese using enhanced Vietic
reconstructions and a more precise view of Sinitic contact. He shows that native etyma and
structural templates remain visible in the lexicon and in patterns of change that are not
reducible to borrowing. This supports a cleaner partition between inherited structure and
contact-driven remodeling, and it narrows what should count as “Sinitic” given the timing
and channels of influence. This diachronic foundation constrains later analyses of negation,
particles, and movement options.

Giorgio Francesco Arcodia and Trang Phan focus on the negative prefixes bất, vô, and
phi and their interaction with clausal negators. Using a parallel set of Analects transla-
tions (17th, 19th, 21st centuries; nôm and quốc ngữ), they trace a non-linear trajectory: early
prominence of native chẳng; 19th-century rise of không with selective prefixal use; and
modern dominance of không alongside renewed use of bất and vô in literate and technical
registers. The authors link this pattern to modern East Asian literacy and the spread of
Chinese-based vocabulary, yielding a layered model of Vietnamese negation where register,
position, and history matter. This model explains why derivational and sentential negation
can co-exist and sets expectations for particle distribution elsewhere in the volume.

(ii) Morphology–semantics interfaces and lexical pragmatics

Tue Trinh analyzes similative reduplication with the rime -iếc. The construction is pro-
ductive, produces “similar but not identical” readings, and tends to trigger ignorance-style
inferences. Trinh models it with alternatives akin to disjunction, deriving the ignorance ef-
fect from how similarity is evaluated. The observed incompatibility with classifiers follows
if -iếc relies on context-based similarity, while classifier constructions rely on grammatically
fixed comparisons. These results show how Vietnamese encodes graded similarity without
morphology, anticipating structural constraints discussed in the subsection Argument
structure, movement, and the clausal spine.

Yi-Ling Irene Liao and Tzong-Hong Jonah Lin revisit lại and nữa. Preverbal lại can
be repetitive or restitutive; postverbal lại is restitutive only; nữa supports both repetitive
and incremental (“add more”) readings. They derive these contrasts by adjunction height
and focus association (vP vs. VP) and by movement that yields the surface-final position
of nữa. The account links word order to “again” semantics and provides diagnostics for
attachment height in the verbal domain. This directly interfaces with the landing sites
identified in Argument structure, movement, and the clausal spine and with bias-related
contrasts in Polar questions and bias.

(iii) Argument structure, movement, and the clausal spine

Trần Phan and Chao-Ting Tim Chou separate two superficially similar patterns with
clause-initial locatives. In the “locative” construction, the initial phrase is an argument of a
locative predicate; in the “existential” construction, it is an adjunct that can be optionally
topicalized. Only the existential type allows independent topicalization. They argue for a
high, hybrid A/A′ landing site in the TP domain, where a fronted locative competes with
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an expletive for the same specifier. A composite featural probe captures the movement
profile and supports a featural approach to the A/A′ distinction. The identified high-TP
position helps locate where focus-sensitive operators can take scope.

Nigel Duffield maps the embedded left periphery, addressing the position of all pre-
subject elements: subordinators, embedded topics, fronted quantifiers and adverbials, as
well as the Vietnamese counterpart of English “why.” Whilst the results of the study broadly
align with the previous cartographic proposals, they also suggest revisions, especially with
respect the “why-to” restriction, and the position of fronted quantifier expressions The
Vietnamese findings urge a reconsideration of earlier claims based on Italian data, especially
concerning the motivation for fronting to the left periphery. This mapping provides the
structural backdrop for the polarity and bias results in Polar questions and bias.

(iv) Reference, binding, and null elements

Andrew Simpson and Linh Pham test the behavior of the anaphoric element mình.
Based on controlled judgments across regions and on diagnostics with ellipsis and quan-
tificational subjects, they show that mình in object position can be locally bound without
the reflexivizer tự. The pattern reflects genuine binding rather than accidental coreference.
This challenges approaches that tie local reflexivization to morphological complexity and
implies a recalibration of anaphor typology. The findings refine predictions about where
reflexivizers are required in Vietnamese and related languages.

In a second paper, Simpson and Pham analyze bare kinship terms (KNs) and body-
part nouns (BPNs). KNs behave as if they project a null possessor that is anaphoric and
subject to locality, while BPNs pattern with a null pronominal (pro). This split differs from
previous proposals for Mandarin and supports a parameter that distinguishes anaphoric
from pronominal null elements in the nominal domain. This nominal-domain contrast
complements the clausal distinctions drawn in Argument structure, movement, and the
clausal spine.

(v) Polar questions and bias

Michael Yoshitaka Erlewine and Anne Nguyen examine Vietnamese polar-question
constructions, with particular attention to the final particle à. They argue for a three-way
distinction: original bias (speaker beliefs), contextual bias (evidence in discourse), and
projected bias (constraints encoded by the form). Some bias effects are argued to follow
from pragmatic competition among question types rather than from belief states alone.
This analysis is related to the structural observations in the subsection Argument structure,
movement, and the clausal spine and the focus-related patterns discussed in the subsection
Morphology–semantics interfaces and lexical pragmatics, placing the Vietnamese data in
dialogue with broader cross-linguistic studies of question bias.

A companion note by Tue Trinh proposes a bi-clausal architecture for polar ques-
tions. Together with Partition by Exhaustification and independently motivated con-
straints, this analysis explains contrasts involving definite vs. quantificational subjects,
plain vs. only-focused subjects, and the placement of chắc chắn ‘certainly’ relative to verum
focus. The proposal links form, focus, and discourse control in a way that predicts observed
distributions and blocks unattested ones.

Together, these ten papers provide detailed descriptions and empirically testable
analyses. They make a clear contribution to an agenda: to show that how findings from
Vietnamese can drive theoretical development; that its empirical particularities (inheri-
tance under contact, particle-rich compositionality, and flexible but rule-governed clausal
architecture) force revisions to received views in historical linguistics, cartography, binding
theory, and the semantics–pragmatics interface. We anticipate that the volume will serve as
a reference point for future work, within Vietnamese linguistics and beyond.
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In terms of limitations, the Special Issue does not aim to cover phonetics and phonol-
ogy, prosody, dialectology, sociolinguistic variation, acquisition/processing, or compu-
tational modeling. Some conclusions rest on specialized historical corpora and con-
trolled judgment tasks that merit replication on larger, regionally balanced samples and
across genres.

Future research would benefit from (i) a balanced diachronic and synchronic cor-
pora spanning regions and registers; (ii) integrated prosody–syntax studies to refine left-
peripheral mapping; (iii) expanded experimental work on bias, focus, and anaphora; and
(iv) comparative studies across East and Mainland Southeast Asia to separate areal from
language-specific effects. We also encourage open diagnostics and datasets to support
replication and comparison.
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Article

On Similative Reduplication in Vietnamese

Tue Trinh

Center for Cognitive Science of Language, University of Nova Gorica, Vipavska 13, SI-5000 Nova Gorica, Slovenia;
tue.trinh@ung.si

Abstract: Vietnamese has a productive reduplication strategy where the reduplicant
appears to the right of the base and is segmentally identical to the base except that its
last rime is iếc (pronounced [I@k]). In this note, I attempt to account for some observations
about iếc, including the fact that it gives rise to ignorance inferences and is incompatible
with classifiers. I propose that the semantics of iếc parallel the pragmatics of disjunctions
and that the notion of similarity underlying the interpretation of iếc is contextual while that
underlying the interpretation of classifiers is grammatical. The proposal makes use of some
tools of predicate logic and formal semantics.

Keywords: reduplication; similarity; ignorance; classifiers; Vietnamese

1. Introduction

Vietnamese has a productive reduplication strategy where the reduplicant appears
to the right of the base and is segmentally identical to the base except that its last rime is
iếc [I@k] (Maspero, 1912, p. 109; Emeneau, 1951, p. 186; Thompson, 1987, p. 173; Nguyễn
Đình Hoà, 1997, pp. 53–59; Vu, 1998, pp. 172–174; Đoàn Thiện Thuật, 2007, p. 71; Ngo, 2021,
p. 135). Some examples are given in (1):1

(1) sách ‘book’ → sách siếc
[sEk] [sEk.sI@k]
cam ‘orange’ → cam kiếc
[kam] [kam.kI@k]
thuyền ‘boat’ → thuyền thiếc
[thwI@n] [thwI@n.thI@k]
sinh viên ‘student’ → sinh viên sinh viếc
[sIN.vI@n] [sIN.vI@n.sIN.vI@k]
mỳ Ý ‘spaghetti’ → mỳ Ý mỳ iếc
[mi.i] [mi.i.mi.I@k]
sinh viên ‘student’ → sinh viên sinh viếc
[sIN.vI@n] [sIN.vI@n.sIN.vI@k]
ca-mê-ra ‘camera’ → ca-mê-ra ca-mê-riếc
[ka.me.ra] [ka.me.ra ka.me.rI@k]
philosophy → philosophy philosophiếc
[fi.lo.so.fi] [fi.lo.so.fi.fi.lo.so.fI@k]

For present purposes, I will assume that the Vietnamese lexicon contains a morpheme, and
I will call it RED, which is mnemonic for “reduplication”. The rule in (2) captures how this
morpheme is phonologically realized:

Languages 2025, 10, 150 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10070150
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(2) Morpho-phonemic rule
Let [w X] be a word whose last rime is X
[w X]+RED → [w X]︸ ︷︷ ︸

base

+[w I@k]︸ ︷︷ ︸
reduplicant

The application of this rule is exemplified in (3) for cam ‘orange’ and sinh viên ‘student’. The
rimes targeted by the rule are underlined:

(3) a. [kam]+RED → [kam]+[kI@k]

b. [sIN.vI@n]+RED → [sIN.vI@n]+[sIN.vI@k]

As we can see, there is no constraint on the number of syllables in the base: sách ‘book’
and cam ‘orange’ have one syllable, sinh viên ‘student’ has two, ca-mê-ra ‘camera’ has three,
and philosophy has four syllables. Note, also, that (2) does not distinguish between words
of different origins. Among the examples in (1), sách ‘book’ and cam ‘orange’ are “native”
Vietnamese words. With the possible exception of historical linguists, no-one can say where
these words came from. In contrast, most speakers will be able to recognize that sinh viên
‘student’ is “Sino-Vietnamese” (“Hán Việt”), i.e., that it was “imported” from Chinese.
However, it has undergone complete Vietnamization: both of its syllables occur indepen-
dently as syllables in native Vietnamese words, and there is no native counterpart which
expresses the same meaning. The tri-syllabic ca-mê-ra is transparently a loan word. It is
quite often written with hyphens between the syllables. This fact is instructive. Vietnamese
is a “monosyllabic” language, in the sense that every morpheme is a syllable.2 Empty
spaces are inserted into Vietnamese texts following the same rule that holds for European
languages like German: namely, between the smallest linguistic units that are guaranteed
to be a sequence of syllables (Trinh, 2014). In German, these are words, but in Vietnamese
these are morphemes.3 The fact that Vietnamese speakers (often) write <ca-mê-ra>, not <ca
mê ra>, indicates their intuition that these three syllables are not morphemes, i.e., that this
word is not a “regular” word in their language.4 Also, the last syllable, [ra], is perceived
by speakers of the standard dialect as “exotic”, as [r] is not a possible onset in this dialect.
As for philosophy, it is clearly a foreign word. The Vietnamese word for ‘philosophy’ is triết
học. However, if philosophy is used as a foreign word in conversation then the option of
reduplicating it as philosophy philosophiếc is available, together with all of its concomitant
semantic effects.

What are these effects? The most prominent one is that iếc-reduplication licenses the
inference of “uncertainty” on the part of the speaker. Consider the conversation below:5

(4) A: John
John

đang ăn
is eating

gì thế?
what?

B: Nó
He

đang ăn
is eating

cam+kiếc
an orange+RED

gì đó
DEMwh

B’s answer in (4) conveys the message that B is not sure whether John is eating an orange or
just something “similar” to an orange. In other words, B does not rule out the possibility
that John is in fact eating an orange, but nor does she rule out the possibility that John is
eating, say, a tangerine. This intuition is corroborated by the fact that it is odd for someone
to contest B’s answer with the statement that John is actually eating a tangerine. In the same
way, it is odd to contest it with the statement that John is eating an orange:6

(6) A: John
John

đang ăn
is eating

gì thế?
what?

B: Nó
He

đang ăn
is eating

cam+kiếc
an orange+RED

gì đó
DEMwh
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C: #Không đúng.
That’s not true.

Nó
He

đang ăn
is eating a

quýt
tangerine

/
/
cam
orange.

I will call iếc-reduplication in Vietnamese “similative reduplication”, borrowing a term
from works on phenomena in other languages that share some family resemblance to what
we are now describing.7 Note that if B had used the plain and not the reduplicated form of
cam ‘orange’, such a follow-up as C’s would be totally natural. This shows that RED does
make an interpretive difference:

(7) A: John
John

đang ăn
is eating

gì thế?
what?

B: Nó
He

đang ăn
is eating

cam.
an orange.

C: Không đúng.
That’s not true.

Nó
He

đang ăn
is eating a

quýt.
tangerine.

Before we go on, a remark about the bounds of this note should be made. The reader will
have seen that in the examples above, the reduplicated form of cam, namely, cam+kiếc,
co-occurs with the expression gì đó, which I gloss as DEMwh. The reason for this gloss is that
gì has a life of its own as a question word, and đó is also the demonstrative article.8

(8) a. John
John

đang ăn
is eating

gì?
what?

‘What is Nam eating?’
b. John

John
đã mua
bought

quyển
that

sách
CL

đó.
book

‘Nam bought that book.’

Intuitively, the reduplication form is more natural with than without gì đó. I will put
aside the question as to what underlies the preference for this co-occurrence. The semantic
effects of RED together with DEMwh will be analyzed as arising from RED alone. A more
detailed account of the construction that derives such effects compositionally from its
subconstituents—i.e., RED, gì, and đó—will have to be left for future research.9

I will end this introduction by stressing that iếc-reduplication is just one among many
reduplication strategies of Vietnamese. My gloss of it as RED should not mislead the reader
into thinking that this is the reduplication process in Vietnamese. Given the bound of this
note, I will not present an overview of reduplication in Vietnamese. I refer the reader to
Hoàng Văn Hành (2008) for such an overview.

Let us now analyze the uncertainty inference associated with RED.

2. Uncertainty

I propose that the reduplication morpheme RED weakens the meaning of the base
word. Specifically, RED maps a predicate P to another predicate sim(P), where sim(P) is
defined as in (9):

(9) sim(P) =def {x | x is something similar to a P}

Assuming that identity is the limiting case of similarity, i.e., that everything is maximally
similar to itself, applying the sim function to a predicate P amounts to disjoining P with
predicates similar to P.10 Thus, sim(P)means P ∨ P′ ∨ P′′ . . . , where P′, P′′, . . . are similar
to P.11 Let us consider an example, supposing that quýt ‘tangerine’ and bưởi ‘grapefruit’ are
the predicates similar to cam ‘orange’:12

(10) a. �cam� = �orange� = {x | x is an orange};
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b. �cam hoặc quýt hoặc bưởi�
= �orange or tangerine or grapefruit�
= {x | x is an orange} ∪ {x | x is a tangerine} ∪ {x | x is a grapefruit};

c. �cam kiếc� = �cam+RED� = sim(�cam�) = sim(�orange�)
= {x | x is similar to an orange}
= {x | x is an orange} ∪ {x | x is a tangerine} ∪ {x | x is a grapefruit}.

We see that orange+RED ends up meaning the same as orange or tangerine or grapefruit. Now,
a disjunction is logically weaker than any individual disjunct: if it is true that John is eating
an orange then it is also true that John is eating an orange or a tangerine. Given that sim(P)
is P ∨ Q, we have (11-a) and (11-b):13

(11) a. P ⇒ sim(P);
b. John is eating an orange︸ ︷︷ ︸

p

⇒ John is eating an orange+RED︸ ︷︷ ︸
p∨q

We are now in a position to make a first attempt at explaining the uncertainty inference
associated with RED. Consider the disjunctive statement in (12):14

(12) John ate an orange or a tangerine
� ¬KS(John ate an orange)

A clear intuition about (12) is that it conveys the message that the speaker is not certain
that John ate an orange.15 This fact, as we know, can be accounted for in terms of Gricean
reasoning. Grice (1967) proposes the following “maxims of conversations”, i.e., rules that
discourse participants are mutually assumed to be following when they talk:

(13) a. Quality: Say only what you believe to be true!
b. Quantity: Be informative!

Two things should be noted about these maxims. Firstly, they are ranked. Specifically,
Quality takes precedence over Quantity, which means that one should never sacrifice
truthfulness for informativity: one should try to convey as much information as possible,
provided one is not lying. It follows, then, that what is more informative than what one
says is also what one does not believe to be true. Secondly, informativity respects logical
strength: if p is logically stronger than q then p is more informative than q.16 As John ate an
orange is logically stronger than John ate an orange or a tangerine it is also more informative,
and the fact that the speaker asserts the latter proposition but not the former means, given
the maxims, that she does not believe the former, i.e., that she is not certain that John ate
an orange.17

Are we done? Well, no. It turns out that there is a problem in my account of the facts.
It is based on the claim that assertion of a proposition p licenses the inference that ¬KS(q),
where q is stronger than p. This claim, I argued, can be derived from the Gricean maxims
of Quality and Quantity. However, there is good reason to believe that the claim is false.
Consider the following conversation:

(14) A: Where does John live?
B: He lives in France.

�� ¬KS(John lives in Paris)

Suppose we happen to hear this exchange out of the blue, say between two people on the
subway, we would not conclude that B is not sure John lives in Paris. B may very well know
the particular street address in France at which John lives, but simply does not feel the need
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to be that specific. Given that John lives in Paris is more informative than John lives in France,
this intuition we have about (14) conflicts with what I said above, namely, that utterance
of a weaker proposition p gives rise to the inference that the speaker is not sure about a
stronger proposition q. Here is another example:

(15) A: Who did John talk to?
B: He talked to a student.

�� ¬KS(John talked to a male student)

Given that every male student is a student but not vice versa, a more informative statement
that B could have made is that John talked to a male student. However, B’s answer in (15),
out of the blue, clearly does not imply that she is not sure that John talked to a male student.

Here is, then, the dialectical situation. I have proposed that John is eating an orange+RED
implies that the speaker is not certain John is eating an orange, because the former is less
informative than the latter, and the Gricean maxims, Quality and Quantity, together tell us
that the speaker asserts the most informative proposition of which she is certain. We then
saw examples that challenge this analysis, i.e., the conversations in (14) and (15), where the
assertion of a less informative proposition does not imply the speaker’s uncertainty about a
more informative proposition. How do we resolve this conflict? Quality and Quantity seem
to be virtual truisms of language use, so we do not want to tinker with these principles.
And we cannot tinker with logic either: if John talked to a male student then he talked to a
student. There is no way out of that. What we could do is either (i) revise our semantics of
RED, withdrawing the claim that orange+RED is weaker than orange, or (ii) add auxiliary
hypotheses to the account. I propose we take the latter course.

One addition we need turns out to be another Gricean maxim, namely, that of Relation.
What the maxim of Relation tells us is that we should be “relevant” (Lewis, 1988), i.e.,
answer the “question under discussion” (Roberts, 1996). Recall that Quality and Quantity
together derive the claim that the speaker asserts the most informative proposition of which
she is certain. With Relation added to the mix, we derive something weaker: the speaker
asserts the most informative relevant proposition of which she is certain. This means that
the assertion of a weaker proposition p would imply the speaker’s uncertainty about a
stronger proposition q only if q is relevant, i.e., only if there is interest in knowing whether
q is true. That this result is empirically correct can be seen from reflecting on our intuition
about a slight modification of the scenarios in (14) and (15). Consider (16):

(16) A: Does John live in Paris?
B: He lives in France.
� ¬KS(John lives in Paris)

Changing A’s question from where does John live? to does John live in Paris?, we made it clear
that the proposition John lives in Paris is relevant, i.e., that we are interested in knowing
whether it is true. Given this set up, B’s assertion of the proposition that John lives in
France, which is less informative than the proposition that he lives in Paris, is predicted to
license the inference that the speaker is not certain that John lives in Paris. This prediction is
confirmed by our intuition. The same holds for the modified version of (15), which is (17):

(17) A: Did John talk to a male student?
B: He talked to a student.
� ¬KS(John talked to a male student)
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A’s question makes sure that the proposition that John talked to a male student is relevant.
Given this background, assertion of a less informative proposition—in this case, he talked to a
student—leads to the inference that the speaker is not certain John talked to a male student.

Is the addition of the maxim of Relation enough to derive the fact that RED implies
the speaker’s uncertainty? No. What I have said about the semantics of RED is only that
it weakens the meaning of the base. In order to generate speaker uncertainty about this
meaning, I also need to say that RED makes the base relevant. Thus, there are two compo-
nents to the interpretation of John is eating an orange+RED. Firstly, it is weaker than John is
eating an orange. Secondly, it makes John is eating an orange relevant.18

(18) Interpretation of RED (first version, to be revised):

a. P ⇒ P+RED;
b. P+RED makes P relevant.

Let us recap. Consider, again, the sentence in (19):

(19) John
John

đang ăn
is eating an

cam+kiếc
orange+RED

gì đó.
DEMwh

� ¬KS(John is eating an orange)

Given (18), this sentence is weaker than John is eating an orange and, at the same time, makes
John is eating an orange relevant. From Quality, Quantity, and Relation we conclude that the
speaker is not certain John is eating an orange.

Are we done? As it turns out, no. Let us see why not.

3. Ignorance

There is a crucial difference between the speaker’s uncertainty in (16) and the speaker’s
uncertainty in (19) that we have not discussed.

(20) A: Does John live in Paris?
B: He lives in France.

Possible inference: KS¬(John lives in Paris)

It is, intuitively, possible to understand B’s answer in (20) as conveying the message that B
knows that John does not live in Paris. Specifically, B knows that John lives in some city in
France, and while she is not sure which city it is, she knows that it is not Paris. Note that
this inference is stronger than but consistent with the uncertainty inference that we claim
is associated with B’s answer in (20), namely, ¬KS(John lives in Paris). Now, consider (19),
reproduced below as (21):

(21) John
John

đang ăn
is eating an

cam+kiếc
orange+RED

gì đó.
DEMwh

Not a possible inference: KS¬(John is eating an orange)

A clear intuition about (21) is that it does not convey the message that the speaker knows
John is not eating an orange. The speaker does not rule out the possibility that John is
eating, say, a tangerine instead of an orange, but neither does she rule out the possibility
that John is, in fact, eating an orange. Thus, the uncertainty inference we have associated
with (21), namely, ¬KS(John is eating an orange), is too weak. It must be strengthened into a
claim that is inconsistent with KS¬(John is eating an orange). One obvious way to do this is
to conjoin the uncertainty about John eating an orange with the uncertainty about John not
eating an orange. Here is our empirical claim:
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(22) John
John

đang ăn
is eating an

cam+kiếc
orange+RED

gì đó.
DEMwh

� ¬KS(John is eating an orange) ∧ ¬KS¬(John is eating an orange)

Inferences of the form ¬KS p ∧ ¬KS¬p are “ignorance inferences”. We say that speaker
S is “ignorant” about proposition p if S is not certain that p and is not certain that ¬p.
Ignorance about p is stronger than uncertainty about p: it is uncertainty about p conjoined
with uncertainty about ¬p.

How do we explain the ignorance inference associated with RED? Specifically, what
do we need to say about the meaning of orange+RED so that the sentence John is eating
an orange+RED conveys the message that the speaker is not certain that John is eating an
orange and is not certain that John is not eating an orange? A good starting point, again, is
to look to disjunction. It is well-known that disjunction licenses ignorance inferences: the
speaker is understood to be uncommitted to the truth and uncommitted to the falsehood of
the individual disjuncts. This makes a disjunction different from an apparently equivalent
vague term. Compare (20) with (23):

(23) A: Does John lives in Paris?
B: He lives in Paris or Nice or Toulouse or Lyon or Marseille . . .

Not a possible inference: KS¬ John lives in Paris

Suppose B listed all locations in France. In that case, what B says in (23) would be logically
equivalent to what B says in (20). But, as we have seen, B’s answer in (20) allows for the
possibility that B knows John does not live in Paris. B’s answer in (23), however, clearly
implies that B does not know whether John lives in Paris or not. The crucial difference
between a vague term and a disjunction of specific terms is this: the disjunction necessarily
makes all the disjuncts relevant (Chemla, 2008; Sauerland, 2004), while a vague term does
not necessarily make the more specific terms relevant. B’s utterance in (23), i.e., Paris ∨ Nice
∨ Toulouse . . . , is weaker than Paris, and at the same time makes Paris relevant. Therefore, it
implies that B is ignorant about Paris, i.e., that she is committed neither to the claim that
John lives in Paris nor to the claim that he does not live in Paris. B’s utterance in (20), on
the other hand, does not (necessarily) make Paris relevant, so no conclusion about Paris is
drawn, and the utterance is consistent with B’s knowing that John does not live in Paris.

What we can say to explain the ignorance inferences associated with P+RED, then, is
that P+RED makes P relevant and all other alternatives relevant. In other words, sim(P)
is not only interpreted as P ∨ P′ ∨ P′′ . . . , i.e., as a logically more inclusive concept, but
also as P or P′ or P′′ . . . , i.e., as an expression of this more inclusive concept in the form of a
syntactic disjunction. Another way to say this is that P+RED has not only the semantics but
also the pragmatics of a disjunction:

(24) A: What is John eating?
B: He is eating an orange+RED

�≈ ‘he is eating something similar to an orange’
≈ ‘he is eating an orange or a tangerine or a grapefruit . . . ’

(25) Interpretation of RED (final version)

a. P+RED is interpreted as P ∨ P′ ∨ P′′ . . . , where P′, P′′ . . .⇒ sim(P);
b. P+RED makes P, P′, P′′, . . . relevant.

4. Classifiers

Vietnamese is a “classifier language”. The combination of nouns and numerals must
be mediated by a function word, i.e., the so-called “classifier”:
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(26) a. John
John

ăn
ate

một
one

*(quả)
CL

cam
orange

b. John
John

mua
ate

hai
two

*(quyển)
CL

sách
book

For present purposes, I will assume the account proposed by Trinh (2011) of this fact.19

Specifically, I will assume that nouns in classifier languages such as Chinese and Vietnamese
differ from their counterparts in non-classifier languages such as English and German in
being “number neutral”: whereas English book denotes the set of singular (i.e., atomic)
books, Vietnamese sách ‘book’ denotes the set containing both singular books and pluralities
of books. I will write “a+b” for the plurality consisting of a and b, etc.

(27) a. �book� = {x | x is a singular book} = {a, b, c, . . . }
b. �sách� = {x | x is a singular book or a plurality of books}

= {a, b, c, . . . , a+b, a+c, b+c, a+b+c, . . . }

As counting books means counting atomic books,20 the noun sách must be “atomized”
before it can compose with a numeral. This task of atomization is carried out by the
classifier. Specifically, the classifier maps a predicate P to the set of entities that are singular
Ps, i.e., atoms of P.

(28) Interpretation of CL:
�CL� = λP. λx. x is a singular P.

Applying CL to sách ‘book’ yields the following set:

(29) �quyển sách� = {x | x is a singular book} = {a, b, c, . . . }

I have been speaking of “the classifier”, as if there is a unique classifier for all nouns in
Vietnamese. The reader will have seen from the example sentences in (26) that this is not
the case. The classifier for cam ‘orange’ is quả, while that for sách ‘book’ is quyển. Exchanging
the classifiers will result in severe deviance:

(30) a. *John ăn một quyển cam;
b. *John mua hai quả sách.

A selectional relationship, then, obtains between the classifier and the noun. The relation-
ship is not purely syntactic. One can say that the classifier imposes a semantic requirement
on the noun it combines with. In fact, the requirement seems to be that the noun must
belong to a class of predicates that are “similar” in some sense. Take quyển, for example.
It selects not only sách ‘book’ but also sổ ‘logbook’, vở ‘notebook’, lịch ‘calendar’, tạp chí
‘magazine’, etc. There is certainly some similarity between these concepts: they all denote
things that have pages. As for quả, it selects not only cam ‘orange’ but also other fruits,
such as quýt ‘tangerine’, bưởi ‘grapefruit’, táo ‘apple’, etc. The similarity in this case is quite
obvious. This means we should revise our view on classifier semantics. Firstly, we should
not speak of “the classifier”. There are many classifiers, each selecting nouns of a certain
“similarity class”. Secondly, (28) is not the interpretation of any particular expression but
an interpretation scheme for many expressions: it is what underlies the semantics of all
classifiers. The interpretation of each individual classifier will have to come with presuppo-
sitions about the class of predicates that it selects. We will consider quyển as a representative
case. Here is the entry for it:

(31) Interpretation of quyển (first version, to be revised):
�quyển� = λP : P ⇒ sim(book). λx. x is a singular P.
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The reader can see that for the semantics of quyển I am making use of the same sim
function that I used for the semantics of RED. This move is motivated by the hope that the
same notion of similarity is operative in both cases. What (37) is intended to say is that
quyển selects for predicates that are “similar” to book in the same way that the predicates
falling under book+RED are, e.g., notebook, logbook, magazine, etc. It would, of course, be an
interesting result if the hope turns out to be actualized, as that would show that we have
found independent evidence for sim from another corner of grammar.

The hope, unfortunately, is not actualized. Consider the following data point:

(32) A: John
John

đang đọc
is reading

gì?
what?

‘What is John reading?’
B: Nó

he
đang đọc
is reading a

sách+siếc
book+RED

gì đó.
DEMwh

‘He’s reading a book+RED’
C: #Không

not
đúng.
true

Nó
he

đang đọc
is reading

báo.
a newspaper

‘That’s not true. He’s reading a newspaper.’

The crucial observation here is that C’s utterance is infelicitous. The intuition is that C
objects to what B has said but then goes on to say something that does not contradict what
B has said. What this suggests is that newspapers are considered similar to books as far as
RED is concerned. In other words, the claim that John is reading something that falls under
book+RED is consistent with the claim that John is reading a newspaper. Now, consider the
following data point:

(33) a. John
John

đang đọc
is reading

một
one

quyển
CLquyen

sách
book

/
/
*báo
newspaper;

b. John
John

đang đọc
is reading

một
one

tờ
CLto

*sách
book

/
/
báo
newspaper.

As we can see, the classifier for sách ‘book’ is quyển and the classifier for báo ‘newspaper’ is
tờ. Switching the classifiers gives rise to deviance. This means that, as far as the classifiers
are concerned, books and newspapers are not similar.

What about the other classifier that I have mentioned, quả, which, as I have said,
combines with nouns for fruits? Can we also argue that it refers to a different notion of
similarity as compared to RED? The answer is yes. Consider (34):

(34) A: John
John

đang mua
is buying

cam+kiếc
orange+RED

gì đó.
DEMwh

‘John is buying orange+RED’;
B: Không

not
đúng.
true.

Nó
He

đang mua
is buying

bóng.
balloons

‘That’s not true. He’s buying balloons.’

The fact that B’s response to A in (34) is perfectly felicitous suggests that as far as RED is
concerned balloons are not similar to oranges: the claim that John is buying balloons can be
used to negate the claim that John is buying orange+RED. Now, as it turns out, the classifier
for bóng ‘balloon’ is also quả, i.e., the same one as for cam ‘orange’:

(35) John
John

đang mua
is buying

một
one

quả
CLqua

cam
orange

/
/
bóng.
balloon.

This means that as far as the classifier quả is concerned, oranges and balloons are similar.
The conclusion, then, is that quả and RED, and more generally classifiers and RED, refer
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to two different notions of similarity. The question now is how we are to characterize this
difference? I propose that we appeal to the semantics–pragmatics divide. Specifically, I
propose that the notion of similarity underlying the interpretation of RED is contextual,
notationally represented by the function simc, while that underlying the interpretation of
classifiers is grammatical, notationally represented by the function simg. What I mean by this
is simply that the selectional property of a classifier such as quyển is lexically specified: we
can, in principle, list all nouns that can combine with quyển, i.e., all predicates in simg(book),
and we know that this list does not contain báo ‘newspaper’. On the other hand, book-RED is
a predicate whose extension varies from context to context: it may include things that fall
under báo ‘newspapers’ in some but not all situations:21

(36) Interpretation of RED (final version)

a. P+RED is interpreted as P ∨ P′ ∨ P′′ . . . , where P′, P′′ ⇒ simc(P);
b. P+RED makes P, P′, P′′, . . . relevant.

(37) Interpretation of quyển (final version):
�quyển� = λP : P ⇒ simg(book). λx. x is a singular P.

Note that, given (36) and (37), we predict that RED makes the noun it combines with
incompatible with classifiers. This prediction is borne out, as it is certainly not the case that
book+RED ⇒ simg(book), (38) is a presupposition failure.

(38) *John
John

đang đọc
is reading

một
one

quyển
CLquyen

sách-siếc
book+RED

gì đó
DEMwh

Now, there is an interesting prediction that we make. We have considered the case where
N+RED combines with a classifier. What about the case where RED combines with the
classifier+noun complex, i.e., the case of [CL+N]-RED. The account just proposed actually
predicts that such construction should be acceptable. Let us assume, following several
works on the semantics of classifiers, that the classifier maps a noun’s meaning, which
in languages like Vietnamese would be a cumulative predicate, to an atomic predicate.
Thus, whereas sách denotes a set that contains both singular books and pluralities of books,
quyển sách denotes a set that contains only singular books. This means that quyển sách-RED
would just denote the set containing things that are similar to singular books. This set is
practically just the set of things similar to books. What is different now is that there should
be no presupposition failure due to the selectional requirement of quyển, because what it
combines with is just sách, not sách-RED. This prediction is borne out, as evidenced by the
acceptability of (39).22

(39) Nam
Nam

đang đọc
is reading

quyển sách-quyển siếc
a singular book-RED

gì đó
DEMwh

‘Nam is reading a (singular) book or something like that’

Similarly, (40) is acceptable:

(40) Nam
Nam

đang ăn
is eating

quả cam-quả kiếc
a singular orange-RED

gì đó
DEMwh

‘Nam is eating a (singular) orange or something like that’

Excursus on encapsulation—What I have just said amounts to claiming that grammar is
“blind” to the fact that newspapers are similar to books (in the sense that they are both
reading materials which have pages) or, in the same way, blind to the fact that balloons are
not similar to oranges in the same way that tangerines are. More generally, my description of
similative reduplication in Vietnamese subscribes to the view that grammatical knowledge
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is, to some extent, “encapsulated” from contextual, i.e., encyclopedic, knowledge. This view
has been defended elsewhere (cf. Fox, 2000; Fox & Hackl, 2006; Magri, 2009). However, it is
not clear to what extent it has become consensus in the field, so I will end this section with
a brief illustration of encapsulation, using two examples from the literature.

The first is taken from (Fox & Hackl, 2006). These authors address the puzzle that John
has three children implies John does not have four children, while John has more than three
children does not imply John does not have more than four children.23 Their explanation
is based on the hypothesis that the scale underlying measurement in natural language is
dense, not discreet. This means that, as far as grammar is concerned, counting is carried
out in terms of rational, not natural, numbers, and that the quantity implicatures that are
potentially associated with (41-a) and (42-a) are (41-b) and (42-b), respectively:

(41) a. John has three children.
b. ¬John has n children, for each rational number n greater than 3.

(42) a. John has more than three children.
b. ¬John has more than n children, for each rational number n greater than 3.

A sentence φ is associated with an implicature ψ only if φ ∧ ψ is consistent, i.e., non-
contradictory. Since (41-a) ∧ (41-b) is consistent, (41-a) ends up meaning John has three
but not four children. In contrast, (42-a) ∧ (42-b) is contradictory: if (42-a) is true, then it
must be the case that John has 3 + ε children, which means John has more than 3 + ε/2
children, which means there is a rational number n greater than 3, namely, 3 + ε/2, such
that John has more than n children, which means (42-b) is false. Thus, the implicature
in (42-b) is not associated with the sentence (42-a), and more than three just means more
than three. The claim needed for (Fox & Hackl, 2006)’s account, which is relevant to our
discussion, is this: grammar does not know that one cannot count children with non-natural
numbers. The computation of quantity implicatures, which (Fox & Hackl, 2006) claim takes
place in grammar, is encapsulated from the encyclopedic knowledge that John cannot have
3.5 children.

The second example is taken from Magri (2009), and it has to do with the fact that (43)
is an odd sentence:

(43) #Some Italians come from a warm country.

Magri (2009) attributes the oddness of (43) to the fact that it licenses the quantity implicature
that not all Italians come from a warm country, which (in conjunction with the literal
meaning of the sentence) conflicts with our common knowledge that all Italians come from
the same country. Now, in order for the implicature not all to be associated with some, all has
to be more informative than some, but all is not more informative than some in this case. If
we know, and we do, that all Italians come from the same country, saying that some of them
come from a warm country should convey the same amount of information as saying that
all of them do. This means that for the grammar to associate the implicature not all Italians
come from a warm countrywith the sentence some Italians come from a warm country, it must
not know that all Italians come from the same country. Again, we see that a computation
that is carried out in grammar is blind to contextual knowledge. End of excursus.

5. Open Questions and Conclusions

The discussion above has concerned iec-reduplication of nouns. An anonymous
reviewer points out that the same process can apply to verbs also. The example they
provide is (44):

(44) Giờ này mà còn tắm tiếc gì nữa
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The sentence, spoken by A to B, means something like ‘why would you do something
like washing at this time of day?’.24 The word to pay attention to here is tắm tiếc, which is
the reduplicated form of tắm, which means ‘wash’. My intuition is that tắm tiếc describes
activities that are similar to washing. If this intuition is correct, an extension of the theory I
proposed above that can deal with verbs seems to be in sight. I leave the task of working
out its details for future research.

Another open question is the following puzzle: when there is no ignorance inference,
RED conveys dismissiveness on the part of the speaker:

(45) A: Nam
Nam

làm
do

gì?
what

B: Giáo sư+giáo siếc
professor+RED

gì đó
DEMwh

B’s response to A’s question in (45) suggests that B does not think very highly of professors,
i.e., that she is “dismissive” towards them. The account I gave does not explain this fact.
An issue to ponder here is how much of this interpretation is to be derived from ‘purely
pragmatic’ considerations.25 Again, I leave this problem to future research.

To conclude, I have argued for the following claims about similative reduplication in
Vietnamese: (i) it gives rise to ignorance inferences in the same way disjunctions do; (ii) it
refers to a notion of similarity that is different from the one referred to by classifiers. The
second claim implies that (aspects of) grammatical knowledge can be encapsulated from
encyclopedic knowledge.
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Notes

1 Strings of phonemes will be written between square brackets. I should mention that Vietnamese is a tonal language but I do
not indicate tones in my transcriptions here. In fact, there are other features of Vietnamese phonetics that are not represented
in this note, e.g., the fact that the coda of sách is palatalized. I chose a level of detail that I think is sufficient for the question
under discussion, which pertains to the semantic interpretation of iếc. A note should also be made about the third example in (1),
which is the reduplication of thuyền as thuyền thiếc. I assume that the rime of thuyền is uyền, i.e., [wI@n]. Under this assumption,
the reduplication of thuyền as thuyền thiếc accords with the rule in (2). However, an anonymous reviewer remarks that the rime
of thuyền is actually [I@n], without the [w], and the rule in (2) should capture the claim that sometimes more than the rime is
replaced. While I do not agree with the reviewer’s view on the rime of thuyền, I do agree that if it is just [I@n] then the rule in (2)
has to be made more complicated.

2 For this discussion, I will use the term “morphemes” to mean phonologically realized morphemes.
3 German is not a monosyllabic language. Consequently, there are morphemes in German that are not syllables. Thus, the smallest

linguistic units that are guaranteed to be a sequence of syllables are the words.
4 Strings of graphemes will be written between angled brackets.
5 I will represent a reduplicated word with a plus sign connecting the base and the reduplicant, and I will gloss the reduplicant as

RED.
6 Intuitively, the oddness of C’s correction in (6) is the same as that of B’s in (5) below:

(5) A: John talked to Mary or Sue.
B: That’s not true. He talked to Mary.

We come back to the similarity between iếc-reduplication and disjunction below.
7 An example is bulut-mulut ‘cloud-RED’ (Armoskaite & Kutlu, 2014, p. 271) in Turkish or ketab-metab ‘book-RED’ (Smith, 2020, p. 3)

and chai-mai ‘tea-RED’ (Krifka & Modarresi, 2023, p. 323) in Persian.
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8 I gloss the ‘classifier’ quyển as CL. We will discuss classifiers below.
9 Note that a variant of đó is đấy. Thus, gì đó in the examples here can be exchanged with gì đấy. I thank an anonymous reviewer for

drawing my attention to this fact.
10 I will say that a predicate P is “similar” to another predicate Q to mean that P denotes the set of things that are similar to things

in the set denoted by Q.
11 I assume type flexible ∨, i.e., p ∨ q = 0 if p = q = 0 for any p, q of type t, and f ∨ g = f (x) ∨ g(x) for any f , g of type 〈σ, τ〉 and x

of type σ.
12 The word hoặc means ‘or’.
13 As with ∨, I assume type flexibility for ⇒: p ⇒ q = 0 if p = 1 and q = 0 for any p, q of type t, and f ⇒ g = f (x) ⇒ g(x) for

any f , g of type 〈σ, τ〉 and x of type σ. Note, also, that I use “⇒” to mean asymmetric entailment: P ⇒ Q means that P is strictly
stronger than Q, i.e., that P entails Q but Q does not entail P.

14 Henceforth, I will write “�” to mean ‘licenses the inference that’, as in (12), and I will write “ ��” to mean ‘does not license the
inference that’, as in (14) below.

15 And, also, that she is not certain that John ate a tangerine. I will, henceforth, write “KS(p)” to mean that the speaker S believes
that p (Meyer, 2013), i.e., that p is true in all of S’s epistemically accessible worlds (Hintikka, 1969), i.e., that S is “certain” that p
(A possible world w is epistemically accessible to a person x if x considers w a candidate for the actual world). Consequently,
“¬KS(p)” means that it is not the case that p is true in all of S’s epistemically accessible worlds, i.e., that there are worlds
compatible with what S believes where p is false, i.e., that S is not certain that p.

16 This is, of course, a simplication. Informativity should take the common ground into account: p is more informative than q if
p ∩ c is logically stronger than q ∩ c, where c is the “context set”, i.e., the conjunction of all propositions which the discourse
participants take for granted, i.e., believe to be true and believe each other to believe to be true (Stalnaker, 1978, 2002). For present
purposes, I assume that the common ground does not affect the logical relationship between the propositions involved, i.e., that
p ∩ c ⇒ q ∩ c if p ⇒ q.

17 Note that the phrase does not believe here must be understood in the non-neg-raising reading of believe. In other words, it means
¬KS(p), not KS(¬p).

18 Note that this makes the difference between P and P+RED somewhat similar to the difference between SOME and ANY. See (Crnič,
2019; Kadmon & Landman, 1993; Krifka, 1995; Linebarger, 1980), among others.

19 Trinh’s account is developed based on the theory advanced in Chierchia (1998) regarding the typological divide between “number
marking” and “classifier” languages. For a similar description of Chinese, see (Cheng & Sybesma, 1999).

20 If two books can refer to two members of (27-b), the sentence John bought two books would be true if John bought a, b, and c;
obviously, an unwelcome result.

21 An anonymous reviewer raises the question whether quyển is not just as ‘contextual’ as RED. They point out that one can say một
quyển gì đó in Vietnamese, where the meaning of gì đó is roughly ‘something’, suggesting ignorance of the speaker as to what that
something is, hence leaving it to the ‘context’ to determine exactly what is being referred to. My response has two parts. Firstly,
the meaning gì đó is not ‘contextual’ in the relevant sense: gì đó means ‘something’ in all contexts! The fact that the sentence John
is reading something is true in both a context where he is reading Anna Karenina and in a context where he is reading War and
Peace does not mean the word something varies its meaning between these two contexts. Secondly, một quyển gì đó does imply that
whatever the relevant object is, it is assumed to fall under a predicate that can combine with quyển. In other words, it is either a
book (sách), a magazine (tạp chí), a journal (nhật ký), or even a calendar (lịch), but it is not, say, a letter (thư). To the extent that
these considerations are valid, the reviewer’s extremely interesting observation does not conflict with my proposal but, in fact,
corroborates it.

22 I thank an anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to this fact.
23 If more than three implies not more than four then more than three would mean exactly four, which is equivalent to more than three but

not more than four. This is obviously wrong: John has more than three children certainly does not convey the message that John has
exactly four children.

24 Note that ‘washing’ here means ‘washing oneself’, i.e., bathing or showering. I refrain from word-for-word glossing in this case,
simply because I have no idea how to gloss the arguably functional items mà, còn, gì, and nữa, as they are used in this manner.

25 I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this issue.
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Abstract: This work examines the grammatical properties of lại and nữa in Vietnamese,
both of which can express the repetition of an event. It has been observed that different
syntactic positions of lại result in different readings, as noted in previous studies. When lại
precedes a verb, it may assume either the repetitive reading or restitutive reading. When lại
follows a verb, it can only assume the restitutive reading. Nữa can be used for the repetitive
reading and the incremental reading as well, in the sense that an activity is incremented by
adding subevents measured along some dimension, as discussed by Tovena & Donazzan
(2008). We adopt Stechow’s (1996) structural analysis and the theory of focus semantics
and propose that the preverbal lại is adjoined to vP, which can be focus-associated with an
element within its c-command domain, i.e., vP or VP. This is the origin of the ambiguous
readings of the preverbal lại. The postverbal lại is adjoined to VP, and this is the reason why
it does not yield ambiguous readings. We also propose that nữa is adjoined to vP, along
with the movement of vP to a higher functional projection. This results in the surface final
position of nữa.

Keywords: repetition; repetitive; restitutive; again; Vietnamese

1. Introduction

This work investigates the adverbs of repetition in Vietnamese, lại and nữa, and
proposes syntactic accounts for them. The adverb lại can be used alone or with the particle
nữa to express the meaning of “again” (Nguyễn, 1997), as shown in (1).

(1) Trời lại mưa (nữa) rồi.1

sky again rain more PERF
‘It is raining again.’ (Nguyễn, 1997, p. 147)

The word lại in Vietnamese can be used as a verb meaning “to come”, an adverb, a
modal particle conveying the speaker’s attitude, or a sub-element in a sentence connector
(Thompson, 1987; Nguyễn, 1997; Trần, 2023, and others). See (2a)–(2d).

Languages 2025, 10, 18 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10020018
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(2) a. Em hãy lại d̄ây với anh!
you IMP come here with me
‘Come here to me, please!’ (Trần, 2023, p. 252)

b. Tôi lại yêu anh ấy như ngày nào.
I again love him as day which
‘I fell in love with him again like before.’ (Trần, 2023, p. 255)

c. Vì sao khi con kéo d̄àn, bà
why when I play violin grandma
lại khóc vậy mẹ?
LAI cry such mother
‘Why does grandma cry when I play the violin, mom?’ (Trần, 2023, p. 261)

d. Ngược lại / Trái lại, anh ta rất chăm chỉ.
however however he very hard-working
‘However, he is very hard-working.’ (Trần, 2023, p. 263)

In this work, we focus on the repetitive use of lại. It has been pointed out that different
syntactic positions of lại result in different readings (Thompson, 1987; Nguyễn, 1997; Phan,
2013, etc.); see (3a,b). When the adverb lại precedes a verb, it has a repetitive reading. When
the adverb lại follows a verb, it can only yield a restitutive reading. According to Phan
(2013), in (3a), the entire event of the subject writing a letter is repeated, while, in (3b),
only the result state of the event (i.e., the letter having been written) re-occurs.2,3

(3) a. Ông lại viết thư.
he again write letter
‘He wrote another letter.’ (Phan, 2013, p. 98)

b. Ông viết lại thư.
he write again letter
‘He revised the letter.’ (Phan, 2013, p. 98)

Stechow (1996) postulates a structural analysis for the ambiguous readings of the
adverb wieder, “again”, in German and argues that the ambiguity of wieder arises from
different modifying scopes. Beck and Johnson (2004) further apply this analysis to the
ambiguity of the adverb again in English (see also Beck & Snyder, 2001; Beck, 2006).
Inspired by these analyses, we propose that the preverbal lại in Vietnamese adjoins to vP.
The modifying scope of the preverbal lại can be the entire event or a result state of the
event. This gives rise to the two readings, namely the repetitive and restitutive readings. In
addition, we argue that the postverbal lại adjoins to VP, and it can only modify the result
state of the predicate vP. Therefore, it only yields the restitutive reading. We also show that
syntactic tests support the proposed analyses of the preverbal lại and the postverbal lại.

The word nữa, which occurs after the predicate, expresses the meaning “more, in
addition, also”, as shown in (4). It can also denote the repetition of an event, as in (5).

(4) Ông dùng cơm nữa thôi?
you have rice more SFP
‘Are you going to eat more rice?’ (Thompson, 1987, p. 271)

(5) Hôm nay trời mưa nữa rồi.
today sky rain more PERF
‘It is raining again today.’

We propose that nữa adjoins to vP, and, furthermore, it triggers the merger of a FocusP
on the phrase structure, to which vP moves. This results in the predicate-final position
of nữa.
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This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents a review (Stechow, 1996).
Section 3 examines the preverbal lại and the postverbal lại. Section 4 discusses nữa and its
syntactic position. Section 5 outlines our proposal. Section 6 contains the summary.

2. The Structural Analysis of the Repetitive/Restitutive Ambiguity

Stechow (1995) points out that wieder, “again”, in German, exhibits semantic ambiguity,
as shown in (6). The adverb wieder, “again”, may assume the repetitive reading (the reading
in (6a)) or the restitutive reading (the reading in (6b)).4 In (6a), the whole event “Randi had
caught Bockhirsch” is repeated. In (6b), the result state of the event, “Bockhirsch is in the
state of being a prisoner,” is repeated.5

(6) Randi den Bockhirsch wieder fing. (Stechow, 1996, pp. 94–95)
Randi Bockhirsch again caught
a. ‘Randi had caught Bockhirsch before, and she caught him again.’
b. ‘Bockhirsch had been a prisoner before, and Randi caused him to be a
prisoner again.’

This repetitive/restitutive ambiguity is also observed in English. See (7). When the
whole agentive event “Sally opened the door” is repeated, a repetitive reading is obtained.
When the state of the door’s being open is repeated, the restitutive reading results instead.
In other words, if the repetition includes the agent of the action, the repetitive reading
is yielded.

(7) Sally opened the door again. (Beck & Johnson, 2004, p. 106)
a. ‘Sally opened the door, and that had happened before.’ (repetitive)
b. ‘Sally opened the door, and the door had been open before.’ (restitutive)

Adopting the theory of Voice projection by Kratzer (1994), Stechow (1995, 1996)
postulates a structural analysis for the ambiguity of wieder, “again”, as shown in (8)
(from Stechow, 1996, p. 97).

(8)

There are two possible positions for wieder in the D-structure of the sentence in (6).
When wieder is generated in a higher position, it scopes over the VoiceP, resulting in a
repetitive reading. When it is in a lower position, it only scopes over the main predicate
(XP here), resulting in a restitutive reading.
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Words corresponding to wieder in other languages are also claimed to exhibit such se-
mantic ambiguity. Some authors (Beck & Johnson, 2004; Beck, 2005) apply Stechow’s (1996)
theory to again in English for its ambiguous readings in the double-object construction.

3. The Syntactic Position of the Adverb lại
In this section, we discuss the syntactic structures of the preverbal lại and the postver-

bal lại and how their syntactic positions are correlated with their potential readings.

3.1. The Preverbal lại

To begin with, we examine the syntactic position of the preverbal lại. The strategy that
we use consists of comparing the syntactic occurrence of lại with different types of elements
of different syntactic positions in the same sentence, thereby determining the structural
position of the element lại.

First, the evaluative adverb quả nhiên, “indeed”, and the epistemic adverb có lẽ, “pos-
sibly”, must precede the preverbal lại.6 Evaluative and epistemic adverbs are usually
assumed to be CP-level adverbials (see Cinque, 1999; Giorgi, 2010).

(9) a. Ông quả nhiên lại viết thư.
he indeed again write letter
‘He indeed wrote another letter again.’

b. *Ông lại quả nhiên viết thư.
he again indeed write letter

(10) a. Ông có lẽ lại viết thư.
he possibly again write letter
‘He possibly wrote another letter.’

b. *Ông lại có lẽ viết thư.
he again possibly write letter

Second, the preverbal lại must precede the subject-oriented adverb vô tình, “uninten-
tionally”, and the vP-level adverb bình tĩnh, “calmly”, as shown in (11) and (12). Presumably,
these adverbials are adjoined to vP.

(11) a. Nam lại vô tình làm vỡ chiếc bình.
Nam again unintentionally break CL vase
‘Nam unintentionally broke the vase again.’

b. *Nam vô tình lại làm vỡ chiếc bình.
Nam unintentionally again break CL vase

(12) a. Nam lại bình tĩnh trả lời câu hỏi.
Nam again calmly answer question
‘Nam calmly answered the question again.’

b. *Nam bình tĩnh lại trả lời câu hỏi.
Nam calmly again answer question

Third, the preverbal lại must precede the vP-level aspectual adverb liên tục, “contin-
ually” (Cinque, 1999), but it follows the generic-modal adverb thông thường, “normally”,
which presumably is a TP-level adverb.
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(13) a. Gần d̄ây Nam lại liên tục mắng Hoa.
recently Nam again continually scold Hoa
‘Nam has been scolding Hoa continuously recently.’

b. *Gần d̄ây Nam liên tục lại mắng Hoa.
recently Nam continually again scold Hoa

(14) a. Nam thông thường lại d̄ến phòng tập
Nam normally again come room do
thể dục vào buổi chiều.
exercise in afternoon
‘He normally goes to the gym again in the afternoon.’

b. *Nam lại thông thường d̄ến phòng tập
Nam again normally come room do
thể dục vào buổi chiều.
exercise in afternoon

Fourth, the preverbal laị must precede the passive maker bị, which, according to
(Bruening & Tran, 2015), is the head of a predicate, equivalent to v in most current syntactic
analyses.

(15) a. Nam lại bị Hoa d̄ánh.
Nam again PASS Hoa hit
‘Nam was beaten by Hoa again.’

b. *Nam bị lại Hoa d̄ánh.
Nam PASS again Hoa hit

Fifth, the preverbal lại can take a dynamic or a stative predicate, but it requires the
perfect aspect marker rồi when it occurs with a stative predicate.7 This phenomenon is
similar to the adverb you, “again”, in Mandarin. Lin and Liu (2009) observe that the adverb
you, “again”, in Mandarin requires the presence of the perfect aspect marker le when the
main verb is stative. It appears that the same requirement is effective for the Vietnamese
adverb lại as well. Compare the examples in (16) and (17).

(16) a. Nam lại hôn Hoa. [dynamic]
Nam again kiss Hoa
‘Nam kissed Hoa again.’

b. Nam lại d̄ánh Hoa. [dynamic]
Nam again hit Hoa
‘Nam hit Hoa again.’

(17) a. Nam lại thích Hoa *(rồi). [stative]
Nam again like Hoa PERF
‘Nam likes Hoa again.’

b. Nam lại béo *(rồi). [stative]
Nam again fat PERF
‘Nam gets fat again.’

To summarize, the hierarchical distribution of the adverbials discussed so far is shown
in (18). Based on this observation, we propose that lại adjoins to vP as its outer-most layer.

(18)
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3.2. The Postverbal lại

In this subsection, we turn to the grammatical properties of the postverbal lại. Remem-
ber that the postverbal lại only yields a restitutive reading. First, the postverbal lại is only
compatible with dynamic predicates, as shown in (19). Ungrammaticality results when it
co-occurs with a stative predicate, regardless of whether the perfect marker rồi occurs or
not, as shown in (20).

(19) a. Nam sơn lại nhà. [dynamic]
Nam paint again house
‘Nam repainted the house.’

b. Nam làm lại một cái bánh. [dynamic]
Nam do again one CL cake
‘Nam made another cake.’

(20) a. *Nam thích lại Hoa (rồi). [stative]
Nam like again Hoa PERF
Intended reading: ‘Nam likes Hoa again.’

b. *Nam quên lại chuyện này (rồi). [stative]
Nam forget again story this PERF
Intended reading: ‘Nam forgot this story again.’

Second, the postverbal lại cannot occur after the object, as in (21b). It must precede the
object, as in (21a).

(21) a. Ông viết lại thư.
he write again letter
‘He revised the letter.’

b. *Ông viết thư lại.
he write letter again

Third, the postverbal lại must precede the postverbal manner adverb từ từ, “slowly”.
The reverse order is ungrammatical.

(22) a. Làm lại từ từ!
do again slowly
‘Do it slowly again!’

b. *Làm từ từ lại!
do slowly again

Fourth, the postverbal lại must precede the completive particle xông, “finish”.
Phan (2013) argues that xông takes the “base predicate” (roughly equivalent to VP) as
the complement.

(23) a. Nam vừa sơn lại xông nhà.
Nam just paint again finish house
‘Nam has just finished the repainting of the house.’

b. *Nam vừa sơn xông lại nhà.
Nam just paint finish again house

Fifth, the postverbal lại must precede the dynamic modal d̄ược, “be able to”, as shown
in (24). Ungrammaticality results if lại follows the postverbal modal d̄ược.

(24) a. Nam viết lại d̄ược lá thư.
Nam write again be able to CL letter
‘Nam was able to revise the letter.’

b. *Nam viết d̄ược lại lá thư
Nam write be able to again CL letter
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Sixth, the postverbal lại can co-occur with the preverbal lại, as shown in (25).

(25) Ông lại viết lại thư.
he again write again letter
‘He revised the letter again.’

To summarize, the hierarchical distribution of the postverbal lại is shown in (26).
The postverbal lại must precede postverbal manner adverbs, the completive marker, the
dynamic modal, and the object in a linear order.

(26)

4. The Adverb nữa and Its Syntactic Position

In this section, we discuss the grammatical properties of the adverb nữa, “more, in
addition, also” in Vietnamese. Before delving into the discussion of nữa, let us introduce the
concept of “incremental reading” first. Tovena and Donazzan (2008, p. 91) point out that
the repetitive adverb ancora in Italian can give rise to an incremental reading, which means
that an activity is incremented by adding subevents measured along a specific dimension.
See (27).

(27) a. Maria sta ancora leggendo.
‘Maria is still reading.’

b. Maria sta leggendo ancora un libro.
‘Maria is reading one more book.’

The word ancora in (27a) denotes a meaning comparable to “still,” and the one in (27b)
denotes a meaning similar to “more.” The incremental interpretation can be thought of
either as a repetition of events or as a continuation of an activity by adding more object
units. The adverb nữa in Vietnamese is quite similar to ancora, as it yields an incremental
reading, shown in (28) and (29).

(28) Hôm nay trời mưa nữa rồi.
today sky rain more PERF
‘It is raining again today.’

(29) Nam có thể ăn một bát cơm nữa.
Nam can eat one bowl rice more
‘Nam can eat one more bowl of rice.’

Now, we turn to the syntactic position of nữa. First, similar to the preverbal lại, the
adverb nữa can occur with a stative or dynamic predicate; see (30) and (31). When it occurs
with a stative predicate, the perfect aspect particle rồi is required, as shown in (31).
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(30) a. Nam hôn Hoa nữa. [dynamic]
Nam kiss Hoa more
‘Nam kissed Hoa again.’

b. Nam d̄ánh Hoa nữa. [dynamic]
Nam hit Hoa more
‘Nam hit Hoa again.’

(31) a. Nam thích Hoa nữa *(rồi). [stative]
Nam like Hoa more PERF
‘Nam likes Hoa again.’

b. Nam lại béo nữa *(rồi). [stative]
Nam again fat more PERF
‘He gets fat again.’

Second, nữa must follow postverbal manner adverbs, such as, for instance, từ từ,
“slowly”, in (32). The reverse order is ungrammatical.

(32) a. Nam ăn từ từ nữa.
Nam eat slowly more
‘Nam ate slowly too.’

b. *Nam nữa ăn từ từ.
Nam eat more slowly

Third, nữa must follow the completive marker xông, “finish”, as shown in (33).

(33) a. Nam (còn) ăn bánh mì xông nữa.
Nam even eat bread finish more
‘Nam even finished the bread.’

b. *Nam (còn) ăn bánh mì nữa xông.
Nam even eat bread more finish

Fourth, nữa must precede the perfect aspect marker rồi. See (34). When the perfect
aspect marker precedes nữa, the sentence is ungrammatical.

(34) a. Hôm nay trời mưa nữa rồi.
today sky rain more PERF
‘It is raining again today.’

b.
*Hôm
nay

trời mưa rồi nữa.

today sky rain PERF more

Fifth, nữa cannot scope over the epistemic modal adverb chắc chắn, “surely”. For the
sentence in (35), only reading 1 is possible, where nữa is within the scope of chắc chắn,
“surely”. In reading 2, nữa is intended to scope over the epistemic modal adverb chắc chắn.
This reading is not available.

(35) Nam chắc chắn ăn cơm nữa.
Nam surely eat rice more
1. ‘Nam surely ate rice again.’
2. *‘Again, Nam surely ate rice.’

Sixth, nữa cannot scope over the negator không, “not”, as shown in (36). In this
sentence, the negator scopes over the particle nữa in readings 1 and 2, and both readings are
acceptable. In reading 3, the negator is intended to fall within the scope of nữa. However,
this reading is unacceptable.
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(36) Nam sẽ không d̄i Mỹ nữa.
Nam will NEG go America more
1. ‘Nam doesn’t have any intention to go to the US now.’ (“will” > NEG > nữa)
2. ‘Nam will not go to the US anymore.’ (NEG > “will” > nữa)
3. *‘Nam again doesn’t have any intention to go to the US.’
(*nữa >NEG/“will”)

Seventh, nữa can scope over the quantificational subject of a sentence, as shown in
(37). When the quantificational subject không ai, “nobody”, in (37) scopes over the particle
nữa, reading 1 is obtained. When the particle nữa scopes over the quantificational subject,
reading 2 is obtained. Both readings are acceptable.

(37) Không ai d̄ến nữa.
NEG who come more
1. ‘Nobody came again.’ (NP > nữa)
2. ‘Again, nobody came.’ (nữa > NP)

Eighth, nữa can co-occur with the preverbal lai and the postverbal lai. When these three
adverbial elements appear in the same sentence, as in (38), the sentence is fully grammatical.

(38) Nam lại sơn lại nhà nữa.
Nam again paint again house more
‘Nam repainted the house again. (He also repainted other stuff)’

In summary, the following two sets of properties are observed with nữa. See (39) and
(40). In linear order, the particle nữa must follow the postverbal manner adverb từ từ,
“slowly”, and the completive marker xông, “finish”, and precede the perfect aspect marker
rồi. Regarding the scope property of nữa, it must fall within the scope of the epistemic
modal adverb chắc chắn, “surely”, and the negator không, “not”. In addition, nữa may scope
over the quantificational subject of a sentence.

(39) Linear order

(40) Scope
a. chắc chắn, “surely” > nữa
b. không, “not” > nữa
c. Quantificational subject > nữa

nữa > Quantificational subject

5. The Proposal

Inspired by the structural analysis of Stechow (1996), we propose an analysis for the
preverbal lại, the postverbal lại, and nữa that is partially structural and partially focus-
semantic (see Beck, 2006; Ippolito, 2007; and Csirmaz & Slade, 2020, for more focus-based
accounts of repetitive adverbs). We agree with Stechow’s proposal that the different read-
ings of a repetitive adverb result from its syntactic position, rather than lexical ambiguity
(see Dowty, 1979; and Fabricius-Hansen, 1983, among others). However, the approach we
adopt is more flexible, since syntactic adjacency does not completely determine the reading
of the adverb in question (for details, see below). We argue that the repetitive adverb can
target an element within its c-commanding domain and not only the constituent to which
it is directly adjoined.
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First, based on our observation of the preverbal lại (summarized in (18)), we propose
that the preverbal lại adjoins to vP. Semantically, as a focus particle, it can be associated
with the entire event, namely vP, or only with the result state of the event, namely VP. This
results in two possible readings, i.e., the repetitive reading and the restitutive reading. See
the example in (41) and its syntactic structure in (42). Note that, in Stechow’s theory, wieder
(and also the English adverb again; see Beck & Johnson, 2004) can only modify the syntactic
domain to which it is directly adjoined. However, in the case of Vietnamese (and Mandarin,
too; see Lin & Liu, 2009), non-adjacent focalization is possible. In other words, when lại is
adjoined to vP, focalization of the complement of vP, namely VP, is possible in Vietnamese
(and Mandarin). This state of affairs is actually a normal case rather than an exception.
An example is the focus adverb only in English. In the English sentence “John only bought
books”, only may focalize the verb bought or the object NP books. For example, we can have
the following two contrasts in mind: “John only bought books and did not buy other things”, in
which case books is focus-marked; or alternatively, “John only bought books and did not borrow
them”, in which case the verb bought is focus-marked. Having the English adverb only as a
paradigm example, we claim that the preverbal lại in Vietnamese is such a focus particle. It
can focalize a constituent that is within its c-command domain, immediately adjacent to it
or otherwise. We assume that the focalization function of the preverbal lại is carried out by
the probe–goal relation of current syntactic theory, which does not require adjacency.

(41) Ông lại làm một cái bánh.
he again make one CL cake
‘He made a cake again.’ (repetitive or restitutive)

(42) Preverbal lại (circled areas = possible focus targets)

The proposed analysis explains the position of lại when it co-occurs with other ele-
ments, as shown in (16) and repeated in (43).
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(43)

The analysis in (42) can account for the structural properties of the preverbal lại shown
in (43). If the preverbal lại adjoins to vP, it will necessarily be lower than CP-level adverbs
and TP-level adverbs, such as quả nhiên, “indeed”, có lẽ, “probably”, and thông thường,
“normally”. In addition, since it is on vP and thus precedes the head v, it naturally precedes
the passive maker bị, which is assumed to be the head of a predicate (equivalent to v)
(see Bruening & Tran, 2015). And, since we assume that the preverbal lại adjoins to the
outer-most layer of vP, it is higher than and, hence, precedes the vP-level adverbs vô tình,
“unintentionally” (vP), and liên tục, “continually” (vP).

We also noted that the preverbal lại may occur with dynamic and stative predicates,
but the perfect aspect marker rồi is required when it occurs with a stative predicate, as in
(16) and (17), repeated below.

(44) a. Nam lại hôn Hoa. [dynamic]
Nam again kiss Hoa
‘Nam kissed Hoa again.’

b. Nam lại d̄ánh Hoa. [dynamic]
Nam again hit Hoa
‘Nam hit Hoa again.’

(45) a. Nam lại thích Hoa *(rồi). [stative]
Nam again like Hoa PERF
‘Nam likes Hoa again.’

b. Nam lại béo *(rồi). [stative]
Nam again fat PERF
‘Nam gets fat again.’

This phenomenon is similar to the adverb you, “again”, in Mandarin. When you,
“again”, occurs with a stative predicate, it also needs the presence of the perfect aspect
marker le. Lin and Liu (2009, p. 1188) argue that, when you, “again”, adjoins to a static
predicate, it turns the predicate into a dynamic one, namely a change-of-state predicate.
We propose that the preverbal lại exhibits the same function. When it occurs with a static
predicate, it turns the predicate dynamic. The presence of the perfect aspect marker rồi is
therefore required to indicate that the predicate is now a dynamic one.8

As to the postverbal lại, we propose that it adjoins to the lexical VP as its outer-
most layer. See (46) and (47) as a demonstration. In sentence (46), the verb làm, “make”,
raises to the head of vP, resulting in the postverbal position of lại. Since the postverbal lại
only c-commands the VP, its focus domain is limited to the result state of the predicate.
Consequently, only the restitutive reading is available for the postverbal lai. This analysis
is also compatible with Phan’s (2013) proposal, which posits a projection lower than the vP
which denotes the result state of the asserted event, ResultativeP. For simplicity, we use the
term VP here.

(46) Ông làm lại một cái bánh.
he make again one CL cake
‘He made a cake again.’ (only restitutive)
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(47) Postverbal lại (circled area: possible focus target)

This analysis accounts for the structural properties of the postverbal lại shown in (24),
repeated as in (48).

(48)

First, if the postverbal lại adjoins to VP, it should precede the object. This ac-
counts for the fact that the postverbal lại must precede the object in a sentence. Sec-
ond, if the postverbal lại adjoins to VP as its outer-most layer, other VP-level elements
should be lower than it. This explains the fact that the postverbal lại precedes the
postverbal VP-level manner adverb từ từ, “slowly.” It also explains the fact that lại pre-
cedes the completive particle xông, “finish”, and the dynamic modal d̄ược, “be able
to.” Phan (2013) proposes that the particle xông and the modal d̄ược are heads of the
projection CompletiveP and ResultativeP, respectively, both of which occur between a
higher VP (roughly equivalent to vP) and a lower VP of a sentence. In our frame-
work, the postverbal lại is the outer-most layer of the (generalized) VP; thus, it must
be higher than these two elements and precede them. We take xông as an illustration.9

(49) Nam vừa [sơn lại xông nhà].
Nam just paint again finish house
‘Nam just finished the house painting.’
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(50) Co-occurrence of the postverbal lại with the other postverbal element

 

In Section 3.2, we observed that the postverbal lại can only be used with a dynamic
predicate; it cannot be used with a stative predicate, not even with the perfect aspect marker
rồi. See (19) and (20) above. This can be explained by the proposal that the postverbal lại
adjoins to the projection denoting the result state of a verbal predicate, namely VP. Only a
dynamic verbal predicate has a result state. Furthermore, we may assume that the result
state that lại modifies must be the result of an agentive action. Since rồi only introduces a
change-of-state meaning to a stative predicate and no agency is brought in, the addition of
rồi cannot save the sentence from ungrammaticality. A piece of evidence for this proposal is
that sentences (17a,b), where the presence of rồi makes a stative sentence with the preverbal
lại grammatical, can only have the repetitive reading. They do not have the restitutive
reading. The lack of an acceptable restitutive reading for (17a,b) clearly originates from the
fact that stative predicates do not yield a result state, even when they become dynamic by
the function of rồi.

Lastly, we turn to the particle nữa, which occurs in the predicate-final position. The
particle nữa, in its lexical–semantic nature, is an additive particle that yields an incremental
reading. The structural properties of nữa are shown in (39) and (40), now repeated in (51)
and (52).

(51) Linear order

(52) Scope
a. chắc chắn, “surely” > nữa
b. không, “not” > nữa
c. Quantificational subject > nữa

nữa > Quantificational subject
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We propose that nữa adjoins to vP. We further propose that nữa triggers movement
of the vP to a higher functional projection, Spec, FocP, resulting in its being stranded
behind the predicate.10 Following the analysis of light predicate raising of Simpson (2001),
we assume that the motivation for such movement is to defocus the constituent in ques-
tion. Examples of such movement include the sentence-final particle kong, “to speak”, in
Taiwanese (Simpson & Wu, 2002) and the sentence-final deontic modal in Cantonese and a
number of Southeast Asian languages (Simpson, 2001). Let us use the sentence in (30a) as a
demonstration, repeated as (53), with (54) as its structural analysis.

(53) Nam hôn Hoa nữa.
Nam kiss Hoa more
‘Nam kissed Hoa again.’

(54)

This analysis can account for the structural properties of nữa shown in (51) and (52).
First, if nữa adjoins to vP, VP-level or VP-internal elements such as từ từ, “slowly”, and
xông, “finish”, should precede it because the whole VP moves to Spec, FocP, and becomes
higher than vP. Second, nữa precedes rồi because rồi is the head of the projection AspP,
which we assume triggers the raising of its complement (FocP in this case) to its specifier.
See (55) and (56) for illustration.

(55) Trời mưa nữa rồi.
sky rain more PERF
‘It is raining again.’
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(56)

Third, if the particle nữa adjoins to vP, it cannot scope over TP-level elements such as
the epistemic modal adverb chắc chắn, “surely”, and the negator không, “not”. In addition, as
nữa adjoins to vP, it should fall within the scope of a subject quantifier. So, the scope relation
“quantificational subject > nữa” in (52c) is obtained. On the other hand, a quantificational
subject may undergo quantifier lowering (May, 1985) and assumes its scope position in
Spec, vP. In that position, it falls within the scope of nữa since nữa adjoins to vP. In this way,
the scope relation “nữa > quantificational subject” is obtained.

Fourth, our proposal can also account for the co-occurrence of nữa with the preverbal
lại and the postverbal lại, as shown in (57) and (58). Sentence (38) is repeated in (57).

(57) Nam lại sơn lại nhà nữa.
Nam again paint again house more
‘Nam repainted the house again. (He also repainted other stuff)’
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(58)

6. Conclusions

Inspired by previous works (Stechow, 1996; Beck & Johnson, 2004), we propose that
the ambiguity of lại in Vietnamese results from its adjunction to vP and VP. Additionally,
the adverb nữa in Vietnamese adjoins to vP and yields an incremental reading. It also
triggers vP movement to Spec, FocP, resulting in its predicate-final position.
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Notes

1 The abbreviations used in the glosses are as follows: PERF = perfect aspect marker; IMP = imperative particle; CL = classifier;
PASS = passive marker; and NEG = negator.

2 A reviewer questions that the definiteness of the objects in (3a,b) is not consistent: one is indefinite, and the other is definite. The
examples are from (Phan, 2013). However, a bare noun in Vietnamese can be definite or indefinite (Phan & Chierchia, 2022). Thus,
we can replace the objects in (3a,b) with a numeral to make them both indefinite. The semantics remain the same.

(i) a. Ông lại viết một lá thư.
he again write one CL letter
‘He wrote a letter again.’

b. Ông viết lại một lá thư.
he write again one CL letter
‘He wrote a letter again.’

3 For resultative verbs such as “catch” or “open”, the restitutive reading does not need to involve the same agent (or it does not
need an agent at all). But, for verbs like “write”, it is difficult to imagine a restitutive reading such that different agents are
involved in the “written-state” of a same letter. This is why the restitutive reading of (3b) yields a “revisiting” or “rewriting”
meaning. We thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing this issue to our attention.

4 Stechow (1996) does not provide translations for these two readings. The English translations for the two readings of this German
sentence are taken from Stechow’s (1996, pp. 94–95) discussion of this sentence.

5 Please note that the example sentence in (6) follows a dependent-clause word order (S-O-V), rather than the standard independent-
clause word order (S-V-O) in German.

6 Phan (2024) also argues that the adverb có lẽ, “possibly”, in Vietnamese adjoins to ModPEpi, which is within the CP layer.
7 Following (Cao, 2003; Trinh, 2005), we assume that the sentence-final particle rồi is a perfect aspect marker.
8 When the perfect marker rồi is present, a stative sentence becomes dynamic, as shown in (i).

(i) a. Nam thích Hoa.
Nam like Hoa
‘Nam likes Hoa.’

b. Nam thích Hoa rồi.
Nam like Hoa PERF
‘Nam comes to like Hoa.’

9 We will not delve into questions about how CompletiveP and ResultativeP would be represented in our framework. One pos-
sibility, though, is to assume, with Phan (2013), that CompletiveP and ResultativeP occur in the phrase structure, and that
the postverbal lại adjoins to them rather than to VP when they occur (assuming that VP is a complement of CompletiveP or
ResultativeP). We leave the relevant questions aside.

10 The movement of the vP that nữa modifies, without nữa itself, could pose a problem in the Government-Binding (GB) theory,
because, in the GB theory, only a maximal projection can move. However, we assume that, in the theory of Bare Phrase
Structure (Chomsky, 1995), which does not formally distinguish maximal and non-maximal projections, this issue does not pose
a serious problem.
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Abstract: This paper has four primary objectives. First, we examine two Vietnamese
constructions—the locative and existential constructions—in which a locative phrase ap-
pears clause-initially, preceding a verb-DP sequence. We demonstrate that, in the locative
construction, the locative phrase is an argument of the locative verb, whereas, in the exis-
tential construction, it functions as a locative adjunct. Second, we show that this locative
adjunct in the existential construction can undergo optional topicalization to the left pe-
riphery. More crucially, we argue that the fronting of the locative argument in the locative
construction is neither Ā-topicalization to the left periphery nor A-movement targeting
Spec,TP, supporting the featural approach to the A/Ā distinction. Third, by comparing the
expletive nó with the fronting locative argument in the locative construction, we contend
that both compete for the same specifier position of a hybrid A/Ā projection in the high TP
domain. Fourth, to detail the movement of the locative argument in the locative construc-
tion, we posit a composite probe [D, δ] on the head of the A/ĀP to selectively move the
locative argument to Spec,A/ĀP over the structurally higher theme DP.

Keywords: locative inversion; A/ĀP; composite probe; Vietnamese

1. Introduction

Locative phrases in Vietnamese are sometimes found sentence-initially preceding a
verb-DP sequence, as exemplified by trên bàn ‘on the table’ in (1) and (2). The minimal
difference between (1) and (2) lies in the choice of the main predicates: (1) contains a
predicate of posture nằm ‘lie’, while (2) features an existential predicate có (lit. ‘have; exist’).
For expository convenience, we refer to the former as locative constructions (LC) and the
latter as existential constructions (EC).1

(1) Trên bàn nằm một chồng sách (LC)
on table lie a pile book
‘On the table lies a pile of books.’

(2) Trên bàn có một chồng sách (EC)
on table exist a pile book
‘On the table there exists a pile of books.”

In this paper, we argue that the derivations of the sentence-initial locative phrases in
(1) and (2) do not fall under a uniform analysis. In particular, we propose that the locative
phrase in LC is a locative argument that raises to a hybrid A/Ā functional projection
in the high TP-domain extensively studied in Bošković (2024a), while that in EC is a
locative adjunct.

Languages 2025, 10, 50 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10030050
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The structure of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 examines the fundamental
properties of LC and EC, focusing on the verb types and their syntactic relations with the
locative phrases. We will see that the locative phrase in LC is an argument of the locative
verb, while that in EC is a locative adjunct. Section 3 addresses the syntactic position(s) of
the locative phrases in LC and EC. We show that the locative adjunct in EC may undergo
optional topicalization to the left periphery. More importantly, we argue the fronting of the
locative argument in LC is neither Ā-topicalization to the left periphery nor an A-movement
targeting Spec,TP, under the traditional positional approach to A/Ā-distinction (Chomsky,
1981, p. 47; 1995, 2007, 2008; Mahajan, 1990; Déprez, 1989; Miyagawa, 2010, 2017). The
goal of Section 4 is two-fold. First, based on the findings in Section 3, we show that the
locative argument in LC competes with the expletive nó for the same specifier position of
a hybrid A/Ā-projection in the high TP-domain (Bošković, 2024a). Second, we detail the
derivational mechanics of the movement to this A/Ā-projection based on the composite
probing mechanism in Coon and Bale (2014) and Van Urk (2015). Section 5 explores
the theoretical implications of our analysis, including the Merge over Move principle
(Chomsky, 1995) and Ā-opacity (Rezac, 2003). Section 6 concludes this paper.

2. Verb Classes and the EC/LC Distinction

An LC is typically composed of posture verbs (such as nằm ‘lie’, ngồi ‘sit’, and d̄ứng
‘stand’), verbs of placement (such as d̄ặt ‘place’, d̄ể ‘put, place’, and treo ‘hang’) and dwell
verbs (such as ở and sống ‘dwell’) as exemplified by (3).

(3) Trên bàn nằm/ d̄ể một chồng sách.
on table lie put a pile book
‘On the table lies / is put a pile of books.’

These verbs must be used in their stative sense in LC, not their change-of-state sense,
exhibiting “informational lightness” in the sense of Birner (1992). This property explains
why LC is sometimes found accompanied by manner adverbs such as lăn lóc ‘in a dis-
ordered/scattered manner’ and lủng lẳng ‘in a dangling manner’ as in (4a) and (4b),
respectively. These manner adverbs are incompatible with the dynamic/change-of-state
interpretation of these verbs.2

(4) a. Trên mặt bàn nằm lăn lóc mấy vỏ chai bia 33.3

on surface table lie disorderly several shell bottle beer 33
‘On the table lie several empty “33” beer bottles in a disorderly manner.’

b. Dọc theo lan can d̄ò treo lủng lẳng một số áo phao.4

along railing boat hang danglingly some life.jacket
‘Along the railing of the boat hang several life jackets in a danglingly manner.’

Collectively referred to as locative verbs here, the verbs forming LC are intrinsically
tied to a location, necessitating subcategorization for a locative phrase. The subcategoriza-
tion requirement of the locative verbs can be jointly evidenced by the obligatory occurrence
of the locative phrase in (5) and (6). First, (5) shows that an LC is grammatical only with
the overt realization of the locative phrase. Next, although (6) indicates that the locative
phrase can stay in situ within the VP hosting the locative verb when the theme DP moves
to Spec,TP, its presence within VP is mandatory.

(5) The clause-initial locative phrase is obligatory in LC:
*(Trên bàn) nằm một chồng sách.
on table lie a pile book
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(6) The locative phrase is a core argument of the locative verb:
Một chồng sách nằm *(trên bàn.)
a pile book lie on table
‘A pile of books lies *(on the table).’

On the other hand, an EC typically goes with verbs of existence, which denote general
existence and duration, such as có ‘exist’ and còn ‘remain’ as in (7).5 In principle, (7) allows
two interpretations: it can be interpreted as a generic statement asserting the presence
of water in general or as a contextualized statement asserting the presence of water in
the specific speech context. Importantly, an EC remains grammatical without the overt
presence of a clause-initial locative phrase, in contrast to (5). In addition, an EC allows both
the theme DP and the locative phrase to appear post-verbally, as in (8). See the contrast
between (8a) and its corresponding LC in (9).

(7) The locative phrase is optional in EC:
Có/ còn nước.
exist remain water
‘There is/ remains water.’

(8) EC allows a post-verbal locative phrase:
a. Có một chồng sách trên bàn.

exist a pile book on table
‘There is a pile of books on the table.’

b. Xuất hiện băng tuyết tại huyện Bình Liêu, Quảng Ninh.6

appear ice snow at district B.L. Q.N.
‘There appeared frost snow in Binh Lieu District of Quang Ninh Province.’

(9) *Nằm một chồng sách trên bàn.
lie a pile book on table
Intended: ‘There lied a pile of books on the table.’

In view of the contrast between LC and EC with respect to the requirement of an overt
locative phrase, we assume that the locative phrase is a core argument of the locative verb
in LC (cf. Bresnan, 1994), while that in EC is a locative adjunct. Thus, we argue that the
locative argument in LC is not base-generated in the clause-initial position as in (1). Rather,
it is base-generated within VP as in (10). The derivation starting from the base structure in
(10) may be followed by moving either the locative argument or the theme DP, resulting in
(1) and (6), respectively.7,8

(10) The base structure of LC:
[CP . . .. . . [vP v [VP DP V LP ]]]

An alternative hypothesis assumes that the locative argument is base-generated at
a position structurally higher than the theme DP in LC. This alternative poses a theoret-
ical problem with respect to Baker’s (1997) Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis
(UTAH): the locative phrase bears the oblique theta-role of Location, which should be lower
than the Theme argument according to the UTAH’s hierarchy in (11) (cf. Wu, 2008).

(11) Agent > Theme > Goal > Obliques (manner, location, time)

We offer two more arguments for our proposal in (10) regarding the subcategorization
requirement of the locative verbs forming LC. The first argument is related to the selectional
restrictions of locative verbs in LC. If the locative phrase is an argument of the locative verb
in LC, there should be a c-selection restriction on the kind of locative information that is
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permitted in LC. This prediction is borne out, as only locative phrases denoting a specified
location via the use of a localizer are felicitous, while more general locations without a
localizer are odd in LC, as in (12b). The contrast in (12) suggests that the locative verb in LC
imposes a c-selection requirement on its locative argument. We assume that the c-selection
requirement in (12) follows from the argument status of the locative phrase in LC.

(12) The localizer is necessary in LC:
a. Trong công viên ngồi một cụ già.

in park sit one old.person
‘In the park sits an old person.’

b. ??/*Công viên ngồi một cụ già.
park sit one old.person
Intended: ‘At the park sits an old person.’

By contrast, the locative information in EC can but does not need to be realized by a
locative phrase, as shown in (13). Consequently, EC can express either a specified location
as in (13a) or a general location in (13b) (which can be contextually determined).

(13) The localizer is optional in EC:
a. Trong công viên có / xuất hiện một cụ già.

in park exist appear one old.person
‘In the park there is/ appears an old person.’

b. Công viên có / xuất hiện một cụ già.
park exist appear one old.person
‘At the park there is/ appears an old person.’

The second argument concerns the insertion of temporal adverbials or tense/aspectual
markers in EC/LC. Specifically, note that although the locative phrase is optional in EC
in (7), EC is most natural with some sort of overt temporal/locative anchoring.9 In the
absence of a locative phrase, the anchoring of EC can be achieved via temporal adverbials
or tense/aspectual markers, as in (14) and (15), respectively.

(14) Anchoring of EC via temporal adverb(ial)s:
a. Sáng nay xuất hiện một bệnh nhân.

morning this appear one patient
‘There appeared a patient this morning.’

b. Hôm qua rơi nhiềutuyết.
yesterday fall a.lot snow
‘Yesterday fell a lot of snow.’

(15) Anchoring of EC via tense/aspectual markers:
a. Vừa d̄ến một bệnh nhân.

just arrive one patient
‘A patient just arrived.’

b. Ðang tan nhiều tuyết.
PROG melt a.lot snow
‘A lot of snow is melting.’

However, temporal adverb(ial)s and tense/aspectual markers cannot salvage an LC
without a locative phrase, as evidenced by (16). Again, the ungrammaticality of (16)
highlights the necessity of the overt presence of a locative phrase in LC.
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(16) a. *Sáng nay nằm một bệnh nhân.
morning this lie one patient
Intended: ‘This morning lied a pile of books.’

b. *Vừanằm một chồng sách.
just lie one pile book
Intended: ‘Just lied a pile of books.’

In summary, the optional presence of a locative phrase in existential constructions (EC),
as shown in examples (7), (14), and (15), supports its status as an adjunct. In contrast, the
predicates forming an LC require a locative argument, as demonstrated by the grammatical
occurrence of the locative phrase within the VP in (6), the c-selection requirement in (12),
and the mandatory inclusion of the locative phrase in (16). This distinction highlights the
subcategorization differences between EC and LC with regard to the locative phrases.

3. The Raising of the Locative Argument in LC

Given the conclusion established in the previous section, note that adding the locative
phrase at the post-verbal position, as in (17), does not save (16).

(17) a. *Sáng nay nằm một chồng sách trên bàn.
morning this lie one pile book on table
Intended: ‘This morning lied a pile of books on the table.’

b. Vừa nằm một chồng sách trên bàn.

just lie one pile book on Table
Intended: ‘Just lied a pile of books on the table.’

The ungrammaticality of (17) indicates that the locative argument of the locative verb
has to raise out of the vP domain to construct a grammatical LC. Now, the question comes
down to the landing site of the movement of the locative argument in LC. Two avenues
can be envisaged to identify the nature of the position(s) targeted by the fronting locative
argument in LC, as shown in (18): it raises either to the canonical subject position Spec,TP,
or to a syntactic position other than Spec,TP.

(18) Possible analyses of the movement of the locative phrase in LC:
a. It targets Spec,TP,
b. It raises to a position other than Spec,TP.

The possibility in (18a) encounters two analytical challenges. The first challenge
concerns the minimality of the movement. In particular, suppose the raising to Spec,TP is
triggered by the satisfaction of a D-feature on T in Vietnamese as in (19); the raising of the
locative argument to Spec,TP across the theme DP runs afoul of the relativized minimality
constraint (Rizzi, 1990). This is due to the fact that both the locative argument and the
theme DP can grammatically occupy this position according to the hypothesis in (18a);
however, the theme DP is situated closer to T than the locative argument. This raises the
question of how the locative argument can move to Spec,TP, surpassing the theme DP,
which typically occupies that position.

(19) The raising to Spec,TP trigged by a D-feature: 
 
[CP  C  [TP     T[uD]  [vP  v  [VP  DP   V   LP  ]]]] 
           ?     
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Second, if we assume that vP is a phase (Legate, 2003), the locative phrase may move
to the edge of the vP phase to become a closer goal to T than the theme DP is, as in (20).
However, given that this type of raising to the phase edge is typically considered as an
instance of Ā-movement, it is unclear how a subsequent raising to Spec,TP (as a canonical
instance of A-movement triggered by D/ϕ-features) in (20) circumvents the constraint on
improper movement which prohibits an Ā-A sequence of derivation (May, 1979; Chomsky,
1981; Abels, 2007; Neeleman & Van De Koot, 2010; Williams, 2011).

(20) [CP  C   [TP     T[uD]   [vP           v  [VP  DP   V  LP  ]]]] 
                 A          

Due to the minimality issue in (19) and the ban on improper movement in (20), we
do not assume that the locative argument in LC raises to Spec,TP. In Section 4, we will see
an additional empirical problem of the hypothesis in (18a): the raising of the theme DP
and that of the locative argument in LC exhibit different semantic/pragmatic properties in
terms of specificity.10

Given the challenges facing (18a), we pursue the possibility in (18b) to derive the
fronting of the locative argument in LC. Our discussion of (18b) focuses on the relative
order of the fronting locative argument and two elements: the complementizer in the
left periphery and the expletive nó in the high TP-domain (Greco et al., 2017, 2018). We
discuss the relative order with the complementizers là and rằng in this section. Note that
the locative adjunct in EC may either precede or follow the complementizers là as in (21).

(21) a. Rõ ràng là trên giường có một bệnh nhân.
clearly C on bed exist a patient
‘Clearly on the bed there is a patient.’

b. Trên giường rõ ràng là có một bệnh nhân.
on bed clearly C exist a patient
‘On the bed there clearly is a patient.’

Phan (2024) observes that the complementizer là can occur in main clauses only if
it is immediately preceded by CP-level sentential mood and modal markers such as the
evidential phrases rõ ràng ‘clearly’ and hình như ‘seemingly’. He proposes that là heads
the Finiteness Phrase, marking the lowest bound of the Split-CP à la Rizzi (1997), and is
licensed by these sentential mood/modal items. The grammaticality of the pair in (21) with
respect to the relative order with là indicates that the locative adjunct in EC is adjoined
TP-internally in (21a)11 and may undergo optional topicalization to the left periphery above
the FinP in (21b). Note that the locative adjunct is not inherently a topic. The non-topical
nature of the locative adjunct in EC can be evidenced by its occurrence in out-of-the-blue
contexts as a felicitous reply to a global ‘what-happened’ question as in (22a), unlike the
topicalized variation in (22b) (see Rizzi, 2004; Belletti & Rizzi, 2017).

(22) Q: Chuyện gì vậy?
matter what SFP

‘What happened?’
a. Trên bàn có/ xuất hiện một chồng sách.

on table exist appear a pile book
‘On the table there is/ appears a pile of books.’

b. #Trênbàn thì có/ xuất hiện một chồng sách.
on table TOP exist appear a pile book
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Similarly, notice that the position of locative adjunct in relation to là has a crucial
effect on the grammaticality of the insertion of the topic marker, as shown by (23). The
insertion of the topic marker thì is allowed only when the locative adjunct precedes the
complementizer, as in (23a), suggesting that the topic marker is available only for topic
expressions moving to the left periphery.

(23) The topic marker thì is available only for a topicalized phrase:
a. Trên giường thì có lẽ/ rõ ràng là có một bệnh nhân.

on bed TOP perhaps clearly C exist a patient
‘Perhaps/ clearly on the bed there is a patient.’

b. *Có lẽ/ rõ ràng là trên giường thì có một bệnh nhân.
perhaps clearly C on bed TOP exist a patient

On the other hand, the pair in (24) shows that an LC sounds degraded if the locative
argument precedes the head of FinP and its licensers but not when it follows them, in
contrast to (21).12 This suggests that the fronting of the locative argument in LC lands below
CP and cannot keep moving to CP-level projections such as the Topic Phrase.

(24) a. Rõ ràng là trên giường nằm một bệnh nhân.
clearly C on bed lie a patient
‘Clearly on the bed lies a patient.’

b. ??Trên giường rõ ràng là nằm một bệnh nhân.
on bed clearly C lie a patient
Intended: ‘On the bed there clearly lies a patient.’

Our analysis of the locative phrases in LC and EC occupying different syntactic
positions can be further supported by the insertion of the topic marker thì in Vietnamese.
Note that the fronting locative argument in LC cannot be followed by the topic marker thì
as in (25a), while the locative adjunct in EC is not subject to this constraint as in (25b).13

The contrast between (25a) and (25b) clearly indicates that the fronting of the locative
argument in LC is not an instance of Ā-topicalization to the left periphery.14 Moreover, the
ungrammaticality of (17) indicates the obligatory character of the fronting of the locative
argument in LC, which is incompatible with the optionality of Ā-topicalization in general.
This incompatibility makes an Ā-topicalization analysis of the fronting locative argument
in LC difficult to maintain.

(25) a. *Trên giường thì nằm một bệnh nhân. (LC)
on bed TOP lie a patient
Intended: ‘On the bed is lying a patient.’

b. Trên giường thì có một bệnh nhân. (EC)
on bed TOP exist a patient
‘On the bed there is a patient.’

Another argument against the Ā-topicalization analysis of the fronting locative argu-
ment in LC concerns hyperraising. Several languages have been demonstrated to allow for
A-movement from the subject position out of a finite CP, which is referred to as hyperraising
since Ura (1994). Hyperraising can be demonstrated by Zulu in (26), where the subject
DP Zinhle of the embedded predicate xova ”make” moves out of the finite CP complement
across the matrix raising predicate bonakala “seem” (see also Ferreira, 2000, 2004, 2009;
Rodrigues, 2004; Martins & Nunes, 2005, 2009, 2010; Nunes, 2008; Deal, 2017; Fong, 2019;
Zyman, 2023).
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(26) Hyper-raising in Zulu: (Halpert, 2019, ex.3b)
uZinhle1 u-bonakala [CP ukuthi ___1 u-zo-xova ujeqe].
AUG.1.Zinhle 1s-seem that 1s-FUT-make AUG.1steamed.bread
‘It seems that Zinhle will make steamed bread.’

Lee and Yip (2024) argue that hyper-raising exists in Vietnamese in constructions
involving (raising) attitude verbs such as nghe nói ‘hear’, as exemplified by (27b) (see
their Section 3 for evidence for an A-movement analysis of (27b) and the finiteness of the
CP complement).

(27) Hyperraising in Vietnamese:
a. Nghe nói [CP rằng/ là cơn mưa này sẽ không dừng.]

hear C CL rain this FUT not stop
‘It is heard that the rain will not stop.’

b. Cơn mưa này nghe nói [CP rằng/ là sẽ không dừng.]
CL rain this hear C FUT not stop
‘It is heard that the rain will not stop.’ (adapted from Lee & Yip, 2024, p. 3)

What makes hyperraising relevant to our discussion is that LC is allowed to occur
in the complement clause of nghe nói, as shown by (28a). More importantly, the locative
argument is allowed to move out of the complement clause as in (28b).15

(28) Hyperraising of the locative argument: 
 a. Nghe nói [CP r ng/ là [trên gi ng] 1 n m m t b nh nhân. t1.] 
  hear  C on bed lie one patient  
  ‘It is heard that on the bed lies a patient.’ 
 b. [Trên gi ng]1 nghe nói [CP r ng/ là n m m t b nh nhân. t1.] 
  on bed hear  C lie one patient  
  ‘It is heard that on the bed lies a patient.’ 

Notice that the movement of the locative argument in (28b) cannot be analyzed as
Ā-topicalization, as evidenced by the ungrammaticality of the insertion of thì (the marker
of the Topic head in the left periphery) in (29).16

(29) *[Trên gi ng]1 thì nghe nói [CP r ng/ là n m m t b nh nhân. t1.] 
 on bed TOP hear  C lie one patient  
 Intended: ‘It is heard that on the bed lies a patient.’ 

The hyperraising of the locative argument lends further support to our analysis that
the fronting of the locative argument in LC cannot be analyzed as Ā-topicalization. If the
fronting of the locative argument in LC were Ā-topicalization, the subsequent A-movement
of hyperraising in (28b) would constitute a violation of the ban on improper movement,
which prohibits an Ā-A sequence of derivation (May, 1979; Chomsky, 1981; Abels, 2007;
Neeleman & Van De Koot, 2010; Williams, 2011).17

Given the resistance of topic marking by thì shown in (25a), one may assume that the
movement of the locative argument in LC can be analyzed as an A-movement. Aside from
functioning as the grammatical subject in LC, the raising of the locative argument does not
show a Weak Crossover effect (WCO) as in (30), indicating a typical feature of A-movement
(see Culicover & Levine, 2001, pp. 289–290 for the same line of reasoning regarding the
A-property of English locative inversion).18



Languages 2025, 10, 50

(30) [Trên gi ng c a m i a tr 2]1 u  [sách c a nó2 t1]. 
 on bed POSS each CL child all place book POSS he  
 ‘On every child2’s bed are placed his2 books.’ 

Although the raising locative argument in LC resists overt topic marking by thì in
(25a) and does not exhibit WCO19, it aligns with an Ā-topicalized phrase with respect to
topic island effects and the specificity requirement of indefinite nominals. Let us begin
with the topic island effects. It is well-known that locative inversion in English parallels
Ā-topicalization in inducing island effects that block wh-movement, as illustrated in (31a)
and (31b/c), respectively. This parallelism has been cited to support the Ā-properties of
English locative inversion (Bresnan, 1994, p. 87; den Dikken, 2006, p. 100; Rizzi & Shlonsky,
2006, p. 344).

(31) Topic island effects:
a. *Wheni did he say that into the room walked Jack ti?
b. *When1 did to Lee Robin give the pencil t1?
c. *When1 did this book everyone read t1?

The same reasoning can be applied to demonstrate the Ā-properties of the fronted
locative phrase in LCs. Since Vietnamese is a wh-in-situ language, Ā-focalization, as shown
in (32a), is employed to construct the relevant argument. Notably, the Ā-topicalization of
the locative adjunct in ECs blocks Ā-focalization, as illustrated in (32b).

(32) a. Là  [sách  ngôn ng  h c]1 Tí  ngh   [CP r ng có   [m t ch ng t1] trên  bàn]. 
  FOC  book  linguistics    Tí  think    C     exist a    pile      on    table 
  Literal: ‘It is linguistics books that Tí thinks there is a pile of on the table.’ 
 b. *Là [sách ngôn ng  h c]1 Tí  ngh  [CP r ng [trên bàn]2  có   [m t ch ng t1] t2]. 
  FOC book linguistics   Tí  think   C     on  table   exist a    pile 
  Intended: ‘It is linguistics books that Tí thinks on the table is a pile of.’ 

Crucially, the fronting of the locative argument in LCs similarly induces a topic island
effect, as shown in (33). The parallelism between (32b) and (33) indicates that the fronting of
the locative phrase in LCs and ECS, though targeting different structural positions, exhibits
the same Ā-property in terms of the topic island effects.

(33) The fronting locative argument in LC creates a topic island:  
 *Là [sách  ngôn ng  h c]1  Tí  ngh   [CP r ng [trên bàn]2  n m  [m t ch ng t1] t2]. 
 FOC  book  linguistics  Tí  think      C     on  table lie    a   pile 

Next, we turn to the argument concerning the specific reading for indefinite nominals.
Note that nominal phrases that feature the indefinite article một ‘a/an’ followed by a
classifier-noun sequence allow both a specific and a nonspecific/generic interpretation
(see also Phan & Chierchia, 2022; Enç, 1991). For instance, the subject một bệnh nhân ‘a
patient’ in (34) is allowed either a specific reading or a nonspecific/generic reading. The
two possible interpretations of an indefinite NP with một can be further demonstrated
by the two possible continuations in (35a) and (35b) (see Fodor & Sag, 1982, p. 355; Von
Heusinger, 2002, p. 245).

(34) M t b nh nhân n m trên m t cái gi ng.  
 a patient lie on A CL bed  
 a. ‘A specific patient lies on a bed.’ (specific) 
 b ‘A/any patient lies on a bed.’  (nonspecific/generic) 
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(35) M t sinh viên l p Cú pháp gian l n trong gi  thi. 
 a student class syntax cheat in time test 
 ‘A student in Syntax cheated on the exam.’ 
 a. Tên sinh viên ó là Tí. (specific)  
  name student that be Tí   
  ‘The student’s name is Tí.’ 
 b. Chúng tôi ang i u tra xem ó là ai. (nonspecific) 
  we PROG investigate see that be who  
  ‘We are trying to figure out who it was.’ 

Notice that the specificity ambiguity of indefinite nominals disappears under Ā-
topicalization as in (36) because topics display definiteness/specificity effects (Enç, 1991;
Erteschik-Shir, 1997, a.o.).20 Similarly, Phan and Lander (2015, fn.3) suggest that topicality
is a function of specificity (cf. Cresti, 1995; Portner, 2002) and that the topic particle thì
is one of the specificity markers in Vietnamese. Thus, the topicalized indefinite nominal
marked by thì in (36) receives only the specific reading.

(36) A topicalized indefinite nominal must receive a specific reading: 
 Context: Professor A is telling about his three favorite students… 
 M t sinh viên thì r t  gi i cú pháp.  
 a student TOP very good syntax  
 ‘As for one student, s/he is really good at syntax.’ (specific/*nonspecific/*generic) 

The specificity ambiguity of indefinite nominals is carried over to locative phrases
containing indefinite NPs, as demonstrated by (37). When the locative phrase containing
an indefinite NP stays within vP as in (37), it patterns with the indefinite NPs in (34)/(35)
in displaying ambiguity with respect to specificity.

(37) M t b nh nhân n m trên m t cái gi ng.  
 a patient lie on a CL bed  
 a. ‘A patient lies on a specific bed.’ (specific) 
 b ‘A patient lies on a/any bed.’ (nonspecific/generic) 

Importantly, the ambiguity in (37) disappears when the locative phrase is fronted as in
(38): the fronted LP is necessarily interpreted as being specific, relating to a specific bed in
the speaker’s mind. This specific spatial coordinate helps anchor the eventuality reported
in the LC to a specific context.

(38) Trên m t cái gi ng n m m t b nh nhân.  
 on a CL bed lie a patient  
 a. ‘On a specific bed lies a patient.’ (specific) 
 b #‘On a/any bed lies a patient.’ (*nonspecific/*generic) 

Now, we encounter a dilemma in the analysis of the trigger of the movement of the
locative argument in LC. On the one hand, the fronting locative argument in LC patterns
with a topicalized phrase in terms of the topic island effects and the specificity requirement
of indefinite nominals. On the other hand, the fronting locative argument resists the topic
marker thì and does not show WCO. How do we capture the fact that the movement of
the locative argument, though not a case of Ā-topicalization to the left periphery, exhibits
the specificity requirement seen in Ā-topicalization? What makes this problem trickier is
the contrast between (34) and (38). The indefinite subject NP in the categorical sentence
in (34) allows either a nonspecific/generic or a specific reading, while the fronted locative
argument in (38) permits only a specific interpretation. This contrast indicates that the
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movement of the indefinite subject NP in (34) and that of the locative argument in LC in
(38) are driven by two distinct motivations and target different syntactic positions such that
only the former retains the specificity ambiguity of an indefinite NP.

Summing up, the ungrammaticality of (25a), the contrast in (23)/(24), and the gram-
matical hyperraising of the locative argument in (28b) corroborate our analysis that the
fronting locative argument in LC stays below the CP level (more precisely, the FinP headed
by the complementizer là), whereas the locative adjunct in EC may undergo optional
topicalization to the left periphery. Thus, the fronting locative argument does not target
Spec,TP, and it cannot be analyzed as Ā-topicalization. Now the question is where exactly
in the high TP-domain the fronting locative argument in LC moves to. In the next section,
we propose that the locative argument in LCs moves to the specifier position of a hybrid
A/Ā-projection in the high TP-domain extensively investigated by Bošković (2024a). Our
proposal will be empirically corroborated by the similarities of the locative argument in
LCs and the non-referential expletive nó (lit. ‘it’) in Vietnamese.

4. Proposal

4.1. Movement to a Hybrid A/Ā-Projection Between TP and CP

Bošković (2024a) claims that there are not just one but three distinct structural positions
for subjects across languages. Quirky subjects such as Icelandic mér ‘me’ and Þeim ‘them’
in (39) are in Spec,TP. Agreeing/nominative subjects such as Amy in (40) merge in a higher
Spec,AgrsP, and non-nominal subjects and locally Ā-moved subjects such as who in (41)
move further to the Spec of an A/Ā projection above AgrsP.21 The relative position of these
three different projections hosting different types of subjects is shown in (42).

(39) Mér/ Þeim er kalt. (Bošković, 2024a, p. 26)
meDAT themDAT is cold

(40) I think Amy left. (Bošković, 2024a, p. 8)

(41) I wonder who left. (Bošković, 2024a, p. 8)

(42) [A/ĀP wh-moved subject [AgrsP Mary [TP quirky subjects. . .
(adapted from Bošković, 2024a, p. 26)

Bošković (2024a) refers to the highest projection as the A/ĀP because it resides on
the border of the traditional A and Ā field, with its Spec (where English focalized or
wh-moved subjects are located) exhibiting mixed A/Ā-properties. Adopting this line
of analysis of multiple landing sites of subject movement, we suggest that the locative
argument in LC is moved to the specifier of the A/ĀP, a “subject-dedicated position” which
Bošković (2024a, p. 23, fn.12) views as not having “the same featural content in all its
instantiations.” Note that Bošković (2024a) argues that Spec,A/ĀP is the dedicated position
for non-nominal subjects, making it the ideal landing site for quirky PP subjects (with a
null P) in Serbo–Croatian (see Bošković, 2024b and citations therein) and locative PPs in
English locative inversion.

That the locative argument in Vietnamese LC is not canonically nominal, given that
it can be headed by either a localizer (43) or a preposition (44), is well aligned with the
characteristics of this A/Ā subject-dedicated position shown in Bošković (2024a, 2024b).22

(43) a. Trên bàn n m m t ch ng sách. (=(1)) 
  on table lie a pile book  
  ‘On the table lies a pile of books.’ 
 b. [LP trên [NP bàn…  
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(44) a.  trên bàn n m m t ch ng sách. 
  at on table lie a pile book 
  ‘On the table lies a pile of books.’ 
 b. [PP    [LP trên [NP bàn…  

Therefore, in this paper, we propose that the fronting locative argument in LCs targets
the specifier position of the hybrid A/Ā-projection proposed by Bošković (2024a, 2024b).
In the next section, we discuss the similarities between the locative argument in LCs and
the expletive nó in Vietnamese to corroborate this proposal.

4.2. The Similarities of the Fronting Locative Argument and the Expletive Nó

We propose that the occurrence of the non-referential expletive nó (lit. ‘it’) in Viet-
namese, as discussed in Greco et al. (2017, 2018), sheds light on the question of the syntactic
position occupied by the locative argument in LC. We find that LC is incompatible with the
expletive nó, regardless of the word order of the locative argument and the expletive, as
evidenced by (45).

(45) The complementary distribution of LC and the expletive nó: 
 a. *Trên bàn nó n m m t ch ng sách. 
  on table EXPL lie a pile book 
  Intended: ‘There lies a pile of books on the table. 
 b. *Nó trên bàn n m m t ch ng sách. 
  EXPL on table lie a pile book 

By contrast, Greco et al. (2017, 2018) find that the locative adjunct in EC precedes the
expletive as in (46a). Reversing the word order of the locative adjunct and the expletive, as
in (46b), results in an ungrammatical sentence.23

(46) The locative adjunct in EC precedes the expletive:
(adapted from Greco et al., 2018, p. 44)
a. Trên bàn (thì) nó sẽ không có cái bút nào.

on table TOP EXPL FUT NEG exist CL pen any
‘On the table, there will be no pens.’

b. *Nó trên bàn (thì) sẽ không có cái bút nào.
EXPL on table TOP FUT NEG exist CL pen any
Intended: ‘On the table, there will be no pens.’

The complementary distribution of LC and the expletive shown in (45) indicates
that Bruening’s (2010) null expletive analysis of English locative inversion cannot be
extended to the derivation of Vietnamese LC as depicted in (47) (see also Postal, 1977, 2004;
Maruta, 1985; Coopmans, 1989; Hoekstra & Mulder, 1990). The null expletive analysis
suggests that Spec,TP is occupied by a null expletive, with the locative phrase undergoing
Ā-topicalization. The pattern we see in LC refutes both of these two hypotheses. For
one thing, the fronting locative argument in LC resists marking by thì, representing the
Topic head in the left periphery (see (25a)). For another, the postulation of a null expletive
in Vietnamese is implausible in light of the incompatibility of LC and the expletive nó
(see (45)).

(47) A null expletive analysis of LC: (with the null expletive indicated by pro) 
 [TopP Trên bàn [TP pro n m m t ch ng sách]]. 
  on table  EXPL lie a pile book 
 ‘There lies a pile of books on the table.’ 
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The pattern in (45) is expected if the fronting locative argument and the expletive
compete for the same syntactic position in the derivation of LC, so the obligatory fronting of
the locative argument in the derivation of LC is blocked, resulting in the ungrammaticality
of the pair in (45). A further piece of evidence supporting this line of analysis concerns Ā-
topicalization. Specifically, Greco et al. (2018) observe that nó cannot undergo topicalization
and precede the topic marker thì, as shown in (48). This ban on topicalization patterns with
the locative argument in LC, as shown in (25a), repeated here in (49).

(48) Nó cannot undergo topicalization: (Greco et al., 2018, p. 41)
a. *Nó thì ngã thằng bé.

EXPL TOP fall CL little
‘As for him, the boy fell.’

b. *Nó thì chết cá tao.
EXPL TOP die fish mine
‘As for him/her, my fish died.’

(49) The locative argument in LC cannot undergo topicalization: 
 *Trên gi ng thì n m m t b nh nhân. (=(25a)) 
  on bed TOP lie a  patient  
 Intended: ‘On the bed is lying a patient.’  

The similarity between nó and the locative argument in LC goes beyond their syntactic
distribution. Greco et al. (2017, 2018) find that the existential and thetic sentences featuring
the expletive nó show a specificity effect. Concretely, the contrast in (50) shows that the
presence of preverbal nó necessarily restricts an existential sentence to a contextual interpre-
tation where the relevant eventuality is tied to some specific spatial/temporal coordinates.

(50) The specificity requirement of nó: (Greco et al., 2017, p. 78)
a. Không có ma.

NEG exist ghost
Generic: ‘Ghosts do not exist.’
Contextual: ‘There are no ghosts speaking of a certain place/time.’

b. Nó không có ma.
EXPL NEG exist ghost
#Generic: ‘Ghosts do not exist.’
Contextual: ‘There are no ghosts speaking of a certain place/time.’

To account for the ban on the generic reading of existential sentences in the presence
of nó, Greco et al. (2018, p. 49) state that the referent of the postverbal DP is necessarily
linked to a certain set of entities that was previously determined, and the addition of nó
obligatorily “narrows the possible denotations to the values that can be assigned through
a retrievable relation ranging over familiar entities, either present in the discourse or in
the speaker’s mind.” As pointed out by a reviewer, this discourse property of nó resonates
with Bolinger’s (1973, 1977) view of ambient expletives or situation pronouns that have
special referential content. That is, ambient expletives such as nó have a deixis ad oculos,
“a reference to the immediate situation” (Bolinger, 1973, p. 263). Using Milosavljević
and Milosavljević’s (2022) wording, nó may be understood as having a discourse-topical
referent, referring back to an epistemically specific Topic Situation.

Therefore, both the fronting locative argument in LC and the (ambient) expletive
nó in existential/thetic sentences function to narrow down the domain of validity of the
associated eventuality to a specific context. This is aligned with Birner’s (1992, p. iii)
conception of inversion (with locative inversion as an instance) as having the discourse
function of introducing “relatively unfamiliar information to the prior context via the
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clause-initial placement of information that is relatively familiar in the discourse” (see
also Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995). In the case of LC, the more familiar information is
encoded by the fronting locative phrase, while the less familiar information is conveyed
by the postverbal DP. It is the latter that receives presentational focus (Bresnan, 1994
and citations therein) and is (re)introduced into the domain of discourse.24 Using Enç’s
(1991, p. 24) language, specificity in LC involves a (weak) link to a previously established
referent, with the denotation of the locative phrase “being a subset of or standing in some
recoverable relation to a familiar object” that is already prominent in the discourse. In
short, both the expletive nó and the locative argument in LC communicate a discourse-
related meaning of specificity in that it denotes the speaker’s ability to identify the specific
eventuality reported.

Summing up, the complementary distribution of the locative argument in LC and
nó, their incompatibility with topicalization, and their similarity in terms of the specificity
requirement jointly suggest that the locative argument and nó target the same syntactic
position.25 Thus, the question comes down to the syntactic position occupied by the
expletive nó. Greco et al. (2017, 2018) argue that syntactically, the expletive nó functions as
a subject and occupies the highest position in the inflectional layer, although it still merges
below CP. However, Greco et al. (2017, 2018) remain agnostic about the precise merge
position of the expletive, mentioning three possibilities: nó could merge either in Kiss’s
(1996) RefP (a specialized projection hosting subjects endowed with a [+specific] feature),
in a projection that also attracts referential subjects in categorical sentences (Cardinaletti,
2004) or in a dedicated SubjP for subjects à la Rizzi and Shlonsky (2006).

In this paper, we propose that these three possible positions of nó assumed by Greco
et al. (2017, 2018) can be subsumed under a special subject position exhibiting mixed
A/Ā-properties located between TP and CP investigated in Bošković (2024a).26 Based
on this assumption, we argue that the raising locative argument in LC and the merger
of the expletive nó both target the specifier of this hybrid A/Ā-projection. We spell out
the derivational details of the movement to this A/Ā-projection based on the composite
probing mechanism in Coon and Bale (2014) and Van Urk (2015).

4.3. The Derivation of LCs

One important implication of adopting Bošković’s (2024a) A/ĀP in the high TP-
domain is that we need to abandon the traditional positional approach to A/Ā-distinction
(Chomsky, 1981, p. 47; 1995, 2007, 2008; Déprez, 1989; Mahajan, 1990). According to the
positional approach, A-positions include thematic positions and the subject position (i.e.,
spec,TP), while Ā-positions encompass positions in CP and the edge of a phase. However,
the A/ĀP in the high TP domain does not fall into either of these two categories.

Therefore, to spell out the derivational details of the movement of the locative argu-
ment in LC, we adopt the featural approach to A/Ā-distinction in (51).

(51) The featural approach to A/Ā-distinction:
(Obata & Epstein, 2011; Van Urk, 2015; Fong, 2019)
A and Ā-properties derive from properties of the attracting feature: A-positions are crea
ted by the valuation of D/ϕ-features, whereas Ā-positions by that of δ-features (e.g., wh,
topic focus).

Considering the A-properties (such as case, ϕ-agreement, and anaphoric binding)
of Ā-topicalization in Dinka, Van Urk posits that the distinction between A and Ā is not
an intrinsic characteristic of a syntactic position. Instead, A and Ā properties emerge as
derivative by-products of the specific features that trigger movement and/or establish
the position. In particular, A-positions are generated through the valuation of D/ϕ-
features, whereas Ā-positions result from the valuation of δ-features (for example, wh,
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Focus, Topic, etc.). In this paper, D-feature is used in Vietnamese to be responsible for A-
properties under the featural approach to A/Ā-distinction, in accordance with Preminger’s
(2019) No-Null-Agreement Generalization against postulating ϕ-agreement in languages
that lack exponence of ϕ-features systematically throughout an entire paradigm (e.g.,
Vietnamese). One important theoretical implication of (51) is that an operation would
exhibit a hybrid of A/Ā-properties if it is driven by both A- and Ā-features. Van Urk
proposes that A/Ā operations can be realized through Coon and Bale’s (2014) composite
probing mechanism, which allows A-features and Ā-features to jointly probe from a single
functional head, ultimately converging on a single goal that possesses both matching
A-features and Ā-features.

As a consequence, operations guided by A/Ā-composite probing are expected to
display a hybrid mixture of A/Ā-properties. This prediction aligns with the fronting of the
locative argument in LC. Thus, we propose that Spec,A/ĀP hosts the locative argument
in LC, and the head of A/ĀP is endowed with a composite A/Ā-probe [D, δ]. As for
the δ-feature of this composite probe, we follow Bošković’s (2024a) characterization of
Spec,A/ĀP as not having “the same featural content in all its instantiations”, and assume
that the δ-feature can be instantiated by one of the following Ā-features: [uTopic], [uFocus]
and [uwh]. In other words, the fronting locative argument in LC can deliver topicality,
carry focus, or function as a wh-interrogative. As for topicality, recall that the fronting
locative argument in LC exhibits a paradoxical pattern: it patterns with Ā-topicalization
with respect to the specificity requirement as in (38), yet it resists the topic marker thì
as shown in (25). We posit that this empirical dilemma can be reconciled by assuming
that thì realizes the Topic head in the left periphery, and the specificity requirement of the
fronting locative argument follows from the Topic feature on the head of the A/ĀP. Next,
the compatibility of the locative argument with focus/wh-interrogative can be evidenced
by (52) and (53): the locative argument may carry contrastive/identificational focus as in
(52) or function as an interrogative wh-expression as in (53).

(52) Locative arguments in LC are able to encode contrastive/identificational focus: 
 Là TRÊN BÀN  sách ngôn ng  h c (ch  không ph i trên gh ). 
 be on table place book linguistics CONJ neg be on chair 
 ‘ON THE TABLE are placed linguistic books (, not on the chair).’ 

(53) Locative arguments in LC can function as an interrogative wh-expression:  
 Trên cái bàn nào  sách ngôn ng  h c?     
 on CL table which place book linguistics     
 ‘On which table are linguistic books placed?’ 

The non-uniform pattern of the discourse function of the fronting locative argument is
reminiscent of Van Urk’s (2015, p. 107) hypothesis that Ā-probes may be flat or relativized
(Rizzi, 1997; Abels, 2012).27 Only a relativized Ā-probe is specified for what type of Ā-
goal (topic, focus, or wh) is able to satisfy the probe. On the other hand, a flat Ā-probe
is non-selective and free from such restrictions on the type of Ā-goal it requires. Van
Urk demonstrates that the Ā-probe on the composite probe associated with C in Dinka is
flat and non-selective, as the agreement correlation linked to topicalization also applies
to relativization. Furthermore, topicalization and relativization exhibit complementary
distribution in Dinka; that is, the flat and non-selective Ā-probe can be satisfied by either
a topic or a relativized operator but not by both simultaneously. Following this line of
analysis, we assume that the Ā-probe on the composite probe on the head of A/ĀP in
Vietnamese is also a flat and non-selective probe.
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With the hypothesis regarding composite probing on the head of the A/ĀP in place,
we show the derivation of the fronting of the locative argument in LC. Note that the funda-
mental problem of the fronting of the locative argument within the generative framework
is the featural basis that gives rise to the syntactic primacy of the locative argument to move
over the DP to Spec,A/ĀP in (54).

(54) A/Ā[uD, uδ] . . .. . . [vP v [VP DP V LP]]

In order for the locative argument to be considered a valid target for the composite
probe, it must possess both a D-feature and a δ-feature. In terms of the featural composition
of locative phrases, Grimshaw (1991) and van Riemsdijk (1990, 1998) argue that locative
PPs are more referential compared to other types of PPs, categorizing them as extended
nominal categories that carry an incomplete set of ϕ-features.

Building on the work of Grimshaw (1991) and van Riemsdijk (1990, 1998), Doggett
(2004, pp. 34–35) observes that locative PPs differ from other prepositional phrases in their
capacity to move to Spec,TP. This distinction is illustrated by the ungrammatical movement
of the PP object in double object unaccusative verbs, as shown in examples (55) and (56).28

(55) a. The play appealed to Mary.
b. *To Mary appealed the play.

(56) a. The grade mattered to John.
b. *To John mattered the grade.

(adapted from Pesetsky, 1995, p. 115)

Considering the difference between locative inversion and the examples in (55) and
(56), Doggett (2004) argues that locative PPs must possess the ability to establish some form
of agreement with T, which serves as the featural foundation for their movement to Spec,TP.
In contrast, general prepositional phrases lack this capacity. Although Vietnamese lacks
overt manifestation of ϕ-features/agreement, we follow the above-mentioned characteriza-
tion of locative PPs to assume that the locative argument in LC bears a defective D-feature,
à la Grimshaw (1991), van Riemsdijk (1990, 1998), and Doggett (2004) (see also Huang et al.,
2009 on the analysis of localizers as a deficient sub-category of nouns in Mandarin Chinese).
With the D-feature and an appropriate δ-feature compatible with the intended pragmatic
function (i.e., topicality, focus, or wh-interrogative) of a locative construction, the locative
argument is an eligible goal for the composite probe on the head of the A/ĀP as depicted
in (57).

(57) [A/ P   A/ [uD, u ] … [vP  v   [VP DP V LP[def-D, ]]]] 

Finally, to move the locative argument to Spec,A/ĀP from within the vP phase (Legate,
2003), we adopt the weak version of Chomsky’s (2001) Phase Impenetrability Condition in
(58). In effect, one derivational consequence of (58) is that vP becomes a phase only when
the next phase head up (say, C) enters the derivation, thereby delaying the opaqueness of
the VP complement of v. Thus, the locative argument DP within VP remains visible to the
composite probe on A/Ā and is able to move to Spec,A/ĀP as in (59) because C has not
entered the derivation.

(58) Phase Impenetrability Condition: (Chomsky, 2001, p. 14)
The domain of H is not accessible to operations at ZP; only H and its edge are accessible to
such operations (where H is a phase head, and ZP is the smallest phase dominating the HP
phase).
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(59) [A/ P   LP[def-D, ]    A/ [uD, u ]   …    [vP  v  [VP DP V  t]]] 

We want to end this section with two clarifications. The first clarification concerns whether the
intervening DP induces a minimality problem for the raising of the locative argument to Spec,A/ĀP.
It is important to note that neither the DP nor the locative argument fully satisfies the requirements
of the composite probe. The theme DP is missing the δ-feature29, while the locative argument is
defective in its D-feature. Consequently, it is not immediately clear why the locative argument in (59)
should be considered the optimal goal that aligns with the composite probe.

Coon and Bale (2014) offer a formal calculus of minimality for composite probing, specifying
that the ranking of potential goals for a composite probe is determined by multiplying the ranks
assigned by each sub-probe, as outlined in (60). Crucially, if either sub-probe assigns a rank of 0 to a
potential goal, the overall rank becomes 0 due to the multiplicative nature of the calculation. This
means that failure to match one sub-probe results in failure to meet the requirements of the composite
probe as a whole. Consequently, the DP is excluded as a valid goal for the composite D+δ probe on
the head of A/ĀP because it lacks the δ-feature.

(60) Conjoined Match of Rank n:
A syntactic object σ is a match of rank n for a fused probe � composed of α and β, where i
× j = n and where i is σ’s rank with respect to α and j is σ’s rank with respect to β.

Second, Bošković (2024a) views the locus of the EPP as not a fixed and unique position; instead,
syntactic context determines the highest projection in an EPP domain, which is the position where the
EPP is satisfied. Specifically, he states that the lower projection in the EPP domain, say Agrs seeking
a nominal goal in (61a), is unable to trigger the movement of the wh-phrase because the wh-phrase is
a QP, rather than a nominal to meet the probing requirement of Agrs, according to Cable (2010). As a
consequence, the A/Ā head and Agrs in (61b) “undergo feature sharing in the sense of Frampton
and Gutmann (2000), where two instances of an unvalued feature become one—when one of them
gets valued they both do” (Bošković, 2024a, p. 51), so the A/Ā head, with its Ā-feature, is able to
agree with the wh-expression and trigger the wh-movement.

(61) Bošković’s (2024a, pp. 51–52) local computation of the contextuality of the EPP effect:
a. Agrs [vP [QP who] . . .]
b. A/Ā [AgrsP Agrs [vP [QP who] . . .]]

However, we do not see how this line of analysis can be extended to derive the contextuality
of the EPP effect in the derivation of LC. In particular, when the T head enters the derivation of LC
in (62a), the theme DP is clearly an eligible goal for the D-probe on T. Thus, the theme DP should
undergo movement to merge with T, yielding a sentence similar to (62b). That is, Bošković’s (2024a,
pp. 51–52) deduction of the contextuality of the EPP effect is unable to derive the fronting of the
locative argument in LC such as (62c): the A/Ā head and T in (62) do not “undergo feature sharing in
the sense of Frampton and Gutmann (2000)” because the theme DP satisfies the D-probe on T in (62b).
Even if we allow the A/Ā head to attract the locative argument based on its Ā-probe, the resulting
sentence in (62d) is ungrammatical.

(62) a. T[uD] [VP v [VP DP  V LP[def-D, ]]] 
 b. [DP M t ch ng sách] n m [LP trên bàn.]  
   a pile book lie  on table  
  ‘A pile of books lies on the table.’ 
 c. [LP Trên bàn] n m [DP m t ch ng sách]. 
   on table lie  a pile book 
  ‘On the bed lies a pile of books.’ 
 d. *[LP Trên bàn] [DP m t ch ng sách] n m. 
   on table  a pile book lie 

Therefore, although we adopt Bošković’s (2024a) contextual approach to the EPP effect in the
derivation of LC, we do not follow his deduction outlined in (61), at least not for the derivation of



Languages 2025, 10, 50

LC. To derive the absence of the EPP effect at the TP level in the derivation of LC as in (63), we posit
that the alternation between (62b) and (62c) boils down to the numeration choice for the derivation
built based on a locative verb such as nằm ‘lie’. If the A/Ā head is not selected in the numeration, TP
would be the highest projection in the EPP domain. As a result, the theme DP undergoes movement
to merge with T, yielding (62b). The locative argument will raise to derive LC, such as (62c) if the
A/Ā head is selected to enter the derivation.

(63)        EPP domain 
[A/ P  A/ [uD, u ]   [TP  T[uD]  [VP   v [VP  DP V  LP[def-D, ]]]]] 
                           no EPP effect 
                           EPP effect 

5. Theoretical Implications

In this section, we discuss two theoretical implications of our proposal of deriving Vietnamese
LC based on Bošković’s (2024a) A/ĀP and the composite probing mechanism in Van Urk (2015) and
Coon and Bale (2014): the Merge over Move preference and the Ā-opacity of the locative adjunct to
the composite probe on A/Ā.

5.1. Merge over Move

Chomsky (1995) argues for the Merge over Move preference in (64), where satisfying a require-
ment by Merge (external merge) is preferred over satisfying it by Move (internal merge) because the
former is “simpler”.

(64) Merge over Move (MoM):
If, at some point in the derivation, Merge (for lexical insertion) and Move can both apply,
then Merge always applies first.

For instance, Chomsky (1995) explains the contrast between (65b) and (65c) in terms of MoM:
both merging the expletive there and moving a man can satisfy the EPP on the embedded T, but the
latter option is ruled out because Merge preempts Move.

(65) a. [TP A man1 seems [TP t1 to be t1 outside]]. 
 b. [TP There1 seems [TP t1 to be a man outside]]. 
 c. *[TP There seems [TP a man1 to be t1 outside]]. 

However, this preference has been questioned because it is not easy to maintain if Move is just
a sub-class of Merge (e.g., Castillo et al., 2009; Epstein & Seely, 1999, 2006; Bošković, 2002, 2007).
Specifically, Chomsky (2000, 2001, et seq.) recasts Merge and Move as external Merge and internal
Merge, respectively, treating them as two sub-classes of Merge, an elementary and generalized
syntactic operation. The consequence of this conceptual unification is that the contrast between (65b)
and (65c) can no longer be explained in terms of MoM.30 In fact, the considerations discussed in
Chomsky (2019) would lead to preferring Move (internal merge) to Merge (external merge). That
is, the opposite of (64) should be the preferred derivational choice when both Move and Merge are
eligible operations to fulfill a syntactic requirement. Indeed, based on the evidence from reflexes of
successive-cyclic movement in Wolof and Duala, Georgi (2014) argues that MoM is not a universal
principle, and Move can precede Merge.

The derivation of LC offers additional evidence for the view that the application of movement
could preempt the merger of an expletive. Specifically, at the derivational stage of LC in (66), the
composite probe on the head of A/ĀP seeks an appropriate goal carrying matching A- and Ā-features.
Assuming that the expletive nó is endowed with both a D-feature and a δ-feature (because of its
specificity requirement), either moving the locative argument or merging the expletive nó may satisfy
the composite probe on the head of A/ĀP.

(66)  A/ [uD, u ]  … [VP  v  [VP DP V   LP[def-D, ]]] 
 a. Move: Moving the locative argument 
 b. Merge: Lexical insertion of the expletive nó 
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If MoM is an effective principle in Vietnamese, (66b) would be predicted to be the next step in
the derivation. However, this prediction is not borne out, as evidenced by the ungrammaticality of
(67). Therefore, we agree with Georgi’s (2014) conclusion that MoM is not a universal principle, and
Move may preempt Merge, as demonstrated by the choice of (66a) over (66b) in the derivation of LC.

(67) *Nó n m m t ch ng sách trên bàn. 
  EXPL lie a pile book on table 
 Intended: ‘There lies a pile of books on the table.’ 

5.2. Ā-Opacity

Interestingly, merging the expletive at Spec,A/ĀP is a grammatical step for the derivation of
EC, as demonstrated in (68), in sharp contrast to (67).

(68) Nó có/ xu t hi n m t ch ng sách trên bàn. 
 EXPL exist appear a pile book on table 
 ‘There is/ appears a pile of books on the table.’ 

Given that the minimal difference between (67) and (68) lies in the argument/adjunct status
of the locative phrase trên bàn ‘on table’, the contrast between LC and EC with respect to the
grammaticality of inserting the expletive at Spec,A/ĀP suggests the ineligibility of the locative
adjunct to serve as a goal for the composite probe on the head of A/ĀP. Concretely, assuming that
the locative adjunct is right-adjoined to VP in the derivation of EC (69a) is not a possible option at
this stage of the derivation of EC.

(69)  A/ [uD, u ]  …  [VP  v   [VP  DP V]   LP[def-D, ]]] 
 a. Move: Moving the locative adjunct 
 b. Merge: Lexical insertion of the expletive nó 

In addition, recall that the fronting locative adjunct in EC has to precede the expletive, as shown
by the contrast in (37), repeated below as (70). Therefore, it is not the case that the locative adjunct is
immobile in the presence of the expletive. It just cannot move to Spec,A/ĀP.

(70) The locative adjunct in EC precedes the expletive:
(adapted from Greco et al., 2018, p. 44)
a. Trên bàn (thì) nó sẽ không có cái bút nào.

on table TOP EXPL FUT NEG exist CL pen any
‘On the table, there will be no pens.’

b. *Nó trên bàn (thì) sẽ không có cái bút nào.
EXPL on table TOP FUT NEG exist CL pen any
Intended: ‘On the table, there will be no pens.’

We want to point out that the opaqueness of the locative adjunct to the composite probe on the
head of the A/ĀP is similar to the phenomenon of Ā-opacity discussed in Rezac (2003). Ā-opacity
can be instantiated by the Icelandic sentence in (71), where the Ā-moved object quantifier engu grjóti
‘no rock’ appears opaque (i.e., invisible) as a (closer) goal for the ϕ-probe on T (see also Jayaseelan,
2001; Obata & Epstein, 2011). In short, the issue of Ā-opacity pertains to why Ā-interveners do not
block A-agreement relations.

(71) Ā-opacity in Icelandic: (Svenonius, 2000; cited in Rezac, 2003, p. 178)
Strákarnir2 höfðu [engu grjóti]1 [vP t2 [VP hent t1 í bílana]].
the.boys had no rock throw in the.cars
‘The boys had thrown no rocks at the cars.’

Importantly, this Ā-opacity effect is by no means a language-particular problem encountered
only in specific constructions because it is also evident in other general derivations in other languages.
For example, Obata and Epstein (2011, p. 130) note that the Ā-opacity effect also manifests itself in
the derivation of wh-object movement similar to (72). In their own words, “when T (does) ϕ-agrees
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with the subject John, the intervening DP what cars bearing “plural” can be mysteriously skipped. As
in Icelandic data, elements at Ā-positions do not function as interveners of T-agreement”.

( ) What cars does John buy?
[CP what cars does [TP John  T [vP  <what cars>   [vP John [VP buy <what cars>]]]]]

singular 

Similarly, the derivation of internal object topicalization in Chinese, such as (73), also exemplifies
the Ā-opacity effect (Shyu, 1995; Ting, 1995; Paul, 2005; Kuo, 2009; Chen, 2023). In particular, why
does the closer object DP not cause an interference problem for the D-probe on T to find and attract
the lower subject DP, as shown in (74)?

(73) Internal topicalization: 
 Lisi zhe-ben shu1 zaojiu kan-guo t1 le 
 Lisi this-CL book already read-EXP  SFP 
 ‘As for this book, Lisi has already read it.’ 

(74) T[uD]  DPobj [v*P DPsubj ...... tobj] 
    intervention? 

Now, notice the parallelism between the Ā-opacity effect in (68)–(71) and the opacity of the
locative adjunct to the composite probe on A/Ā in EC in (66)/(67). An A-probe (whether it is
contained in a composite probe) skips an appropriate goal when the goal is at an Ā-position. Although
we do not have a principled account for the Ā-opacity effect, a possible line of analysis is to attribute
the opacity to the ban on improper movement, excluding the derivational sequence of the Ā-A
movement (Chomsky, 1973; May, 1979; Chomsky, 1981; Abels, 2007; Neeleman & Van De Koot, 2010;
Williams, 2011). Pursuing this line of analysis goes beyond the scope of this paper, so we leave it to
future studies.31

6. Conclusions

The hybrid A/Ā properties of English locative inversion present a notable analytical challenge
within the generative framework. For instance, Bresnan (1994) argues that English locative inversion
cannot be adequately derived within Chomsky’s generative framework, which posits that all human
languages utilize universal syntactic operations on underlying structures (see also Postal, 2004). Two
major analytical challenges posed by English locative inversion are (i) why the fronting locative phrase
does not behave as a canonical subject (e.g., lack of agreement; see Bruening, 2010 for further discussion),
and (ii) how the movement of the locative phrase, if analyzed as an instance of A-movement targeting
Spec,TP, is able to move across the structurally higher theme DP, which canonically does so. To address
these puzzles, some researchers have proposed a null expletive analysis, suggesting that Spec,TP is
occupied by a null expletive, with the locative phrase undergoing Ā-topicalization (e.g., Postal, 1977, 2004;
Maruta, 1985; Coopmans, 1989; Hoekstra & Mulder, 1990; Bruening, 2010).

In this paper, we demonstrate that the null expletive analysis cannot be extended to account for
the derivation of LC in Vietnamese. Specifically, the fronting locative argument in LC resists marking
by thì, representing the Topic head in the left periphery (see (25a)). Moreover, the postulation of a null
expletive in Vietnamese is implausible in light of the incompatibility of LC and the expletive nó (see
(45)). After establishing that the null expletive analysis is unsuitable for LC in Vietnamese (see Diercks,
2017 for cross-linguistic considerations), we explore parallels between the fronting locative argument
and the expletive nó with regard to their shared specificity requirement (see Section 4.2). These findings
lead us to a dilemma: the fronting locative argument in LC is not a topic in the left periphery, yet it
patterns with the expletive nó regarding the specificity requirement, a property that is aligned with
Ā-topicalization. We suggest a solution based on three assumptions. First, we adopt Bošković’s (2024a)
proposal of three distinct subject positions between TP and CP across languages and argue that both
the fronting locative argument and nó target the specifier position of the A/ĀP, the uppermost of these
subject positions. Second, to clarify the derivational process of locative inversion in LC, we adopt the
featural characterization of the A/Ā-distinction (Obata & Epstein, 2011; Van Urk, 2015; Fong, 2019) and
assume a composite probe [D, δ] on the head of the A/ĀP. Finally, we show that Coon and Bale’s (2014)
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formal calculus of minimality enables the composite probe to target and move the locative argument to
Spec,A/ĀP over the structurally higher theme DP, achieving the desired derivation.
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Notes

1 The abbreviations used in this paper include: 1: class 1 subject agreement in Zulu; ANT: anterior marker; AUG: augment vowel;
ACC: accusative case; C: complementizer; CONJ: conjunction; CL: classifier; EXPL: expletive; FUT: future tense marker; NEG:
negation marker; PL: plural marker; POSS: possessive marker; PROG; progressive marker; TOP: topic marker.

2 This is aligned with Bresnan’s (1994) claim that locative inversion constructions featuring posture verbs generally express a
simple position, i.e., a physical disposition of a stationary figure (the referent of the post-verbal DP) with respect to a ground
(as denoted by the locative phrase), or a maintain position which requires some sort of deliberate effort by an animate being to
maintain the posture (see also Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995). In contrast, the assume position sense, which “describes an
animate being coming to be in a particular position under his or her own control” (Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995, p. 127), is
absent from locative constructions.

3 https://vietmessenger.com/books/?title=buong%20theo%20giot%20buon&page=11 (accessed on 3 November 2024).
4 https://tienphong.vn/ao-phao-lam-canh-post581205.tpo (accessed on 3 November 2024).
5 Other potential candidates for EC are (eventive) verbs of (dis-)appearance (cf. Nguyễn, 1997) such as xuất hiện ‘appear’, xảy

ra ‘happen’, mất ‘lose, disappear’, other unaccusative verbs such as rơi ‘fall’ or tan ‘melt’ (also in their stative sense), and
non-voluntary verbs of appearance, sound, smell such as lấp lánh ‘sparkle’. As noted by Levin and Rappaport Hovav (1995),
such verbs must also be “informationally light” in the context, typically not communicating anything that goes beyond a simple
existence or appearance on the scene of the following DP (Landau, 2009).

6 https://www.vietnamplus.vn/xuat-hien-bang-tuyet-tai-huyen-binh-lieu-quang-ninh-post368147.vnp (accessed on 3 November 2024).
7 The grammatical occurrence of the locative phrase in the post-verbal position in (6) indicates that the fronting locative phrase in

LC originates from within vP rather than being base-generated at the surface position (see Paul et al., 2020, pp. 23–24 on why
Chinese locative construction does not involve the movement of the locative phrase).

8 The correct V-DP word order is derived after V-to-v raising. In addition, we assume that the postverbal DP in LCs is base-
generated within VP as in (10). If the DP were base-generated at Spec,vP, the locative verb would have to move out of vP to
derive the correct word order. However, data in (i–iii) show that the locative verb follows aspectual/temporal markers and
negation outside the vP, indicating that the locative verb stays within vP.
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(i) Trên bàn d̄ang d̄ể một cuốn sách [aspect > V]
on table PROG place a CL book
‘On the table is placing a book.’

(ii) Trong phòng từng nằm một bệnh nhân COVID [temporal/aspectual > V]
in room used.to lie a patient COVID
‘In the room used to lie a COVID patient.’

(iii) Trên tường không treo một bức tranh nào [negation >V]
on wall not hang a CL painting any
‘On the wall does not hang any painting.’

9 We assume, following Dư (2005), that EC without locative phrases such as (7) still have to be semantically tied to a loca-
tive/temporal frame (see also Greco et al., 2018). The apparent absence of such overt locative/temporal information is permitted
only if it is retrievable from context.

10 An alternative to circumvent the locality issue under (18a) is to assume that the theme DP and the locative argument are
equidistant from Spec,TP because they are within the same minimal domain, i.e., within the projection of the same head, e.g.,
within a small-clause/PredP (e.g., Hoekstra & Mulder, 1990; den Dikken, 2006; Broekhuis, 2008; Hartmann, 2008). However,
Doggett (2004) argues that the concept of equidistance yields incorrect predictions across various syntactic constructions,
including passivization in applicatives, movement to multiple specifiers, and Agree operations involving multiple specifiers.
Similarly, Carstens and Diercks (2013), drawing on the morphosyntactic behavior of the agreeing wh-phrase rieena (‘how’) in the
Bantu language Lubukusu, assert that equidistance fails to provide an empirically adequate resolution to the locality problem.
Adjudicating the validity of equidistance and minimal domains as strategies to address apparent locality violations lies beyond
the scope of this paper. Consequently, we do not evaluate whether the equidistance-based approach provides an adequate
account of the locality issue in the derivation of LCs. Nevertheless, even if equidistance and minimal domains are ultimately
validated as conditions on locality, the question of what motivates the movement of the locative phrase rather than the theme DP,
as discussed later in the text, persists.

11 The locative adjunct in EC may also be adjoined vP-internally, as shown in (8).
12 (24b) is marked with ”??” instead of “*” to indicate that it sounds degraded (and not necessarily bad) to some native speakers

we consulted.
13 Similarly, there can be no prosodic break between the locative phrase and the succeeding verb-DP sequence, which form a single

thetic judgment (Kuroda, 1972; see also Ladusaw, 1994 for the distinction between thetic sentences and categorical ones). That is,
an LC conveys “the recognition of an event in one single act” (Paul et al., 2020, p. 25) and does not constitute a typical bipartite
topic-comment configuration.

14 One may maintain that a thì-marked topic expression is base-generated in Vietnamese left-periphery. We do not dispute the
fact that topics in Vietnamese may be base-generated in their position. This is especially true for cases of topics that have an
“aboutness” relation with the comment (i.e., Aboutness topics). However, we believe that Vietnamese thì-marked topics may
also be formed by movement. Note that the fronting of locative adjuncts in ECs is not clause-bound as in (i). Importantly, the
presence of island effects shown in (ii-v) (see Trinh, 2009) indicates that the fronting of the thì-marked locative adjuncts bears
characteristics of Ā-movement. If all thì-marked topics in Vietnamese were uniformly base-generated in their surface position, it
is unclear how we can account for the island sensitivity of the fronting thì-marked locative adjunct.
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(i) [Trên bàn]1 thì tôi tin [là có m t ch ng sách   t1].  
 on table TOP I believe C exist  a pile book  
 ‘On the table, I believe that there’s a pile of books.’ 
(ii) *[Trên bàn]1 thì tôi tin [chuy n có m t ch ng sách   t1]. (Complex NP island) 
 on table TOP I believe story exist a pile book  
 Intended: ‘On the table, I believe the story that there’s a pile of books.’ 
(iii) *[Trên bàn]1 thì tôi tin [có m t ch ng sách t1] là t t. (Subject island) 
 on table TOP I believe exist a pile book be good  
 Intended: ‘On the table, I believe that there’s a pile of books is good.’ 
(iv) *[Trên bàn]1 thì tôi vui [vì có m t ch ng sách t1]. (Adjunct island) 
 on table TOP I happy because exist a pile book  
 Intended: ‘On the table, I am happy because there’s a pile of books.’ 
(v) *[Trên bàn]1 thì tôi ti c [là có m t ch ng sách t1]. (Factive island) 
 on table TOP I regret C exist a pile book   
 Intended: ‘On the table, I regret that there’s a pile of books.’ 

15 Lee and Yip (2024) also use cảm giác ‘feel’ as another raising attitude verb to illustrate hyperraising in Vietnamese. However, we
do not use this verb when discussing hyper-raising of the locative argument in (28) since it is hard to imagine how one could
“feel” that “on the bed lies a patient”.

16 EC is also allowed in the complement of the raising attitudinal verb nghe nói ‘hear’, as exemplified by (i). The locative adjunct is
able to move out of the complement clause as in (ii). Since the locative adjunct can be followed by thì, the marker of the Topic
head in the left periphery, we do not treat the movement of the locative adjunct in (ii) as an instance of hyperraising.

(i) Nghe nói [CP r ng/là [trên  gi ng]1 có m t b nh nhân]. 

 Hear  C on bed exist one patient 
 ‘It is heard that on the bed is a patient.’ 
(ii) [Trên gi ng]1 (thì) nghe nói [CP r ng/là   t1 có m t b nh nhân]. 
 on bed TOP hear   C have one patient 
 ‘It is heard that on the bed there is a patient.’ 

17 The hyperraising of the locative argument also suggests that the fronting of the locative argument in LC cannot be analyzed as
moving to a criterial position in the sense of Rizzi (2017). This is because the movement to a criterial position is subject to the
criteria freezing effects, which would wrongly predict that the fronting locative argument in LC cannot undergo hyper-raising
out of the CP complement in (28b).

18 That the intended coreference in (i) is not acceptable indicates that Ā-topicalization in Vietnamese (as overtly marked by the topic
marker thì) displays WCO on a par with English topicalization in (ii).

(i) *[Trên giường của mỗi d̄ứa trẻ2]1 thì d̄ều có [sách của nó2] t1.
on bed POSS each CL child TOP all exist book POSS he
Intended: ‘On every child2’s bed there are his2 books.’

(ii) *[Into every dog2’s cage]1 its2 owner peered t1. (Culicover & Levine, 2001, p. 289, (14a))
19 In addition to the lack of WCO and the resistance of marking by thì, the findings enumerated in (i) lend further credence to the

A-properties of the fronting locative phrase in an LC.

(i) a. The locative phrase in an LC is obligatory. 
 b.  The locative phrase in an LC must be below the complementizer. 
 c.  The locative phrase in an LC can undergo hyperraising. 

20 See Von Heusinger (2002) for a distinction between definiteness and specificity.
21 AgrsP and TP are split from the traditional IP under early minimalist assumptions.
22 We remain agnostic about the necessity of postulating an AgrsP in Vietnamese, a language without morphological markings

of ϕ-agreement.
23 Given the syntactic position of the expletive within the high-TP domain assumed by Greco et al. (2017, 2018), the contrast between

(46a) and (46b) strengthens our analysis of the fronting of the locative adjunct in EC as a case of topicalization to the left periphery.
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24 To quote Bresnan (1994, p. 90), “in presentational focus, a scene is set and a referent is introduced on the scene to become the new
focus of attention. In the core cases, a scene is naturally expressed as a location, and the referent as something of which location is
predicated-hence, a theme.” Presentational focus can be employed to either introduce a new referent or reintroduce a previously
mentioned referent into the domain of discourse (Birner, 1992; Bresnan, 1994).

25 A reviewer asks whether nó patterns with the locative argument in LCs with respect to its position relative to complementizers
and the possibility of hyperraising. Data in (i–ii) below confirm that nó patterns with the locative argument in LCs in terms
of its position relative to the complementizer là. However, nó resists hyper-raising, as shown in (iii). Following the reviewer’s
suggestion, hyper-raising of an expletive might be ruled out for independent reasons. After all, the locative phrase in LCs is an
argument of the locative predicate, while the expletive nó is non-argumental. The impossibility of hyperraising for nó might be
related to its non-argumental nature. We will leave the ungrammaticality of (iii) for future research.

(i) Rõ ràng là nó ngã thằng bé.
clearly C EXPL fall CL little
‘Clearly that the boy fell.’

(ii) ??Nó rõ ràng là ngã thằng bé.
EXPL clearly C fall CL little
Intended: ‘Clearly that the boy fell.’

(iii) *Nó nghe nói là ngã thằng bé.
EXPL hear C fall CL little

26 The three possible positions for nó mentioned in Greco et al.’s work all appear hybrid in their original characterization. Rizzi
and Shlonsky’s (2006, 2007) SubjP is treated as a specialized criterial projection, which serves the discourse function of encoding
the “subject of predication” of a clause. The characterization of SubjP as “the A counterpart of Ā criterial positions in the
left periphery” (Shlonsky & Rizzi, 2018) alludes to its hybrid nature. Rizzi & Shlonsky’s conception of SubjP goes back to
Cardinaletti’s (2004) idea of a SubjP endowed with a subject-of-predication feature; the subject in Spec,SubjP is distinct from the
grammatical subject, which is lower in the clausal spine. Similar to SubjP, Kiss’s (1996) RefP is also assumed to merge between
IP and CP, hosting specific subjects (in contrast, non-specific subjects stay in Spec,TP). Lund and Charnavel (2020) go as far as
arguing that RefP is part of the lower end of CP, marking a topic position. Unlike TP, SubjP/RefP is not a purely A position. It is
this gray area between the traditional CP and TP in which Bošković’s (2024a, 2024b) hybrid A/ĀP is assumed to be located. An
additional empirical argument against treating nó as occupying Spec,TP concerns its word order in relation to the high (negative)
polarity marker d̄âu. If nó merges in Spec,TP, we should expect it to occur linearly to the right of the high (negative) polarity
marker d̄âu, given that d̄âu merges immediately above TP in Vietnamese (Phan & Tsai, 2025). This is contrary to fact, as shown
in (i).

(i) {Nó} d̄âu {*nó} có ma.
EXPL POL EXPL exist ghost
‘It’s untrue that there are ghosts.’

27 The distinction between flat and relativized probes is originally inspired by patterns observed in omnivorous agreement in
languages such as Nez Perce (Deal, 2014) and Kaqchikel (Preminger, 2014). These patterns suggest that various ϕ-features (such
as person, number, and gender) can either combine into a flat, non-selective probe that is satisfied by any ϕ-feature bundle
regardless of specific values, or they can be relativized to target specific features (e.g., [Participant] or [Plural]). Furthermore, the
presence of a δ-feature associated with the fronting of the locative argument in LCs can be further evidenced by the infelicity of
an LC in an out-of-blue context in (i). In particular, in (i), unless the table was mentioned in the previous discourse, B’s response
with a locative phrase fronted sounds odd. As such, the fronting of the locative phrase must involve the presence of a δ-feature.

(i) Context: B gasped upon stepping into the hotel room they just
checked into. Standing just behind B, A asked
A: Có chuyệngì SFP

exist matter what SFP

‘What happened?’
B: #Trên bàn nằm một con mèo d̄en.

on table lie a CL cat black
Intended: ‘On the table lies a black cat.’

28 We refer to the landing site of locative inversion in English as Spec,TP as in the original work we cite here. Under Bošković’s (2024a)
analysis of locative inversion, the locative phrase targets Spec,A/ĀP. We gloss over this difference here for expository convenience.
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29 The post-verbal theme DP cannot bear contrastive focus (indicated by a focus accent) nor be questioned in LCs, as demonstrated
in (i–ii). This infelicity may be attributed to the communicative purpose of LCs. Specifically, the referent of the theme DP is
intended to be simply introduced into the discourse through its locational relation to a more discourse-familiar location. As such,
the theme DP in LCs is not meant to be contrasted with alternatives or subjected to questioning.

(i) *Trên bàn n m m t ch ng sáchF      (, không ph i m t ch ng t p chíF). 
 on table lie a pile book not correct a pile magazine 
 Intended: ‘On the table lies a pile of book (, not a pile of magazines).’ 
(ii) *Trên bàn n m hai cu n sách nào?  
 on table lie two CL book which  
 Intended: ‘On the table lie which two books?’ 

30 The contrast between (62b) and (62c) turns into supporting evidence for the checking/valuation-based approach to A-movement,
argued by Epstein and Seely (2006) and Bošković (2002, 2007). Since the infinitival T is not able to check/value the unvalued Case
feature of a DP, the movement of a man to embedded Spec,TP, as in (62c) simply cannot apply.

31 Obata and Epstein (2011) advance a feature-splitting analysis of Ā-opacity effects. In short, they argue that a DP does not carry
its ϕ-features and valued Case feature when it undergoes Ā-movement because these features are not the goal of the Ā-probe
triggering the Ā-movement. Thus, an Ā-moved DP is not visible to an A-probe because it does not carry an A-feature. Although
well-motivated by theoretical considerations under Chomsky’s (2007, 2008) feature-inheritance system, we maintain that this
approach cannot be extended to capture Ā-opacity in (67) since locative phrases in Vietnamese are assumed to contain a (defective)
D-feature in this paper and it is well-known that internal topicalization in Chinese exhibits A-properties (see Shyu, 1995; Ting,
1995; Paul, 2005; Kuo, 2009; Chen, 2023).
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Abstract: This paper offers a detailed description of the left periphery of embedded clauses
in Vietnamese. Five kinds of pre-subject constituent are considered in isolation, and
in interaction with one another: subordinating conjunctions; embedded topics; fronted
quantifier expressions; fronted adverbials, and the Vietnamese equivalent of English why
(Italian perché). A systematic comparison is made with the functional sequence of Italian,
proposed in the cartographic literature. Whilst largely consistent with the Italian pattern,
our findings diverge in certain respects, especially in suggesting a modification of previous
treatments of the *‘why-to’ constraint observed in English and a number of other varieties.

Keywords: Vietnamese syntax; ‘left periphery’; complementation; embedded topicalization;
‘Wh-questions’; ‘Why’-questions; scope and constituency; cartographic approaches

Pour l’enfant, amoureux de cartes et d’estampes,
L’univers est égal à son vaste appétit.
Ah! que le monde est grand à la clarté des lampes!
Aux yeux du souvenir que le monde est petit! . . .

To the child, enamoured of prints and maps
The universe has the size of his vast appetite.
How large the world seems by the light of a lamp!
How small it is, now, in memory’s sight!

Charles Baudelaire, Le Voyage [first stanza] (Les Fleurs du Mal, 1861)

1. Introduction: Why Peripheral, Why?

In this paper I direct attention to two whys: the theoretical question “Why CP?” and
a set of questions concerning the left periphery in Vietnamese, ultimately focusing on
the contrastive behaviour of the lexical item tại sao (why, perchè), relative to all other wh-
expressions. Whilst the former question is paramount, I will argue that an answer to it
is best arrived at by understanding the latter contrasts: hence, the empirical focus of this
paper is why~tại sao, and on its interaction with other elements of the left periphery (in
English and Vietnamese, respectively).

Let us begin, though, with the conceptual questions facing any cartographic approach
to word order, namely, why is CP where it is? Up there? On the left (or sometimes, right)1

periphery? Indeed, Why is CP considered ‘peripheral’ at all—part of another territory in
the satirical map of The Derivation in Figure 1, posted more than a decade ago?

Languages 2025, 10, 116 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10050116
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Figure 1. Cartography of the Derivation (© Zac Smith: used with permission.).

Designations matter greatly, both for analysis and theory construction. Although
strictly speaking the term periphery denotes simply the edge or circumference of an
object or region (compare the Parisian Périphérique), and is neutral between an inclusive
(‘integral’) and an exclusive (‘adjacent but separate’) denotation, the latter—non-integral,
interpretation—is the more salient in normal discourse; in the case of computer hardware,
for example, peripherals are additional, non-essential components. In other domains of
inquiry, essential components are never treated as ‘peripheral’, no matter their distance
from the centre. Aeronautical engineers do not consider the nose cone or empennage to be
‘peripheral’ structures on an aircraft, even though the tailplane is not an integral part of
the fuselage. No one—other than the thoracic surgeon, perhaps—conceives of the head as
peripheral to human anatomy, despite its being non-integral to the torso; this is in obvious
contrast to how we think about the limbs (which are more intricately attached). In syntactic
theorizing, on the other hand, generativists have tended to treat CP as external to the root:
indeed, in the literal chart reproduced as in Figure 1, the left periphery is drawn as another
country, something best left alone. (Which it often was, until Rizzi (1997), except whenever
subordinate clauses—and extractions therefrom—were at issue (Chomsky, 1977, 2000, 2005,
2008).)2

The original impulse to exclude CP no doubt stems from the earliest conceptions of
re-write grammars, in which S was taken as the initial symbol (Chomsky, 1957, 1965):3 if
your top-down theory of phrase structure (“S → NP VP”) has you start with what is now
construed as a lower node (S = IP~TP), then everything to the left of this node inevitably
becomes problematic (in a right-branching language; see Note 1). Subsequent Minimalist
theorizing—by definition, proceeding from the bottom up—generally has had little to say
about the derivation of root clauses beyond TP, except where features of a monolithic C are
taken to trigger subject raising (Duffield, 2024), or in cases of A’-movement.4

It is worth noting, by contrast, that lower functional categories such as TP and NegP
have always been treated as integral to S, even though they are also semantically peripheral
to the core proposition: just like CP, TP is excluded from the core thematic domain (vPmax,
cf. “Complete Functional Complex” (Chomsky, 1985)). The inclusion of TP presumably
has to do with the fact that bare propositions ‘John love Mary’ and its permutations {SOV,
VSO, VOS. . .} are grammatically unacceptable after the age of two—Tarzan movies, aphasic
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patients, and special learner populations aside; see Deprez and Pierce (1993), Guilfoyle and
Noonan (1992), though cf. Chung and McCloskey (1987). In short, there is consensus that
TP is required in root clauses, for grammatical well-formedness, and, since TP invariably
dominates Aspect phrase, the latter projection is perforce also considered as integral—
within, not without. Compare the location of ‘The United States of Tense and Aspect’ in
Figure 1 above.5

Developing recent trends in cartography, the conclusion here will be that some CP
components are required for syntactic well-formedness, even in root clauses (and even if
these elements often go unpronounced). In other words, CP may be top-most, but at least
some sections of it are non-peripheral. At the same time, other elements may in fact lie
beyond the periphery. In both directions, then, Vietnamese data suggest that borders need
to be redrawn.

The Cartographic Turn

Of course, syntactic cartography has hardly ignored CP: the clausal periphery has
been grist to the cartographic mill for nearly 25 years (see Rizzi, 1997; Cinque, 1999), not to
mention multiple articles in the sub-series The Cartography of Syntactic Structures (Oxford
University Press). This prodigious output notwithstanding, researchers have focused
almost exclusively on What (~Which)?, Where? and How? questions; specifically, “Which
grammatical elements comprise the left periphery?”; “Where is a particular element located
vis-à-vis other CP constituents?”; “How did that element come to occupy its position, by
movement or base-generation (internal or external Merge, in Minimalist terms)?”

Rizzi and Bocci (2017) offer a masterful exposition of this approach, for Italian: the
structure in (1a) summarizes their answers to the first two questions (What? and Where?), the
how? question being addressed by postulating specific kinds of feature-driven movements,
all constrained by the formal principle of Criterial Freezing (1b)—itself a variant of other
previously entertained “economy” conditions on movement. Just as the greater part of
Rizzi and Bocci’s (2017) paper is a descriptive commentary on these claims, using Italian
data, so most of this paper is an examination of the corresponding Vietnamese facts.6

(1) a. [ Force [ Top* [ Int [ Top* [ Foc [ Top* [ Mod [ Top* [ Qemb [ Fin [IP . . . ] ] ] ] ] ]
] ] ] ] ] (From Rizzi & Bocci, 2017)

b. (42) Criterial freezing: A phrase meeting a criterion is frozen in place

Given that I will also consider how adverb placement interacts with the functional
sequence in (1), it is useful to introduce Cinque’s Adverb Hierarchy here, reproduced in (2),
which is simultaneously a hierarchy of functional heads and adverbial positions:

(2) Moodspeech act > Mood evaluative > Moodevidential > Modepistemic > T (Past) > T (Future) >
Mood (ir)realis > Modroot/Aspecthabitual/T (Anterior) > Aspectperfect > Aspectprogressive/
Aspectcompletive > Voice > V.

Now, this concern with What? Where? and How? is all to the good, since, at least from
an inductive perspective, What? Where?, and How? questions are logically prior to Why?7

The problem is that cartographers—with the notable exception of Rizzi (2017) to which I
will turn directly—are insufficiently concerned with what might be termed as ‘mid-level’
Why questions, even once the map is drawn.8

In the case of syntactic cartography, mid-level questions fall into two general categories:
broad-span questions concerning general clausal architecture, and narrow-span questions
that should explain cross-linguistic variation within a particular sub-domain. Broad-span
Why-questions relate to the universal layering of syntactic domains diagrammed in (3):
why, for example, CP elements are always projected higher than TP {CP1 CP2, CP3. . .TP1,
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TP2, TP3, }, rather than in inverse, or intercalated, orders {TP1 TP2, TP3. . .CP1, CP2, CP3, },
{CP1 TP2, CP3. . .TP1, CP2, TP3 }; why thematic subjects always raise out of the predicate
phrase, even in VSO languages (McCloskey, 1996, 2017); why T is supervenient on ASP;
conversely, why T and Neg vary in their relative order cross linguistically (Ouhalla, 1991);
why almost all lexical categories appear below almost all functional categories (an exception
being “Inner Aspect” projections, see above; see also (Phan, 2013, 2024, for discussion of
Inner Aspect in Vietnamese.).9,10

(3)

More specific, ‘narrow span’ questions include the following: given a set of morphemes
in a particular language appearing at the left edge of the clause, why are certain elements
supervenient on other elements? In the figure in (4), for example, why must τ c-command
α, and α, γ within a given subdomain?

(4)

On such questions cartographers are largely silent.11 To my knowledge, the first
discussion of the aetiology of CP at this level of explanation is found in the preliminary
speculations in Rizzi (2017), who writes:12
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“Why is it that we typically find certain properties of ordering and cooccurrence
restrictions, rather than others?. . .[. . .] Two broadly defined candidates come to
mind:13

i. Certain properties could derive from requirements of the interface systems. For instance,
it could be that functional head B may necessarily occur under functional head A
(thus giving the linear order AB in head-initial languages and BA in head-final lan-
guages) because the opposite hierarchical order would yield a structure not properly
interpretable. . .[. . .]. . .A special [my emphasis: NGD] case of the impact of interface re-
quirements may be the ordering properties that follow from selectional requirements,
e.g., the fact that the Force head in embedded clauses must be high enough to be
accessible to higher selectors, which want to know if their complement is a declarative
or a question, for instance (Rizzi, 1997);

ii. When the functional heads occurring in specific orders trigger movement, the ordering
may be a consequence of locality requirements. For instance, Abels (2012) has argued that
almost all the ordering effects observed in the Italian left periphery may follow from the
theory of locality based on a version of featural Relativized Minimality, along the lines
developed in Starke (2001), Rizzi (2004): if A is a stronger island-creating element than B,
then B will not be extractable from the domain of A, neither long-distance, nor locally. . .”

Setting aside the issue of selection—which applies only to a subset of subordinate
clauses, and so is exactly a “special” (i.e., non-typical) case—neither of these responses is
satisfactory. In the absence of a deeper explanation as to why “functional head B necessarily
occurs under functional head A, alternatively, “why A is a stronger island-creating element
than B [my emphases: NGD]”, purely formal explanations do little more than to restate
the distributions they are supposed to explain (cf. appeal to ‘strong’ vs. ‘weak’ features in
earlier treatments of verb movement, see, e.g., Chomsky (1989, 1993)).14

The alternative, functionalist proposal I have been promoting recently is cast in terms
of four principles, two of which—Supervenience and ‘1-Arg’—offer a partial solution to
the mid-level questions introduced above; see Duffield (2022). In this paper, I shall focus
attention instead the core data question: “Wherefore is why different?”. And before that, we
have some mapping to do.15

2. Vietnamese Clause Structure

As may be familiar, Vietnamese is distinguished from other, better known, MSEA lan-
guages in having a rich inventory of pre-subject constituents, whose relative distributions
provide evidence of an articulated left periphery.16 While this super-structure is similar in
many ways to that proposed by Rizzi and Bocci (2017), based on Italian, the Vietnamese
facts presented below suggest significant points of divergence.

Notionally, we may distinguish five classes of pre-subject constituents, as follows:

i. Clause initial conjunctions—including various kinds of subordinating conjunction
{complementizer, relativizers}, topic markers, and linking elements. These elements
have a fixed distribution relative to one another, and are never found lower in the
clausal hierarchy (to the right of the subject): {rằng, liệu, (mà),17 (là)}, {thì, (là)}.

ii. Left peripheral phrasal constituents that are amenable either to a movement or to
a co-indexation analysis (Move or Merge): {topicalized XPs, NPs heading relative
clauses (see note 1)}.

iii. Speaker/subject-oriented adverbial phrases (e.g., quả thật, ‘indeed’).
iv. Weak indefinites interpreted as universally quantified XPs (which in all probabil-

ity have been moved to a pre-subject position, given the distribution of the same
constituents in the general case);
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v. The wh-phrase why (tại sao), which—uniquely in this wh-in situ language—only ever
appears to the left of the subject.

I consider each these classes in turn, subsuming the second category within the first:
that is to say, I will assume that the overt phrasal constituents in (ii) occupy the ‘specifier’
position of their corresponding licensing heads (XP-thì, XP-mà, in the case of topicalization
and relativization, respectively.)18

2.1. Clause-Initial (Pre-Peripheral?) Conjunctions

Although our core focus is with the last of these classes, it is best to start at the top,
with the head elements that provide most direct evidence of a functional sequence on the
left periphery. The examples in (5) illustrate the canonical distributions of all the Class (i)
heads under consideration here:

(5) a. Tôi nói rằng [ tôi là [cán bộ ngọai giao [mà cŽan liên hệ với sứ quán.]]]
PRN say ?? I COP staff foreign.affairs REL need contact with embassy
‘I said that I was a diplomatic staff member who needed to contact the embassy.’

b. Cô gái hỏi liệu [ cô có thể d̄i d̄Żen bữa tiệc d̄ược không. ]
PRN girl ask ?? PRN Q? poss. go arrive party CAN NEGQ

‘The girl asked if she could go to the party.’

c. [Quyển sách [ mà [ anh thích nhŻat ] ] thì bán chạy.
CLF book REL PRN like best TOP sell run
‘The book that you like most, (it) is selling well.’

2.1.1. Conjunctions I: {rằng, liệu, là}

Let us take {rằng, liệu} first. As these occur as the most peripheral elements in
any embedded sequence and signal the illocutionary force of the following clause, a
reasonable assumption is that they are Force heads, contrasting only in selectional features
(+IND, +INT): that is, it might be thought that rằng introduces declarative clauses, whereas
liệu introduces interrogatives. However, though it is initially plausible to associate both
elements with Force, the examples in (6) and (7) demonstrate that liệu and rằng co-occur.
More surprising perhaps, both word orders are observed—whereas liệu precedes rằng in
(6), the opposite order is found in (7)—even while the unacceptability of the (b) and (d)
examples in each set shows that this is not a matter of free variation.

(6) a. Ði tìm lời d̄àp: Liệu rằng tia UV có làm filler biŻen dạng?
go find answer: ray UV ASR make filler deform
‘Finding the answer: do UV rays cause filler deformation?’19

b. Ði tìm lời d̄àp: *Rằng liệu tia UV có làm filler biŻen dạng?
go find answer: ray UV ASR make filler deform
(as a)

c. Liệu rằng khi mŻat d̄i em có còn hŻoi tiŻec? [song lyric]
Q COMP when lose PRN ASR still regret?
‘Will I regret it when I lose you?’

d. *Rằng liệu khi mŻat d̄i em có còn hŻoi tiŻec?
COMP Q when lose PRN ASR still regret?
(as c)
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(7) a. John hỏi rằng liệu [tôi có muŻon hẹn hò với anh Żay không]
John ask I Q want go.out with PRN.DEM NEGQ

‘John asked if I wanted to go on a date with him.’

b. *John hỏi liệu rằng [tôi có muŻon hẹn hò với anh Żay không]
John ask I Q want go.out with PRN.DEM NEGQ

(as a)

c. John d̄ã hỏi mẹ rằng liệu [mẹ có thể d̄ón cậu bé không]
John ANT ask mother mother mother child child NEGQ

‘John asked his mother if she could pick him up.’

d. *John d̄ã hỏi mẹ liệu rằng mẹ có thể d̄ón cậu bé không.
John PAST ask mother mother can pick up child NEGQ

(as c)

The clue to this puzzle lies in the fact that both liệu and rằng also serve as matrix
predicates in certain contexts. In the examples in (6), for example, liệu works in this fashion:
in fact, there are no cases of {liệu. . .rằng} sequences where liệu itself is preceded by another
matrix predicate. Considering this, it is plausible to analyse liệu in (6c) as extra-clausal: this
is diagrammed in (8) (cf. French est-ce (que)):

(8)

As for rằng, etymologically this element is derived from a matrix verb, synonymous
with nói (‘speak, say’) The diachronic source of rằng, as a matrix predicate, is illustrated by
the proverb and folktale examples in (9) below:

(9) a. ‘Chẳng nói, chẳng rằng!’
NEG say, NEG speak
‘Say nothing!’

b. ‘. . .Phú ông xin d̄ổi ba bò, chín trâu. . .’
. . .rich man ask exchange three cows nine buffalo
‘The rich man asked to exchange three cows and nine buffaloes. . .’

. . .Bờm rằng: Bờm chẳng lŻay trâu. . .

. . .Bom say: Bom NEG take buffalo
‘..(and) Bom said: “I (Bom) will not take the buffaloes.”’
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Given its verbal origins, it is reasonable to analyse contemporary examples where nói
rằng introduces direct speech, and is immediately followed by a colon or comma—examples
such as those in (10)—in terms of a similar matrix analysis.

(10) a. Murakami Haruki nói rằng: “Tôi “Tôi bạn biŻet tôi thích bạn . . ...”20

Murakami Haruku say ??: “I let friend know I like friend. . .
‘Haruki Murakami said: “I’m telling you that I like you. . .”’

b. Tôi thŻay lỗi nói rằng: “Một sŻo quy tắc không d̄ược áp dụng nhŻat”
I see error say ??: 1 no. rule NEG CAN apply correct most
‘I see an error saying “A number of rules are not most applicable”’21

Two variant possibilities present themselves: nói rằng might be analysed as a verbal
doublet, diagrammed in (11a); alternatively, nói might function intransitively, with rằng
heading a VP-adjunct, as in (11b). This would then be akin to the most likely analysis of
the Early Modern English {. . .spoke, saying. . .} constructions in (12):

(11) a.

b.

(12) a. “. . .and he spoke, saying: These are the horns which have scattered Juda every
man apart, and none of them lifted up his head . . .(Zechariah 1:21 KJV)”

b. But the king spoke, saying to Daniel, “Your God, whom you serve continually,
He will deliver you. . .(Daniel 6:16 KJV)”

Whilst these extra-clausal analyses may deal with {liệu. . .rằng} order, as well as with
some instances of ‘reporting’ rằng, it is nevertheless clear that in the general case this
element lies within the periphery: that is to say, its etymology notwithstanding, rằng has
been grammaticized. This is strongly implied by the fact that it appears following ‘non-
reporting’ predicates—i.e., those that cannot take quoted speech as a complement. This set
includes the factive predicates tin (‘believe’), nhận ra (‘realize’), bực tức (‘resent’), and tiŻec
(‘regret’), discussed in the section on embedded topicalization below.22

In addition, rằng appears in concessive clauses as part of the complex conjunction tuy
rằng (=‘although’, cf. French bien que), where, once again, no verbal report is involved.
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(13) a. Nó không nói gì, [ tuy rằng [ nó biŻet rŻat rõ ]].
PRN NEG say what, [ although PRN know very clear
‘He didn’t say anything, even though he clearly knows (the answer).’

b. [Tuy rằng [nhớ tên ]] [ nhưng lại không nhớ ra gương mặt ]
although recall name but again NEG recall out face
‘I remember the name, but not the face.’

So, if rằng is located within the complement clause in default contexts, lexicalising
Force, then in examples such as those in (7) above, where rằng precedes liệu in non-reporting
contexts, it follows that liệu must occupy a lower functional position within CP.

Within Rizzi & Bocci’s cartography, Int(errogative) presents itself as a prime candidate:
liệu would then be equivalent to Italian se (cf. Rizzi & Bocci, ibid.). This analytic possibility
is diagrammed in (14):

(14) Positioning rằng and liệu (first pass)23

It is here that matters become interesting. For just as rằng and liệu are distinguished,
so too are rằng and là, whenever the latter element behaves as a conjunction. In (5a) above
we saw that là functions canonically as a copula, linking subjects and nominal predicates;
see also the examples in (15). Crucially, in its copular function, là may not appear in
construction with other kinds of non-verbal predicate, neither with adjectival (individual-
level or stage-level) predicates (16), nor with prepositional predicates (17); examples taken
from Phan and Duffield (2022).24

(15) a. John là người d̄àn ông d̄ứng ở d̄ằng kia.
John COP person gentleman stand LOC.COP location there
‘John is the person standing over there.’

b. Người d̄àn ông d̄ứng ở d̄ằng kia là John.
person gentleman stand LOC location there COP John.
‘The person standing over there is John.’

(16) a. Anh Żay (*là) cao/thông minh/tŻot. *[AP]
PRN.DEM COP tall/intelligent/nice
‘He is tall/intelligent/nice.’

b. Cô Żay (*là) bận/ rŻat vội vàng/ rŻat vui.
PRN.DEM COP busy/ very hurry/ very happy
‘She is busy/in a great hurry/very happy.’
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(17) a. Anh Żay ở/(*là) trên tàu. *[PP]
PRN.DEM LOC.COP/COP on train
‘He is on the train.’

b. TiŽen hoàn thuŻe của tôi ở/(*là) d̄âu?
money complete tax POSS 1.SG LOC.COP/COP where
‘Where is my tax refund?’

c. Nhìn xem! Anh Żay ở/(*là) kia kìa.
look see PRN.DEM LOC.COP/COP DEM3.DEM3

‘Look! He’s over there.’

Rằng can never replace là in its copular function. However, the opposite substitution
does seem to be possible, since là alternates with rằng as a subordinating conjunction in
a variety of contexts. The examples in (18) show that là readily introduces complement
clauses, especially in spoken registers.

(18) a. Yui d̄ã nói là d̄i d̄Żen nhà của bạn.25

Yui PAST say CONJ go to house POSS friend
‘Yui said (she was) going to her friend’s house.’

b. Tôi biŻet là chị d̄ang yêu một ngừoi.
I know CONJ she PROG love 1 person
‘I know that she is in love with someone.’

c. Lan nói là (chị Żay) thích học tiŻeng Anh.
Lan say CONJ PRN.DEM like study lge. English
‘Lan said she liked learning English.’

However, just as was observed with liệu, no true substitution is involved: là once again
occupies a functional position lower than rằng. This is evidenced by the examples in (19)
below, which show that rằng and là may co-occur, abeit only in one order, namely, {rằng. . .là}.
(Example (19c) shows that {rằng..là} collocations contrast directly with {*mà..l})} sequences:
là cannot occur within relative clauses, nor may it substitute for mà as a relativizing head.)

(19) a. Phải nói [ (*là) [ rằng [( là) thŻe hệ trẻ của chúng.ta rŻat tài năng.]]]26

must say ?? COMP ?? generation young POSS PRN very talented
‘(I) have to say that our young generation is very talented.’

b. Bạn có thể nói [ (*là) [ rằng [ là mình ổn, nhưng. . .]]]27

friend possible say ?? COMP ?? self fine, but. . .
‘You can say that you’re fine, but. . .’

c. Quyển sách [ (*là) [ mà [ (*là) anh thích nhŻat ]]] thì bán chạy.
CLF book ?? REL ?? PRN like best TOP sell run
‘The book that you like most, (it’s) selling well.’
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A further point to observe is whilst là may introduce interrogative clauses, it differs
from liệu in having a “quasi-quotative”, rather than subordinating, function: that is to say,
the question that follows là is interpreted as ‘direct-reported’, not indirect.28 In this respect,
là functions similarly to colloquial English like in (20a), where inversion (SAI) signals the
interrogative force of the following clause, whilst, at the same time, the sequence of tense
rules and deictic shift indicate that this is not direct speech (cf. *20b vs. 20c):

(20) a. ‘She asked me, like, What was I doing there?’ [direct reported]
b. %She asked me what was I doing. [*in standard varieties] [indirect]
c. She asked me: “What are you doing here?” [direct]

In short, là has a semantic status intermediate between rằng and liệu: whereas rằng
is typically associated with propositional assertions, and liệu with alternative questions,
là is apparently neutral between the two types of complement. This is suggested by the
minimal contrasts in (21), involving không biŻet (‘not know’), which, like English know, can
take either a declarative or interrogative complement: the corresponding examples in (22)
suggest that là is equipotent:

(21) a. Người mẹ không biŻet *rằng/liệu bọn trẻ d̄ang ngủ hay thức.
mother NEG know C/INT children PROG sleep or awake
‘The mother doesn’t know whether the kids are sleeping or awake.’
(= the mother is unsure about whether her kids are asleep.)

b. Người mẹ không biŻet [ rằng/*liệu [ bọn trẻ có d̄ang ngủ.]]
mother NEG know C/INT children ASR PROG sleep
‘The mother doesn’t know that the kids are in fact sleeping.’
(= the kids are in fact asleep: the mother doesn’t know that fact.)

c. Cô Żay không biŻet [ *rằng/liệu [ tôi có d̄ang vui vẻ
PRN.DEM NEG know C/INT I Q PROG happy
tại bữa tiệc không ]]
at party NEGQ

‘She doesn’t know whether I am having fun at the party.’
(= it is unclear to her whether I am having fun.)

d. Cô Żay không biŻet [ rằng/*liệu [ tôi d̄ang vui vẻ tại bữa tiệc]]
PRN.DEM NEG know C/INT I PROG happy at party
‘She doesn’t know that I am having fun at the party.’
(= I am having fun, indeed, but she doesn’t know that fact.)
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(22) a. Người mẹ không biŻet là bọn trẻ d̄ang ngủ hay thức.
mother NEG know ?? children PROG sleep or awake
‘The mother doesn’t know whether the kids are sleeping or awake.’
(= the mother is unsure about whether her kids are asleep.)

b. Người mẹ không biŻet là bọn trẻ có d̄ang ngủ.]
mother NEG know ?? children ASR PROG sleep
‘The mother doesn’t know that the kids are sleeping.’
(i.e., the kids are in fact asleep: the mother doesn’t know that fact)

c. Cô Żay không biŻet là tôi d̄ang vui vẻ tại bữa tiệc
PRN NEG know ?? I PROG happy at party
hay không.29

or NEG
‘She doesn’t know whether I am having fun at the party or not.’
(= it is unclear to her whether I am having fun.)

d. Cô Żay không biŻet là tôi d̄ang vui vẻ tại bữa tiệc.
PRN.DEM NEG know ?? I PROG happy at party
‘She doesn’t know that I am having fun at the party’
(I am having fun, indeed, but she doesn’t know that fact.)

Moreover, it turns out that conjunction là has a larger set of distributional privileges
than either rằng or liệu. Another significant difference is that là introduces the complement
of certain epistemic predicates such as those in (23), contexts where both rằng and liệu are
excluded. It is likely no coincidence that many of these are raising predicates: the raised
counterparts are illustrated in (24). This is exactly what one would expect if là occupies a
lower node than Force, which seems to be the projection that blocks A-movement in English.

(23) a. ?Có nên *rằng/là d̄àn ông là trụ cột gia d̄ình?30

ASR MOD men COP pillar family
‘Should the man be the family breadwinner?’

b. Có phải *rằng/là cái chŻet là chŻam hŻet?
ASR right CLF death COP end final
‘Is Death really the end?’

c. Chắc *rằng/là anh Żay bl
˙

tắc d̄ường n“en d̄Żen mưộn.
Likely PRN.DEM AUX delay road MOD come late
‘Maybe he was stuck in traffic, so he was late.’

d. Nhà hàng kia d̄ông quá! Chắc *rằng/là d̄Žo ăn ngon lắm!
restaurant DEM3 full very likely food delicious very
‘That restaurant is so crowded! The food must be very good.’
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(24) a. Ðàn ông có nên là d̄àn ông là trụ cột gia d̄ình?31

man ASR MOD COP pillar family
‘Should men be the family breadwinners?’

b. Cái chŻet ASR phải là cái chŻet là chŻam hŻet?
CLF die ASR MOD COP end final
‘Is death the end?’

c. Anh Żay chắc là bl
˙

tắc d̄ường n“en d̄Żen mưộn.
PRN.DEM likely CONJ AUX delay road MOD come late
‘Maybe he was stuck in traffic, so he was late.’

d. Nhà hàng kia d̄ông quá! Ðồ ăn chắc là ngon lắm!
restaurant DEM3 full very food likely CONJ delicious very
‘That restaurant is so crowded! The food must be very good.’

The VN conjunction là differs in subtle but crucial respects from its putative Italian
counterpart di. Comparing the Italian examples in (25), involving rare (‘seem’), it can be
seen that whereas raising is allowed out of bare non-finite complements (25a), di blocks
A-extraction (25b) just as extraction is blocked from the corresponding finite complements
introduced by che (compare 25c vs. 25d). A further difference is that raising is obligatory
in Italian (and English) non-finite structures, as shown by the unacceptability of (25e),
presumably for Case reasons. Notice that Italian di only appears with the Control use (of
sembrare (25f)).32

(25) a. ma (loro) sembrano [ usare la violenza per altre cose ].
but they seem-3.PL use-INF DET violence for other things
‘. . .but they seem to use violence for other things.’

b. *ma (loro) sembrano [di usare la violenza per altre cose ].
but they seem-3.PL di use-INF DET violence for other things
(as a)

c. ma sembra [che (loro) usino la violenza per altre cose].
but seem-3.SG that they use.SUBJNC.3.PL DET violence for other things
‘. . .but it seems that they use violence for other things.’

d. *ma (loro) sembrano [ che la violenza per altre cose].
but seem-3.PL that use.SUBJNC.3.PL DET violence for other things
‘. . .but they seem that (they) use violence for other things.’

e. *ma sembra [ (*loro) di (*loro) usare la violenza per altre cose ].
but seem-3.sg them di them use-INF DET violence for other things
‘[intended]. . .but they seem to use violence for other things.’

f. Mi sembra di impazzire.
me.DAT. seem-3SG di go.crazy
‘It seems like I am going crazy.’



Languages 2025, 10, 116

By contrast, as we have already seen, conjunction là is compatible with either finite
or non-finite complements. This implies that, unlike di, which lexicalizes Fin (in Rizzi &
Bocci’s cartography, là occupies an intermediate position between Force and Fin. Once
again, Int would seem to be the most promising candidate:

(26)

An additional reason not to identify là with di/Fin is that—as we shall see in the next
section—là invariably precedes topicalized constituents in Vietnamese, unlike Italian di: as
Rizzi & Bocci point out, di follows the topic constituent; this is illustrated in (27) (Rizzi &
Bocci’s examples (1) and (2)).

(27) a. Ho deciso che, la macchina, la comprerò quest’anno.
‘I decided that, the car, I will buy it this year.’

b. Ho deciso, la macchina, di comprarla quest’anno.
‘I decided, the car, of to buy it this year.’

Since the order in (27b) FORCE-TOP-là in Vietnamese is unacceptable, and since—as
will be shown—the Vietnamese left periphery only seems to admit the lower Top position,
it follows that là must occupy a relatively high position, higher than Fin. Once again, then,
Int presents itself.

However, it should be clear that this yields a cartographic clash: the tree in (14) that
derives {rằng. . .liệu} sequences is the same as the one that describes {rằng. . .là} order in (26).
This leads to the prediction that liệu and là should be in complementary distribution,
whenever they both function as conjunctions (i.e., following rằng). Unfortunately, this
prediction is immediately disconfirmed by the examples in (28) below: these demonstrate
that the sequence { rằng. . .liệu..là} is perfectly acceptable (in any context where {rằng. . .liệu}
is also good).

(28) a. John hỏi rằng liệu (là) [tôi có muŻon hẹn hò với anh Żay không]
John ask COMP INT ?? I Q want go.out with PRN.DEM NEGQ

‘John asked if I wanted to go on a date with him.’

b. John d̄ã hỏi mẹ rằng liệu (là) mẹ có thể
John PAST ask mother COMP INT ?? mother Q can
d̄ón cậu bé không]
pick up child NEGQ

‘John asked his mother if she could pick him up.’33
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Dismissing the ad hoc solution of an iterative Int node, which would in any case fail
to explain the impossibility of *{là..liệu} order, some reanalysis is necessary. The simplest
solution would be to treat liệu as a specifier element in Int, with là as its head, as in (29), so
preserving the Rizzi/Bocci hierarchy of C-related heads.34

(29)

Naturally, other analyses are possible, given the unspecified semantics of the criterial
head Int, and the lexically underspecified nature of Vietnamese là. Considering topicaliza-
tion more closely allows greater precision, though no certainty. The proliferation of Top
positions in Rizzi & Bocci’s structure is unhelpful in this endeavour, as is the surprising
claim that in certain dialects Italian che may lexicalise any one of several functional heads:

‘In fact,. . .[. . .]. . .elements like che are typically versatile, and can occur in different
positions in the clausal spine: in the dialects under consideration, they occur in
the highest position as declarative force markers, also in a lower position, lower
than the wh-element in indirect questions. . . (Rizzi & Bocci, 2017, fn 32).

At all events, the data allow us to distinguish “high” from “mid-high” in the left
periphery of Vietnamese clauses. Having now devoted more space than the average reader
may regard as tolerable to the highest levels of the left periphery, we can inch our way
further down to consider the “mid-high” region of CP.

2.1.2. Conjunctions II: {thì, (mà), là}

The “topic” marker thì, along with the distinguished phrase that typically precedes it,
has been an object of theoretical interest for several decades—likely much longer within
traditional scholarship. Notable studies in English include Thompson (1965/1987), Cao
(1992), Clark (1992), and Tran (2016, 2024). Nguyen (2021) provides an excellent summary;
she also contributes some useful new data, particularly in respect of clause-initial thì.35 The
main reason that thì has attracted such interest is its indeterminate nature—construed more
positively, its multifunctionality, as the examples below indicate, thì serves many different
functions, including as an “Aboutness Topic” marker (30), a Contrastive Topic marker (31),
and a clausal conjunction (32); in addition, as both Tran (2016) and Nguyen (2021) point
out, thì frequently appears utterance-initially as a discourse linker (33)—for Nguyen, this is
its primary function.
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(30) a. Cô Żay thì gặp anh Żay. [subject topic]
PRN.DEM TOP meet PRN.DEM
‘Speaking of her, she meets him.’

b. Anh Żay thì cô Żay gặp. [object topic]
PRN.DEM TOP PRN.DEM meet
‘Him, she will meet.’

c. HŽoi trước thì cô Żay gặp anh Żay. [adjunct topic]
time before TOP PRN.DEM meet PRN.DEM
‘In the old days, she would meet him.’

(31) a. Ở miŽen Bắc có bŻon mùa nhưng . . . [contrast topic]
LOC North EXIST four season but. . .
. . .ở miŽen Nam thì chỉ có hai mùa.
LOC South TOP only have two season
‘In the North, there are four seasons, but in the South, only two.’

b. Mày thì gŽay, nó thì béo. (Clark, 1992: [5])
you TOP slim, PRN TOP fat
‘You are slim, and he is fat.’

(32) a. [Anh mà d̄Żen ] thì [chị Żay rŻat vui lòng.] [clausal linker]
PRN CONJ come CONJ PRN.DEM very happy
‘She’ll be very happy, (if) you come.’

b. [Anh không thŻay ai ] thì [không cŽan ở lại một mình.]
PRN NEG see wh CONJ NEG need stay oneself
‘(If) you don’t see anyone, you don’t have to stay there by yourself.’

c. (NŻeu) trời sập thì cô Żay gặp anh Żay.
if sky fall CONJ PRN.DEM meet PRN.DEM
‘If the sky falls, she will meet him.’

(33) A: [Gia d̄ình Żay có nhà to] [discourse linker]
family DEM2 have house big
‘That family has a big house.’

B: Thì [ cô ghen tị à?].
PTL PRN jealous PTL
‘Are you jealous of them?’

For our purposes, the most pressing question about thì, regardless of label, is its
distribution and interaction with respect to other left-peripheral elements, particularly in
embedded contexts.

The first point to establish here is whether Vietnamese allows embedded topicalization
(ET) in the first place; after that, we can determine to which topicalization class it belongs,
within the typology of Miyagawa (2017), to be discussed directly.

It has long been known, since Hooper and Thompson (1973)’s response to Emonds
(1969)’s original proposal, that English ET is restricted by the semantic class of the matrix
predicate. In Hooper & Thompson’s taxonomy, reproduced in (34), ET is excluded from
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C & D class predicates. This illustrated by the contrast between the examples in (35) and
those in (36):

(34)

(35) a. I exclaimed that this book, I will never read. (Class A)
b. I think that this book, he read thoroughly. (Class B)
c. I found out that this book, no one is willing to read for the test (Class E)

(36) a. *It’s likely that this book, everyone will read for the test. (Class C)
b. *He was surprised that this book, I had not read. (Class D)

In the same paper, Hooper and Thompson (1973, p. 485) observe that ET is disallowed
in non-finite clauses, irrespective of semantic class; compare the examples in (37). They
propose that this is because infinitival complements are reduced clauses, lacking a Topic
position, something that will become crucial shortly.

(37) a. My friends said [TOP the more liberal candidates], they had always supported.]

b.
My friends tend to support [the more liberal candidates]. [Miyagawa, 2017:
[24a]]

c.
*My friends tend [TOP the more liberal candidates] to support. [Miyagawa,
2017: [24b]]

From a cartographic standpoint (Rizzi, 1997, 2001; Haegeman, 2006, 2010), ‘reduction’
means truncation: by hypothesis, non-finite clauses are truncated structures, where the
upper regions of the CP domain are deleted—or ”spliced” in the terminology of Shlonsky
and Soare (2011):

(38) ForceP > IntP > TopP . . . > Fin(ite)P

Miyagawa (2017) relates these two restrictions on ET, by proposing the following
universal structural constraint:

(39) Topic Projection: The topic projection TopP is allowed for the complement of A,
B, and E, but not for complement of classes C and D.

The constraint in (39) means that all unacceptable instances of ET can be ruled out
cartographically: either the TopP is deleted, in the case of infinitivals, or it is unavailable in
the first place (a function of semantically driven c-selection).36

However, the significance of Miyagawa’s work lies less in his formalization of ET
than in his proposal that this universal constraint on ET is parameterized in ways that are
immediately relevant to our cartographic project.37 Developing his (2010) work, Miyagawa
(2017) distinguishes two language types (cf. Li and Thompson’s (1976): “agreement-based”
languages such as English, and “discourse-configurational” languages, such as Japanese.
Miyagawa shows that Japanese-type languages deviate from English-type languages by
exhibiting a clearer morphosyntactic and syntactic division between different kinds of topic
(Aboutness, Contrastive, and Familiar Topics).

Regarding the universality of Hooper & Thompson’s taxonomy, Miyagawa points out
that, with respect to ‘Aboutness Topics’, the English pattern {{A, B, E}; {*C,*D}} is exactly
replicated in Japanese: he also shows that the permitted vs. disallowed complements are
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further distinguished by combining with different (head-final) complementizers (to vs.
koto), indicative of different functional projections.38

Compare first the examples in (35) and (36) above with those in (40) and (41), from
Miyagawa (2017, pp. 12–13). Notice that these examples involve simple “Aboutness Topics”:

(40) a. Class A:
Hanako wa [ sono hon wa kodomo ga yonda to ] itta
Hanako TOP that book TOP child NOM read C said
‘Hanako said that, as for that book, her child read it.’

b. Class B:
Hanako wa [ sono hon wa kodomo ga yonda to ] sinziteiru.
Hanako TOP that book TOP child NOM read C believe
‘Hanako believes that, as for that book, her child read (it).’

c. Class E:
Hanako wa [ Taroo wa kanozyo ga suki da to ] kizuita.
Hanako TOP Taroo TOP she NOM like COP C realize
‘Hanako realized that. as for Taroo, he likes her.’

(41) a. Class C:
*Hanako wa [ sono hon wa kodomo ga yonda koto ] o hiteishita.
Hanako TOP that book TOP child NOM read C ACC denied
‘Hanako denied that, as for that book, her child read (it).’

b. Class D:
*Hanako wa [ sono hon wa zibun ga yonda koto ] o kookai shita.
Hanako TOP that book TOP self NOM read C ACC regretted
‘Hanako regretted that, as for that book, she herself read (it).’39

Having established that Japanese patterns with English in the default case (‘Aboutness
Topics’), Miyagawa then draws on work by Bianchi and Frascarelli (2010), demonstrating
how the two languages diverge with respect to Contrastive Topics (Contrastive Focus) (see
Kuno, 1976; Büring, 2003):40 this is where the main empirical contribution lies. Miyagawa
claims that Japanese diverges from English in allowing CTs in all environments—including
Class {C, D} contexts, where ATs are blocked. Now compare the sentences in (41) with
those in (42) below:41

(42) a. Hanako wa [ sono hon WA kodomo ga yonda koto ] o hiteishita
Hanako TOP that book CONTR.TOP child NOM read C ACC denied
‘Hanako denied that as for that book, her child read (it).’ (but not this book)

b. Hanako wa [ sono hon WA zibun ga yonda koto ] o kookai shita.
Hanako TOP that book CONTR.TOP self NOM read C ACC regretted
‘Hanako regretted that as for that book, she read (it).’ (but not this one)

The implication is clear: if the unacceptability of the examples in (41) is due to the
unavailability of TopP, then the Contrastive Topics in (42) must occupy a distinct pre-subject
position. Rizzi & Bocci’s cartography offers a direct candidate, namely, Foc.

. . .

(1) [ Force [ Top* [ Int [ Top* [ Foc [ Top* [ Mod [Top* [Qemb [Fin [IP . . . ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]
(From Rizzi & Bocci, 2017)



Languages 2025, 10, 116

The preceding discussion immediately raises the question of which class Vietnamese
belongs to. Intuitively, since Vietnamese is normally classified as a “topic-prominent”
language,42 we would expect it to pattern with Japanese. Nevertheless, as was illustrated
by the examples (30)–(33) above, thì is multifunctional in a way that makes it harder to tie
it to one functional position.

The examples in (43)–(45) below make it clear that Vietnamese closely tracks the
Japanese patterns: whereas no obvious difference is found between AT and CT topics with
{A, B, E} predicates in (43), a contrast is found in the *{C,D} sets (44)–(45)—the same contrast
as found in Japanese. There is some variation in judgments according to the predicate, but
where a contrast is observed, as in (44b) for example, it always favours the CT alternant,
just as Miyagawa’s analysis predicts.

(43) a. Class A:
AT: Mary nói rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay sẽ d̄ọc trong hôm nay.
CT: Mary nói rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay sẽ d̄ọc,

không phải những cuŻon này. (nói = ‘say’)

b. Class B:
AT: Mary tin rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay có thể d̄ọc trong hôm

nay.
CT: Mary tin rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay có thể d̄ọc, không

phải những cuŻon này. (tin = ‘believe’)
c. Class E:

AT: Mary nhận ra rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay có thể
d̄ọc trong hôm nay.

CT: Mary nhận ra rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô Żay có thể d̄ọc,
không phải những cuŻon này. (nhận ra = ‘realize’)

(44) a. Class C (1)
AT: ?Mary phủ nhận rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô sẽ d̄ọc trong hôm nay.

Mary deny COMP PL CLS book DEM TOP PRI FUT read in today
*‘Mary denied that those books, she could read today.’

CT: ?Mary phủ nhận rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì cô sẽ d̄ọc,
Mary deny COMP PL CLS book DEM2 TOP PRN FUT read,

không phải những cuŻon này.
not correct PL CLS DEM1

*‘Mary denied that those books, she could read today, but not these.’
b. Class C(2)

AT: *Không thể có chuyện những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John sẽ d̄ọc trước cuŻoi tuŽan.
NEG fact ASR story PL CLS book DEM2 TOP John FUT read before end week.
‘*It’s impossible that those books, John will read by the end of the week.’

CT: Không thể có chuyện những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John d̄ọc,
NEG fact ASR story PL CLS book DEM2 TOP John FUT read,

không phải những cuŻon này.
NOT correct PL CLS DEM1

‘It’s impossible that those books, John read, but not these.’
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(45) a. Class D (1)
AT: *Mary bực tức rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John d̄ọc

Mary resent COMP. PL CLF book DEM2 TOP John read
trong kỳ nghỉ.
in vacation
*‘Mary resents that those books, John read while on vacation.’

CT: Mary bực tức rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John d̄ọc,
Mary resent COMP PL CLF book DEM2 TOP John read,

không phải những cuŻon này.
NEG correct PL CLS DEM1

*‘Mary resents that those books, John read, but not these.’

b. Class D (2)
AT: ?Tôi tiŻec rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John d̄ọc

I regret COMP PL CLS book DEM2 TOP John read,
mà không tham.khảo ý.kiŻen tôi.
CONJ NEG consult opinion I

?*‘I regret that those books, John read without consulting me.’

CT: Tôi tiŻec rằng những cuŻon sách d̄ó thì John d̄ọc,
I regret COMP PL CLF book DEM2 TOP John read,

không phải những cuŻon này.
NEG correct PL CLS DEM1

?*‘I regret that those books, John read, but not these.’

A crucial point to bear in mind is that these are judgments of only two native speakers:
follow-up investigation is clearly necessary.43 Nevertheless, assuming the patterns to be
valid, the Rizzi and Bocci (2017) hierarchy offers a direct cartographic mapping: Contrastive
Topics (CT) can be mapped to Foc across all predicate classes, whilst—in those constructions
where TopP is allowed—AT constituents could in principle map to either the higher or
lower TopP in (46), building on (21) above:

(46)
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This diagram not only fits the data well, it also allows us to go further, to examine
whether Vietnamese makes use of the higher or lower position for Aboutness Topics.44 For,
unlike Italian, which allows for double topicalization in embedded clauses—compare (47)
below—ETAT in Vietnamese is restricted to one position, that is, only one single topicaliza-
tion is allowed. The question is which: AT1 or AT2, in (46)?

(47) a. Mi domando, a mio figlio, se, la macchina, gliela compreremo quest’anno.
‘I wonder, to my son, if, the car, we will buy it to him this year’
(Rizzi & Bocci, 2017: [9])

b.

The chief diagnostic here is the presumed Int head là: if là can follow thì, this would
provide evidence of the availability of the higher TopP position (AT1); conversely, if là is
unable to appear before the AT in ET contexts, we could exclude the lower position (AT2)
as a possible Topicalization site. Finally, if rằng and là can co-occur preceding the AT-thì,
and the other orders were excluded, this removes the possibility that Vietnamese disposes
of a higher topic position.

The deciding data are given in (48) below, with the unacceptability of (48c) weighing
strongly in favour of the third option:

(48) a. *Mary nói [AT1 những cuŻon sách d̄ó ] thì là cô Żay sẽ d̄ọc trong
Mary say PL CLF book DEM2 TOP INT PRN FUT read in
hôm nay.
today
‘Mary says that those books, she’ll read by the end of the day.’

b. *Mary nói rằng [AT1 những cuŻon sách d̄ó ] thì là cô Żay sẽ d̄ọc. . .
Mary say C PL CLF book DEM2 TOP INT PRN FUT read. . .
(as a)

c. Mary nói rằng là [AT2 những cuŻon sách d̄ó ] thì cô Żay sẽ d̄ọc. . .
Mary say C INT PL CLF book DEM2 TOP PRN FUT read. . .
(as a)

These examples clearly imply that the higher AT position (AT1) is unavailable in
Vietnamese, and that the tree in (46) should be pruned to that in (49). If so, the AT/CT
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contrast in (43–45) then would vary only according to the availability of the lower (non-
recursive) TopP:45,46

(49) AT in lower TopP only (cf. 40a):

To be sure, one can find examples in which là immediately follows thì, such as those
in (50), but here thì is more plausibly analysed as an utterance-initial conjunction—indeed
intonation suggests that thì.là may be a compound conjunction in such cases:47

(50) a. “không phải anh thì.là anh khác. . .”48

NEG right PRN CONJ-CONJ you different. . .
‘If not you, then someone else. . .’

b. “ừ, thì.là em có nỗi buŽon thật d̄ẹp. . .” [song lyric]49

well, CONJ-CONJ PRN have sadness beautiful
‘Well, then I (?you) have a beautiful sadness.’

Before moving on to investigate positions below TopP, there is one further complication
to examine, namely, a context in which a topicalized phrase is followed by non-copular
là. Consider the minimal contrast in (51): if the sentential subject in (51a) counts as an
embedded topic (AT), then so too should the apparently identical clause in (51b), where là
replaces thì, yielding a shift in interpretation (irrealis to realis/finite):

(51) a. [Nó không học toán] thì tŻot.
PRN NEG study maths ?? nice
‘It would be nice for him not to study mathematics.’

b. [Nó không học toán] là tŻot.
PRN NEG study maths ?? nice
‘It’s nice that he didn’t study mathematics.’

The reason that this presents a problem is that là cannot be a copula here since—as
noted previously—copular là is prevented from appearing with adjectival predicates.50 But
if là is a coordinating conjunction, then it should not be found following any topicalized
constituent, given (49).

Fortunately for our ongoing analysis, the superficial minimal contrast in (51) be-
lies a significant structural difference, namely, that (51a-thì) is non-finite, whereas
(51b-là) is finite (its own clause). This is demonstrated by the fact that the tense
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morpheme d̄ã is excluded from (52a) below, while being fully acceptable in (52b).
In other words, the string [Nó không học toán] has a different analysis in the two
cases: in (51a), it really is a topicalized subject argument (≈ English small clause,
or gerund); in (51b), by contrast, the same string is analysed as a separate clause:51

(52) a. [Nó (*d̄ã) không học toán] thì tŻot.
PRN PAST not study maths TOP nice
‘It’s (a) nice (thing) that he didn’t study mathematics.’

b. [Nó (d̄ã) không học toán] là tŻot.
PRN PAST not study maths CONJ nice
‘It’s (a) nice (thing) that he didn’t study mathematics.’

This not only explains how conjunction là can follow [Nó không học toán] in (51a): it
also accounts for the fact that neither rằng (nor là) can introduce sentential subjects in
Vietnamese; compare the examples in (53) below (examples from Duffield, 2013; Phan &
Duffield, 2022). Both restrictions follow if sentential topics cannot be full clauses, unlike
in English.

I postpone to future work discussion of the clause following là.

(53) a. (*rằng) họ cười khúc khích] làm chúng em thẹn.
COMP PRN laugh giggle make PL PRN embarrassed
‘[*(that) they giggled] embarrassed us.’

b. (*là) cô Żay rời d̄i sớm làm tôi ngạc nhiên.
CONJ PRN.DEM leave early make I surprise
‘[*(that) she left early] surprised me.’

Having thus established the upper-to-middle sections of the Vietnamese CP, we may
turn attention to the remaining region of the left periphery—from the AT topic head to the
subject position, schematized in (54) below—to consider three kinds of pre-subject phrase:
speaker-oriented adverbials; weak indefinites interpreted as universal quantifiers; and the
adjunct wh-expression tại sao (‘why’).

(54)
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2.2. Left Peripheral Adverbials

Even before we come to weak (universal) indefinites and why questions, sentences in-
volving subject-oriented adverbials (specifically, the adverbial phrases quả thật ‘indeed’, and
nhŻat d̄ịnh ‘absolutely’) provide evidence that the (AT) topic position is located significantly
higher in the left periphery than the canonical subject position.

Consider the paradigm in (55) and (56), adapted from Phan and Duffield (2022). At
first glance, the alternation in (55) appears to indicate that quả thật may either follow or
precede the subject argument. However, given the optional pronunciation of the topic
marker thì, it is necessary to ensure that there is true variability here: that (55a) is not a
case of Top-ADV-(subject) order, such that (55b) represents the base order. The examples
in (56) show clearly that this is not the case: first, the unacceptability of (56b) establishes
that adverbials cannot appear to the left of an explicit topic; more crucially, the alternations
in (57), which contain both an explicit topic [những cuŻon sách d̄ó] and an explicit subject
[cô Żay]—compare (44)–(45) above—allow the adverbial to precede or follow the subject;
indeed, the latter order seems to be preferred (57b):

(55) a. Cô Żay quả thật d̄ã nói với anh Żay.
PRN.DEM indeed ANT talk with PRN.DEM
‘She indeed talked to him.’

b. ?Quả thật cô Żay d̄ã nói với anh Żay.
indeed PRN.DEM ANT talk with PRN.DEM
‘Indeed, she talked to him.’

(56) a. Cô Żay thì quả thật (pro) d̄ã nói với anh Żay.]
PRN.DEM TOP indeed ANT talk with PRN.DEM
‘Speaking of her, she indeed talked to him.’

b. *Quả thật [ cô.Żay thì [ (pro) d̄ã nói với anh Żay ] ]
indeed PRN TOP ANT talk with PRN.DEM
intended (a)

(57) a. ?[Những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì nhŻat d̄ịnh cô Żay phai d̄ọc.
PL CLF book DEM TOP absolutely PRN.DEM must read
‘(?)That book absolutely she had to read.’

b. [Những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì cô Żay nhŻat d̄ịnh phai d̄ọc.
PL CLF book DEM2 TOP PRN.DEM absolutely must read
‘That book, she absolutely had to read.’

From these data, it is plausible to conclude that adverbials are moved from a post-
subject, pre-verbal slot to a pre-subject position, to the right of the Topic, as diagrammed
in (58), consistent with the Rizzi/Bocci hierarchy:52
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(58)

Here, I am co-opting Rizzi & Bocci’s Mod position for the moved adverbial phrases.
This is in the letter of Rizzi & Bocci’s cartography, but perhaps not in the spirit, since in
their discussion Rizzi & Bocci exemplify Mod with fronted adverbials such as rapidamente
(‘rapidly’) (59a), elements that can also appear post-verbally, as in (59b). By contrast, quả
thật is only ever found pre-verbally: this is shown by the unacceptability of the examples
in (59c,d) below (see Phan & Duffield, 2022):

(59) a. Rapidamente, Gianni trovò la soluzione.
‘Rapidly, Gianni found the solution.’

b. Giahái ha trovato rapidamente la soluzione. (Rizzi & Bocci, 2017: 15a)
‘Gianni found rapidly the solution.’

c. *Cô Żay d̄ã nói quả thật với anh Żay.
PRN.DEM ANT talk indeed with PRN.DEM
‘She indeed talked to him.’

d. *Cô Żay d̄ã nói với anh Żay quả thật.

PRN.DEM ANT talk with PRN.DEM indeed
(as 58c).

Still, whatever the correct label may be, the distribution of LP-adverbials such as quả thật
provides a useful diagnostic of the separation of topic and subject positions in Vietnamese.

2.3. “Quantifier-Raising”

Let us now consider fronted weak indefinites interpreted as universal quantifiers
(“QP∀”).53 As discussed in Duffield (2007, 2014), Vietnamese disposes of a subset of weak
indefinite expressions that must appear in front of the pre-verbal ‘adverbial operator’ cũng,
even where these phrases are interpreted as thematic objects, or as adjuncts that would
normally appear post-verbally. In the examples in (60), the displaced indefinite appears
to the right of the subject, yielding S-OQP-cũng-V order in (60a,b)), S-AdjunctQP-cũng-V,
in (60c,d):
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(60) a. Anh Żay từ nào *(cũng) nhớ. [
√

S-OQP-cung-V order]
PRN.DEM word WH OP recall
‘He remembers every word.’

b. Cô Żay ai [*(cũng) quen].
PRN.DEM WH OP know
‘She knows everybody.’

c. Anh Żay bao giờ [*(cũng) d̄Żen muộn].[
√

S-ADJNQP-cung-V order]
PRN.DEM WH time OP come late
‘He is always late.’

d. Tôi ngày nào [*(cũng) tập thể thao]
I day WH OP do exercise
‘I do exercise every day.’

However, QP∀-S-V order is also found, as shown by the corresponding examples
in (61): both thematic objects and QP∀-adjuncts may also precede the subject:

(61) a. Từ nào [anh.Żay [cũng nhớ].] [
√

OQP-S-cung-V order]
word WH PRN.DEM OP recall
‘He remembers every word.’

b. Ai [cô Żay [cũng quen]].
WH PRN OP know
‘She knows everybody.’

c. Bao giờ [anh Żay [cũng d̄Żen muộn ]]. [
√

ADJQP-S-cung-V order]]
WH time PRN.DEM OP come late
‘He is always late.’

d. Ngày nào [tôi [cũng tập thể thao ]].
day WH I OP do exercises
‘I do exercises every day.’

A point to observe is that this QP∀-fronting is obligatory in the case of underspecified
weak indefinites (ai (‘who/anyone’), nào (‘which/anything’, etc.,): expressions that would
otherwise be interpreted as wh-questions if left in situ.54 This state-of-affairs contrasts with
regular, fully specified, universal quantifiers (VN. mọi~mỗi) such as those in (62), where
overt QP∀ fronting is impossible, and where cũng, if present, only has its non-operator
interpretation (=‘also’):



Languages 2025, 10, 116

(62) a. *Anh Żay [cũng nhớ từ nào]. [*S-cung-V OQP]
PRN DEM OP recall word WH
‘He remembers every word.’
(ok: ‘Which word does he remember?’)

b. Anh Żay [(cũng) nhớ mọi từ]. [
√

S-cung-V-OQP (mọi)]
PRN DEM also recall each word
‘He (also) remembers every word.’

c. *Anh Żay mọi từ [(cũng) nhớ]. [*S-OQP-V: mọi]
PRN DEM each word also remember
*‘He every word remembers.’

d. Tôi [tập thể thao mỗi ngày]. [
√

S-V-XQP: mỗi]
I do exercise every day
‘I do my exercises every day.’

e. ??Tôi mỗi ngày [tập thể thao]. [??S-XQP-V: mỗi]
I every day do exercise

??‘I every day do my exercises.’

In Duffield (2007), these patterns are accounted for in terms of ‘scope evasion’: QP∀-
movement is driven by the functional need to avoid being interpreted as wh-expressions if
they remain in-situ (alternatively, as negative polarity items (NPI), when in the scope of
the negative operator không). In that paper, little attention was paid to the landing-sites
involved, the issue of position being less important than that of motivation. Here, the
converse is true: to establish the fine structure requires that we determine the precise
position of the moved weak indefinite, in both paradigms ((60) and (61)). It is also necessary
to determine the position of the subject argument in the two contexts: the optionality of
the topic marker thì means that nothing can be taken for granted with respect to starting
position.55

The most obvious move is to suppose that QP∀-raising involves raising to Foc, in the
truncated (single topic position) version of Rizzi & Bocci’s cartography, schematized in
(63):

(63) [ Force [  Int  [ Top   [ Foc [  [ Mod  [Qemb [  Fin [IP    …      ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]  ] 
                                                               QP  

∀Following the logic of the previous discussion of adverb placement, such an analysis
could allow us to derive both SOV(60) and OSV(61)) order, provided that: (i), the S in
S-OQP∀-V is topicalized; equally, (ii), the S in OQP∀-S-V must not be (topicalized).

These expectations are only partially borne out, as evidenced by the examples in
(64). On one hand, it is clear—as it was with adverbial expressions—that QP∀ cannot
raise past the Topic position. In (64a), where the (Aboutness) topic is a non-argument (câu
chuyện này), which effectively precludes the subject topicalization, the raised QP intervenes
between the Topic and Subject position, as predicted by (63); the unacceptability of (64b)
also implies that the weak indefinite cannot move beyond the topic position, again as
predicted.56 What is more, the acceptability of TOPSUBJ-OQP∀-V in (64c) offers further
support for QP∀-movement to an intermediate position between TOP and Subject:
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(64) a. Câu chuyện này thì từ nào anh Żay cũng nhớ.
CLS story DEM1 TOP word WH PRN.DEM2 ALSO remember
‘As for this story, he remembers every word (of it).’

b. *Từ nào [câu chuyện này thì anh Żay cũng nhớ.]
word WH CLS story DEM1 TOP PRN.DEM2 ALSO remember
‘As for this story, he remembers every word (of it).’

c. “Câu chuyện này? Anh Żay thì từ nào cũng nhớ.”
CLS story DEM1 PRN.DEM2 TOP word WH ALSO remember
‘This story? He’s the one that remembers every word (of it).’

d. Câu chuyện này thì anh Żay từ nào cũng nhớ.
CLS story DEM1 TOP PRN.DEM2 word WH ALSO recall
‘As for this story, he remembers every word (of it).’

All would be well for the analysis in (63), but for the acceptability of (64d): here, the
topic position is filled, as in (64a), meaning that the subject cannot be topicalized, yet the
QP∀ can still appear to its right {. . .TOP. . .SUBJ. . .QP∀. . .}. The acceptability of this word
order is obviously inconsistent with the idea that QP∀-movement in Vietnamese involves
raising to a dedicated Foc position, unless certain assumptions are revised.57

A more serious problem for the dedicated position analysis in (63) arises when we
consider the interaction between fronted QPs and evaluative adverbs. The analysis of
fronted adverbs in (58) predicts the acceptability of {TOP-QP-(ADVP)-Subj} order: the
same analysis, prevents adverbials from appearing between the Top and the QP∀ in Foc.
Unfortunately, the data show the reverse: the predicted order, (65a) is marginal at best,
while the excluded order (65b) is fully acceptable.

(65) a. ??[AT Câu chuyện này] thì từ nào quả thật anh Żay cũng nhớ.
CLF story DEM1 TOP word WH indeed PRN.DEM ALSO recall

‘As for this story, he remembers every word (of it).’

b. [AT Câu chuyện này] thì quả thật từ nào anh Żay cũng nhớ.
CLF story DEM1 TOP indeed word WH PRN.DEM2 ALSO recall

‘As for this story, he remembers every word (of it).’

In short, the analysis in (63) faces challenges from two directions: on one hand, the
acceptability of (64d) shows that the raised QP∀ can appear to the right of the subject, well
below the hypothesized Foc node; conversely, the acceptability contrast in (65a) reveals that
fronted QPs preferentially follow the position of fronted adverbials, to the left of the subject,
but well below the hypothesized Foc landing-site. Whilst all these alternative orders could
be derived by ad hoc stipulation, the more principled solution would be to revert to the
original (2007) analysis, which freely adjoined QP to any projection within IP outside the
scope (c-command) of cũng. This would correctly derive the variable word-orders, but
would necessitate giving up on Foc as a unique landing-site for QP movement.

This leaves us with just one pre-subject constituent to place, and which is the raison
d’être of this whole endeavour: tại sao (‘why’), a wh–expression that diverges from other
wh-phrases across a wide range of languages—also, within constructions in those varieties.
As we shall see, sentences involving tại sao constitute a Pandora’s box of interesting data,
potentially jeopardizing the results obtained thus far, as well as casting doubt on the
universality of the Rizzi/Bocci hierarchy.
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2.4. Where(fore) Why?
2.4.1. English Why

Let us begin with English. The observation that why is anomalous vis-à-vis other
English wh-expressions had been noted previously, especially in the child language acquisi-
tion literature: see de Villiers (1991) et seq.; cf. Rizzi (1990). However, until the advent of
cartography and an articulated CP, it was not considered theoretically interesting, for want
of mechanisms available to capture the distributional differences.

The following minimal contrasts describe the asymmetric lay of the land with respect
to why (vs. other wh-phrases). First, the examples in (66) show that in a suitable discourse
context why or why (not)—uniquely among wh-phrases—can merge with bare predicate
phrases (VPs, PPs, DPs, ADVPs), though not with bare vPs (thematic phrases containing
a subject (67).58 The examples in (68) show that other wh-expressions are either excluded
from the same environments, or else highly restricted (unless the sentence is parsed as a
sluicing context):

(66) a. Why (not) [risk it]?
b. Why (not) [talk to a therapist]?
c. Why [ fix the car]?
d. Why [ him]? Why [ not her]?
e. Why [only yesterday]? Why not [ two weeks ago]?
f. Why [with his brother]? Why not [with his partner]?59

(67) a. *Why (not) he/him go there?
b. *Why she/her take the money?
c. *Why (not) they/them came?

(68) a. *When/*who (not) [risk it]?
b. *When (not) talk to a therapist?
c. *How fix the car?
d. *Where him? Where not her?
e. *Who only yesterday? *Who not two weeks ago?
f. *Where with his brother? *How not with his partner?

Perhaps unsurprisingly, these bare why-XP fragments may not appear as embedded
complements (69a,b), other than in quotative (direct speech) contexts (69c):

(69) a. *She wondered [why her]. cf. (“Why her?,” she wondered)
b. *She knew [why with his brother].
c. She said: “Why not risk it?”

In contrast to the bare predicate examples in (66)–(68), where it is privileged over other
wh-expressions, why is uniquely excluded from non-finite complement clauses (indirect
questions), such as those in (70): this is despite being just as acceptable as other fronted
wh-expressions in the corresponding finite contexts. Compare the examples in (70) with
those in (71):

(70) a. She knew what/when/how/*why to tell him.
b. She wondered who to talk to/how best to talk to him/*why to stay any longer.

(71) a. She knew what/when/how/why she should tell him.
b. She wondered who to talk to/how best she should talk to him/why she

should stay any longer.
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This asymmetry obtains even in Sluicing contexts, where the elided portion is no less
silent: compare (72a) vs. (72b).

(72) a. He was told where [ to meet Jane], and when. . .*but not why [ to meet Jane ].
b. He was told where [ he should meet Jane], and when. . . but not why [ he should

meet Jane ].

These contrasts suggest that semantic interpretability is not at issue here: the constraint
seems to be purely grammatical. This intuition is further supported by the contrast between
the Sluicing contexts in (72) above, and the Tough-Construction complements in (73): in
the latter context, once dissociated from the non-finite complement, [why . . . [ + non-finite
clause]] is just as acceptable as any other embedded wh-expression.60

(73) a. She knew [ what/why [ it was best/tough [ to tell him ]]]
b. He wondered [ who [ it might be easier [ to live with: Jane or Amy? ]]]
c. He wondered [ why [ it might be easier [ to live with Jane. ]]]

Why once again diverges from other wh-adjuncts when it comes to LD wh-movement
(that is, at the maximal extension of the clause). For many speakers—see Aoun et al.
(1987)—why exhibits ‘that-trace’ effects on a par with wh-subjects, such that the presence of
the embedded complementizer in (74a) blocks the ‘downstairs’ construal of why, in what is
otherwise an ambiguous string (74b). No similar constraint applies to other wh-adjuncts: if
anything, the downstairs reading is favoured elsewhere, regardless of the presence of that.
(And, in (74d), where the adjunct is semantically selected by put, the lower reading is the
only one available:)

(74) a. When/How did Justin say (that) he had finished the painting?
b. Why did Justin say he had finished the painting early?
c. ??Why did Justin say that he had finished the painting early?
d. Where did Justin say that he had put the painting?

Moreover, for speakers that share the judgments in (74), *why-to effects can be amelio-
rated, as shown in (75)—just like that-trace effects in (76)—by intervening phrasal material:
see Culicover (1993), Douglas (2017); Sobin (1987, 2002); Salzmann et al. (2013); also
Duffield (2018):

(75) a. She told you [ why *(not) to write about this problem]
b. She told you [ why *(on no account) to write about this problem].

(76) a. Lee forgot which dishes Leslie had said that *(under normal circumstances)
should be put on the table.

b. Which kinds of drugs did you say that *(without proper testing) had been
released on the market?

The connection with wh-subjects is probably not coincidental: notice that exactly these
arguments pattern with why with respect to non-finite complements; compare (77a) with
(70a) above, also with its finite, and non-subject counterparts (77b, c):

(77) a. *She wondered [who to tell Mary the news].
b. She wondered [who had told Mary the news].
c. She wondered [who (PRO) to tell the news to].

The traditional explanation of the contrast in (77) has it that the non-finite clause
lacks the relevant features—standardly, Case features—to license an overt subject. The
cartographic alternative proposed by Shlonsky and Soare (2011) extends this deficiency
account to the why cases in (70), except that what is missing are not merely the features
but the structural projections containing them: non-finite clauses are truncated versions of
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their finite counterparts. This is diagrammed in (78), from Shlonsky and Soare (2011): by
hypothesis, the licit non-finite clauses involve splicing/deletion of all upper CP projections:

(78) Infinitival clauses are spliced at WhP: (Shlonsky & Soare, 2011: [11])
ForceP > IntP > TopP > FocP > WhP > FinP

On the explanation given by Shlonsky and Soare (2011), the specific unacceptability
of ‘*why-to’ follows from the special licensing conditions on why: whereas regular wh-
expressions in English are licensed through movement to WhP—hence, splicing of the
higher nodes has no effect on well-formedness—why, again by hypothesis, exceptionally
requires movement to IntP for feature licensing. This, the authors claim, explains not only
the distributional *why-to constraint, but also the ambiguity of (79b): why may not be able
to appear in the lower clause, but it does allow a “downstairs” reading (long construal), for
some speakers, at least.61

(79) a. *She asked me why to resign.
b. Why did you ask her to resign? (Shlonsky & Soare, 2011: [12])

i. What is the reason x, such that for x, you asked her to resign e.g.,:
Because I didn’t want to just tell her. (short construal)

ii. What is the reason x, such that you asked her to resign for that
reason x? e.g., I asked her to resign because of her health, not
because of her intelligence (long construal)

If Shlonsky & Soare’s analysis is correct, then why is not only licensed higher in CP
than regular wh-expressions: it is also initially merged higher than these other expressions.
Shlonsky & Soare’s analysis of why aligns exactly with Rizzi & Bocci’s treatment of Italian
perché. The latter authors write:

‘These considerations led to the postulation of an independent position Int(errogative),
hosting se in the head position, also wh-elements like perché (‘why’) and other reason
adverbials in the specifier position, as they can also be surrounded by topics and can
co-occur with a following focus position (see Rizzi, 2001 and the revision in Shlonsky &
Soare, 2011), both in main and embedded questions:

(11) Italian
A Gianni, perché, la macchina, gliela volete regalare?
‘To Gianni, why, the car, you want to give it to him?

(12) Perché LA MACCHINA/∗LA MACCHINA perché gli volete regalare,
e non la moto?

‘Why THE CAR/∗THE CAR why you want to give to him,
and not the motorbike?’

A topic can also occur between Int and Foc:

(13) Perché, a Gianni, LA MACCHINA gli volete regalare, e non la moto?
‘Why, to Gianni THE CAR you want to give to him, and not the motorbike?’

The integration of Int thus gave rise to the following map:

(14) [Force [Top∗ [Int [Top∗ [Foc [Top∗ [Fin [IP . . .]]]]]]]] ‘

2.4.2. Vietnamese Why

The previous discussion raises two kinds of questions: where is why/perché, initially?
and why is it (there)? Vietnamese, as a wh-in situ language, should at least prove helpful in
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addressing the first question. Perhaps not surprisingly, the answer is more complicated
than one might have wished, having come this far.

Before considering our final data sets, it is useful to summarize our interim progress, climb-
ing down from the top of the left periphery. First, we have distinguished two head positions in
the highest regions of CP: Force, typically lexicalized by the declarative complementizer rằng,
and Int, lexicalized by the force-neutral linker là, just in case it functions as a conjunction; in
interrogative (alternative question) contexts liẹu may appear as a specifier of Int.

Second, we have established that Aboutness Topics invariably appear below Int,
apparently ruling out the higher AT position, which is supposed to be available in Italian.
We saw that Vietnamese also supports a functional distinction between Aboutness Topics
and Contrastive Topics, as proposed by Miyagawa (2009, 2017). However, the evidence
does not support any positional contrast (any more than is found in Japanese, in fact): hence,
the data implies only one Topic position, which may be filled either by an Aboutness Topic
or a Contrastive Topic, depending on context. This speaks against the availability of a
distinct Foc node in Vietnamese, contra Rizzi & Bocci.

Finally, the case for a distinct Foc projection is further eroded when we consider how
fronted QPs (weak indefinites with a universal interpretation) interact with the three other
classes of left-peripheral elements. On one hand, the data clearly show that QPs move to a
region below Force and Int and the dual service Top positions, but above the thematic subject
position (making certain allowances for example (64d), see note 57). On the other hand,
the more flexible interaction of QP with quả thật—specifically, the marginal acceptability of
(65a)—casts additional doubt on the idea that QPs are moved to a dedicated position. It seems
then, as proposed in Duffield (2007), that these weak indefinites are repelled, not attracted.

The dIagram in (80) summarizes the resulting functional sequence for Vietnamese. (It
should be clear that some of these elements cannot grammatically co-occur in any particular
sentence: the object is to fix their relative positions in one tree.)

(80)
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So now, finally, we come to the ultimate (where?) question, namely, where is why;
more specifically, where is Vietnamese why (tại sao)? The first point to establish is that tại
sao, like English why and Italian perché, only ever appears to the left of the subject. This is
made clear by the paradigm in (81):

(81) a. Tại sao người ta không trŽong nŻam trên d̄Żat. . .?62

why people NEG grow mushrooms in soil
‘Why do people not grow mushrooms in soil. . .?’

b. *Người ta tại sao không trŽong nŻam trên d̄Żat. . .?
people why NEG grow mushrooms in soil
‘Why do people not grow mushrooms in soil. . .?’

c. *Người ta không trŽong nŻam trên d̄Żat tại sao?
people NEG grow mushrooms in soil why
‘Why do people not grow mushrooms in soil. . .?’

Second, we need to show that tại sao-questions can be embedded. The examples in (82)
demonstrate that they can be moreover, that tại sao-complements can be introduced by the
complementizer rằng:

(82) a. Anh d̄ã nhiŽeu lŽan hỏi em [rằng [tại sao . . . ]] [song lyric]
PRN ANT many times ask PRN C why
‘I have asked you why, so many times.’

b. Có nhiŽeu bạn hỏi [ rằng [tại sao thŽay lại
quay

d̄ược các Video TiŻengHàn]]63

ASR many friends ask C why teacher upload CAN CLF video lge. Korean
‘I have many friends ask why my teacher can make Korean videos. . .’

c. [DP câu hỏi [rằng [tại sao bỗng nhiên thŻe giới lại có thang máy]]]64

CLF ask C why suddenly world again have elevator
‘. . .the question as to why the world suddenly has elevators. . .’

Taken together, the two example sets (81)/(82) provide clear evidence that tại sao
occurs in our crucial region of interest, between Force (rằng), and the subject position. The
question is, exactly where? Examining its position relative to the other left-peripheral
elements we have encountered to this point, may allow us to pinpoint the location of
reason phrases {tại sao, why, perché} prior to movement; we can also investigate whether
Vietnamese manifests the *why-to effect modelled by Shlonsky and Soare (2011).

As noted earlier, cartographic treatments of why/perché analyse the peripheral position
of this element in Italian and English as the result of high external Merge to a Reason
Phrase above the subject position, followed by further leftward movement: both Rizzi
and Shlonsky & Soare assume that why/perché is attracted post-Merge to the {spec, Int} for
formal criterial (checking) reasons. Recall that this is necessary to explain the unavailability
of *why to. However, since WHY is required to move further than Int in both English
and Italian, to satisfy selection—(2) diagrammed in (83)—(She doesn’t know (*that) why
she came/Non sa (*che) perché è venuta’), the intermediate movement (1) is hard to verify
independently. However, as the examples in (82) show, wh-movement never satisfies
c-selection in Vietnamese: hence, wherever tại sao is located, it is lower than the Force head.
But is it as high as Int? Or does it remain in situ, once merged?
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(83) ForceP . . . IntP > TopP > WhP > ReasonP > . . . FinP (Shlonsky & Soare, 2011: [35])
(2)         (1)            t i sao 

The examples in (82) leave open the possibility that overt movement to Int has taken
place. It is not entirely clear what we should expect to find here. On one hand, given
that Vietnamese is a wh-in situ language, we might not expect to see overt movement
of tại sao; on the other, we have seen that universal quantifiers do undergo obligatory
A’-movement for interpretive reasons, and so we might suppose that tại sao could exhibit
similar behaviour.

Before considering the final data sets, it is useful to step back from the formal explana-
tion of the position of why, to consider the broader why-question, namely, why is why in the
left periphery? (More broadly, why is the left periphery peripheral?65

Intuitively, the final answer is an interpretive one: unlike other wh-expressions, which
probe gaps in incomplete propositions, why is interpreted as having semantic scope over a
complete proposition, including specifications of tense and polarity: it ‘makes sense’ that
this semantic scope is reflected in a high syntactic position.66

Moving down the tree in (80), the first point to establish is whether tại sao appears to
the left of Int, which would imply overt movement, or to its right. The paradigm in (84)
clearly supports the latter option: tại sao cannot appear between rằng and là.

(84) a. Cô Żay không biŻet (rằng) là [tại sao [ anh Żay nhớ mọi từ ]]
PRN NEG know C INT why PRN recall every word
‘She doesn’t know why he remembers every word.’

b. *Cô Żay không biŻet (rằng) tại sao [ là [ anh Żay nhớ mọi từ ]]
PRN NEG know C why INT. PRN recall every word
(as a)

c. *Cô Żay không biŻet (rằng) là [anh Żay tại sao nhớ mọi từ]
PRN.DEM NEG know C INT PRN.DEM why recall every word
(as a)67

d. *Cô Żay không biŻet (rằng) là [ anh Żay nhớ mọi từ ] tại sao.
PRN.DEM NEG know C INT PRN.DEM recall every word why
(as a)

It is worth noting immediately that the unacceptability of (84b) is not due to any
simple collocational restriction on {tại sao. . .là} sequences: we will consider grammatical
instances of this directly.68

Moving down the tree, the next question concerns the position of tại sao relative to
the other left-peripheral elements diagrammed in (80) above: Topic constituents, POV-
adverbials and (universal) QPs, respectively. The simplest hypothesis—on either formal or
functionalist (semantic) motivation—would place tại sao in a dedicated projection having
scope over all these elements, as in (85a), below. A plausible alternative might be that tại
sao would sit between the topic position and the other nodes, as in (85b), on the grounds
that tại sao would still have scope over all elements interpreted within the proposition; this
would be true whether topicalization is derived via movement or co-indexation with a null
pronominal. Whichever of these options is allowed, however, we would not expect tại sao
to be able to appear to the right of the other two pre-subject constituents (ADVP, QP).
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(85) a.

b.

We will again consider these projections in turn. The alternations in (86)69 reveal that
both affirmative hypotheses are borne out, with respect of topic constituents: tại sao may
appear either to the left (86a) or—marginally, to the right (86b)—of the topic:70

(86) Cô Żay không biŻet. . .

a. . . .tại sao [những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì cô Żay có thể d̄ọc,
why PL CLF book DEM2 TOP PRN possible read,

không phải những cuŻon này.
NEG correct CLF DEM1

‘I don’t know why he was able to read those books, but not these ones.’

b. . . .?[những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì tại sao cô Żay có thể d̄ọc,
PL CLF book DEM2 TOP why PRN.DEM possible read,

hông phải những cuŻon này.
EG correct CLF DEM1

(as a.)
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Since we have established that tại sao does not raise to Int, a formal approach to
tại sao placement should keep it in its base position [ReasonP]: in (83), this position is
unequivocally below the Topic position, closer to that of the surface Subject. Yet, this formal
expectation is contradicted by the alternation in (86)—particularly given the preference
for the (a) alternant, where tại sao precedes the Topic. This is unexpected for two reasons:
not only is there no plausible probe between Int and Top, even if there were, standard
feature-driven movement should then prohibit optionality, ruling out (86b). Consider (87).
(Alternatively, if [ReasonP] were projected exceptionally high in Vietnamese, to capture
(86a) without recourse to movement, (86b) should still be ruled out, given the ban on
lowering).71

(87)

In this case, as was also true of QP placement earlier, the semantic supervenience
approach makes better predictions than any appeal to feature-driven movement, or to a
fixed functional sequence.

The same is true of adverbials. In a previous section we saw that adverbials such as
nhŻat d̄ịnh can appear either to the right of the subject—their presumed base position—or
in a position to the left of the subject, below the Topic phrase: following Rizzi & Bocci’s
cartography in (1), we analysed this higher adverbial position as Mod. If we now insert
this node into Shlonsky & Soare’s functional sequence in (83), we obtain the sequence in
(88):

(88) ForceP . . . IntP > TopP > ModP > WhP > ReasonP > . . . FinP (Shlonsky & Soare,
2011: [35])
(2)  (1)            t i sao 

The formal prediction is that if tại sao remains in situ in (88), then it should follow
higher adverbs {TOP-ADV-tại sao-SUBJ}, there being no plausible position between TopP

and ModP for it to occupy. Once again, the facts are clear: the predicted order (89a)
is unacceptable, while the underivable order (89b) is (largely) unexceptional. The most
preferred order, (89c) is where the adverb remains in its base position, so this sentence does
not speak directly to the question at hand.
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(89) *Mary hỏi rằng. . .
a. . . .*[những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì nhŻat d̄ịnh tại sao [cô Żay phai d̄ọc]

PL CLF book DEM2 TOP absolutely why PRN must read
‘Mary asked why that book she absolutely had to read.’

b. . . .?[những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì tại sao nhŻat d̄ịnh [cô Żay phai d̄ọc]
PL CLF book DEM2 TOP why absolutely PRN must read
(as a)

c. . . .[những cuŻon sách d̄ó] thì (tại sao) [cô Żay nhŻat d̄ịnh phai d̄ọc.]
PL CLF book DEM2 TOP why PRN absolutely must read
(as a)

For completeness, let us consider the position of tại sao relative to moved QP∀s. Since
we have just seen that tại sao invariably appears to the left of the higher adverbs, and
since we observed previously in (65) that moved QP∀ appear to the right of the same
adverbs—apart from the highly marginal (65c) above—it should be logically impossible
for a moved QP∀ to appear to the left of tại sao, at least given normal assumptions about
how syntax works. Fortunately for syntax, {TOP-QP∀-tại sao} is just as unacceptable as it
should be, as revealed by the examples in (90) below. Here, the paradigm aligns exactly
with that in (89): example (90a) shows that {QP∀-tại sao} order is unacceptable; example
(90b) shows the acceptable left-peripheral order {tại sao-QP∀}, while (90c) shows that QP∀,
like pre-verbal adverbs, can appear within FinP (unlike tại sao, which is restricted to the
higher CP-domain).

(90) a. *Cô Żay không biŻet [từ nào [ tại sao [anh Żay [ cũng nhớ ]]]
PRN.DEM NEG know word WH why PRN.DEM OP recall
‘She doesn’t know why he remembers every word.’.

b. ?Cô Żay không biŻet [ tại sao [ từ nào [anh Żay [cũng nhớ ]]]
PRN.DEM NEG know why word WH PRN.DEM OP recall
‘She doesn’t know why he remembers every word.’.

c. Cô Żay không biŻet [ tại sao [ anh Żay từ nào [cũng nhớ ]]]
PRN.DEM NEG know why PRN.DEM word WH OP recall
‘She doesn’t know why he remembers every word.’

These results are theoretically significant, in as much as they reinforce the conclusion
that tại sao is merged/adjoined relatively high in the left periphery: below Top, but above all
other pre-subject positions. The implication, for those that subscribe to a cartographic ac-
count of the Left Periphery, must be either that ReasonP is ordered differently in Vietnamese
relative to other CP projections, so that the functional sequence is subject to parametrization,
or—taking a universalist stance—that ReasonP is generally projected significantly higher
than supposed by Rizzi and Shlonsky & Soare, something like (91) perhaps:

(91) ForceP > IntP > TopP > ReasonP > ModP > WhP > . . . FinP
(cf. Shlonsky & Soare, 2011: [35])

Although I remain unconvinced of the viability of this approach, especially given the
variability of tại sao placement with respect to Topics and Adverbials, it could still derive
the finite vs. non-finite asymmetry (*why-to), with which we started this section: if ReasonP
was projected higher than WhP, the *why-to constraint could be derived by splicing the
top three nodes (92a), as originally proposed (see 78), assuming covert movement to Int in
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Vietnamese; alternatively, the splicing could be more radical, entirely removing ReasonP
and ModP (as in 92b):

(92) a. ForceP > IntP > TopP > ReasonP > ModP > WhP > . . . FinP
b. ForceP > IntP > TopP > ReasonP > ModP > WhP > . . . FinP

Note that the latter analysis obviates the need to assume raising to Int (whether overt
or covert movement): *why-to would be blocked ab initio, for want of an initial merger
site. (The alternate possibilities in (92) could also explain the inter-speaker variation in
the judgments in (79) above: speakers that accept long-distance readings would have the
splicing in (92a); those for whom long-distance readings are blocked would have the full
splice in (92b).)

Which brings us, almost, to the end of our descriptive journey. The one question
remaining is whether tại sao displays the same finiteness restriction as observed in English
and Italian, despite its not raising overtly to Int, even in finite clauses. If not, all bets are
off, so to speak: Vietnamese is simply different from English and Italian with respect to
why complements. On the other hand, if Vietnamese does exhibit the same constraint,
lack of overt wh-movement notwithstanding, then some further consideration must be
given, either to better accommodate the distributional facts of Vietnamese within a revised
cartography, or to find alternative, non-feature driven, explanations for the constraint. The
choice, I suggest, depends as much on one’s theoretical aesthetics as on any empirical
argument.72

The key contrasts are to be found in the comparison between the examples in (93)
and (94); compare the English examples in (70) and (71) above.

(93) a. Chị Żay biŻet chị nên nói cái gì.
PRN.DEM know PRN should say CLF what
‘She knew what she should say.’

b. Chị Żay biŻet chị nên d̄i d̄âu.
PRN.DEM know PRN should go where
‘She knew where she should go.’

c. Chị Żay không biŻet chị nên giải thích vŻan d̄Že như thŻe nào.
PRN.DEM NEG know PRN should explain problem as how
‘She doesn’t know how she should explain the problem.’

d. Chị Żay tự hỏi chị nên rời d̄i khi nào.
PRN.DEM wonder PRN should leave when
‘She wonders when she should leave.’

e. Chị Żay tự hỏi tại sao chị nên rời d̄i.
PRN.DEM wonder why PRN should leave
‘She wonders why she should leave.’
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(94) a. Chị Żay biŻet nói cái gì.
PRN.DEM know say CLF what
‘She knew what to say.’

b. ?Chị Żay biŻet chị nên d̄i d̄âu.
PRN.DEM know PRN should go where
‘She knew where to go.’

c. Chị Żay không biŻet giải thích vŻan d̄Že như thŻe nào.
PRN.DEM NEG know explain problem as how
‘She doesn’t know how to explain the problem.’

d. ?Chị Żay tự hỏi rời d̄i khi nào.
PRN.DEM wonder leave when
‘She wonders when to leave.’

e. ?Chị Żay tự hỏi tại sao rời d̄i.
PRN.DEM wonder why leave
‘*She wonders why to leave.’

Although once again not as clear as one might wish, the results are consistent with
formal expectations: whereas all of the finite options in (93) are grammatically acceptable,
the pattern of results among the non-finite complements (94)—especially the contrast
between (94a) and (94c) on one hand, and (94e, tại sao) on the other—is consistent with the
splicing analysis in (92b), which would prevent tại sao from being merged, whilst allowing
other wh-elements.

Nevertheless, there remains the two-fold problem: first, that (94b) and (94d) are less
than fully acceptable; second, that (94e) is more acceptable (for the speakers consulted) than
it should be, given the theory. On the first count, it is worth noting, with respect to (94b), that
other licit instances of d̄i d̄âu (‘to go where’) are attested, such as the example in (95a) below.
As for the marginality of khi nào in (94d), other when-adjuncts are possible with non-finite
complements ((95b); furthermore, khi nào becomes more acceptable if fronted (95c):

(95) a. Cậu Abdullah d̄Žong ý dẫn tôi d̄i. . ..và chỉ cho tôi biŻet d̄i d̄âu.
PRN Abdullah agree take me go and just let me know go where
‘Abdullah agreed to take me. . .and to let me to know where to go.’

b. Chị không biŻet [ rời d̄i lúc nào ]
PRN NEG know leave time WH
‘She doesn’t know when to leave.’

c. Chị không biŻet [ khi nào [ rời d̄i ]]
PRN NEG know time WH leave
‘She doesn’t know when to leave.’

As for the marginal acceptability of (94e), I have no clear explanation other than to
note that even some English speakers find ‘*why-to’ sentences acceptable. Possibly, then,
this could be a sampling error; alternatively, these speakers may exceptionally allow the
shorter splicing in (92a). These wrinkles notwithstanding, the general pattern is in line
with formal expectations.
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2.5. Summary

Aiming for a better understanding of the fine structure of the left periphery in Viet-
namese, we have examined ordering constraints and interactions among five different kinds
of constituent appearing to the left of the core proposition: (i) complementizers/relativizers
{rằng, liệu, (mà), (là)}: (ii) topicalized expressions, optionally marked by thì; (iii) fronted
adverbials appearing in the left periphery; (iv) fronted weak indefinites QP∀ (arguments
and adjuncts), with universal interpretations; (v) the wh-expression tại sao (why). Except
for QPs, all these elements appear not only to the left of the proposition, but also to the
left of the non-topicalized subject: that is to say, they appear above FinP. Hence, details of
their interaction and relative orderings provide important clues to the fine structure of the
Left Periphery.

With respect to complementizers, the rigid ordering of rằng vs. the multifunctional
element là illustrated in (19) above provides evidence of at least two positions in the highest
layer of the clause:

(96) ForceP > IntP >

As for embedded topicalization, our investigation reveals an important difference
between Italian, with its proliferation of Topic positions (above and below Int) and Viet-
namese, having a unique lower slot below Int:

(97) ForceP > IntP > TopP >

What is more, despite displaying the same functional contrast between Aboutness
Topics and Contrastive Topics (43–45) as found in Japanese, there is no evidence for any
positional distinction between the two topic types; in fact, there is no direct evidence from
any source for a distinct focus position (Foc). Pending further study, therefore, I suppose
that this position is not a component of the Vietnamese left periphery.

Moving further down the clausal spine, the marginal possibility of placing tại sao below
the topic in embedded clauses (86b) is consistent with the existence of a dedicated ReasonP
projection—from which tại sao typically raises to have scope over the Topic constituent
(86a), as in (98). Alternatively, tại sao may be a pure adjunct, as it is in bare non-integrated
structures in English (Why not go? Why say that?), its position determined by interpretive
scope requirements; in that case there is no need to posit a dedicated Merger site.

(98) ForceP > IntP > TopP > (ReasonP) >

Finally, the interactions between adverbials and fronted quantifier expressions (QP∀)
reveal an important pre-subject/post-subject distinction: whereas either order is acceptable
where both constituents appear to the right of the subject, fronted adverbs must appear
to the left of universal QPs when both appear in the left periphery (65). This is consistent
with Rizzi & Bocci’s proposal of a distinct Mod position for fronted adverbials (albeit no
special interpretive effect applies to this position in Vietnamese).73

(99) ForceP > IntP > TopP > (ReasonP) > ModP > (WhP) > . . . Fin

3. Conclusions (Nusquam Sunt Dracones)

As implied in the introduction, cartography is a curiously unsatisfying product of
exploration: whether considered literally or figuratively, a tremendous amount of legwork
is required only to demystify uncharted territory, especially in the higher ground; this is
true whether one is hiking up (in typical physical surveys, before the age of drones) or
climbing down (in syntactic ones). Mapping is only a means, not an end in itsIlf.
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It is nonetheless necessary work, since one can Inly ask interesting why-questions (of
the broad range kind) once one has a clear picture of the lay of the land: where what is,
or—more pertinently—where why? is. Hence, though much of the resulting chart of the
Vietnamese left periphery may be unsensational—in contrast to a famous medieval map of
uncharted territory,74 there are no dragons here—what has been uncovered allows us to
pose more useful research questions. These include, but are not limited to, the following:

• If, as seems to be the case for Vietnamese, the availability of constituent orders within
the left periphery is determined more by semantic considerations—scope and scope
evasion—than by the featural properties of dedicated positions, is this also true of
other languages such as Italian, or are we dealing with a formal typological contrast?
(Consider, for example, the difference between Contrastive and Aboutness Topics, the
variable positioning”of a’verbs and weak indefinite (universal) QPs, the pre-/post-
Topic positioning of tại sao: in each case, observed alternations are more consistent
with functional-interpretive demands than with a fixed cartography);

• Vietnamese also challenges the idea of a sharp delineation between main and subordi-
nate clauses. At least in some contexts what would be unambiguous subordinators in
English and Italian have a much looser linking function; other constructions—passives,
causatives, other serial verb structures—exhibit similar main~subordinate indeter-
minacies. Once again, this raises the question of whether such differences imply
a typological contrast between hypotactic and paratactic languages (as suggested
in Clark, 1992), or whether they simply urge a more flexible and nuanced view of
functional categories;

• There also remain unanswered questions concerning the position of (non-topicalized)
subjects. One specific issue is whether canonical subjects occupy a position within ‘IP’
or in the intermediate zone of the low left periphery; alternatively, whether the region
conventionally labelled ‘IP’ may be more highly articulated, to include a lower FocP
(cf. Belletti, 2004);

• More narrowly, a conceptual puzzle remains about the “*Why-to” constraint. Splicing
of non-finite clauses (Shlonsky & Soare, 2011), Truncation (Hooper & Thompson,
1973), Exfoliation (Pesetsky, 2019/2021) typically operates to facilitate extraction and
binding, thus increasing effability: in the case of why questions, however, splicing
reduces effability. Whether considered from a formal or functional standpoint, this
is a theoretical mystery. Why should this be, even in as permeable a language as
Vietnamese?

So, whilst the fact-finding may be nearly complete, for now, the real discoveries still
lie in front of us, once we begin to engage with the theory. And at that point, it may well
turn out that the map is wrong. Maybe we should just head out, sans savoir pourquoi. . .

Naturally, Baudelaire said it better:

. . .Mais les vrais voyageurs sont ceux-là seuls qui partent
Pour partir; coeurs légers, semblables aux ballons,
De leur fatalité jamais ils ne s’écartent,
Et, sans savoir pourquoi, disent toujours: Allons!

. . .But real travellers are just those for whom departure
Is its own reward; [who leave], hearts light as air
Not to evade their fate/[but] always declaring
– without knowing why—‘Let’s go!’

Charles Baudelaire, Le Voyage [final stanza] (Les Fleurs du Mal, 1861)
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

ANT Anterior marker
ASR Assertion Marker
C(OMP) Complementizer
CLF Noun Classifier
CONJ Conjunction
COP Copular/Linker
DEM Demonstrative Marker
INF Infinitive
LOC.COP Locative copula
NEG Negation Morpheme
NEGQ Final Negation (interrogative brace)
OP Scopal Operator
PAST Past Tense
PL Plural morpheme
PRN Pronoun (Vietnamese equivalent)
PROG Progressive
QP Quantified Expression
QP∀ Universal Quantifier
REL Relativizer
SUBJNC Subjunctive
TOP Topic Marker
WH Wh-expression

Notes

1 Beyond this footnote, I will largely ignore apparently ‘head-final’/left-branching languages, such as Japanese or Korean. For
convenience, I will assume, following Kayne (1994), Sheehan et al. (2017), Roberts (2019), and others, that these are not simply the
mirror-image of their right-branching counterparts (though cf. Saito (2015): rather, that SOV-I-C languages are underlyingly
head-initial varieties, where ‘generalized roll-up’ has taken place (i.e., iterated phrasal movement to higher specifier positions).
On that—very probably erroneous—view, the left periphery is a universal domain, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding.

2 Clearly, this phrase-structural notion of peripheral is at least partially separate from the “core” vs. “periphery” distinction, in
discussions of the shape of internally represented grammars (“I-language”, “narrow syntax” etc.); see Chomsky (1981, 1985,
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2000); cf. Hyams (1986), Deprez and Pierce (1993); Culicover (1999), Moltmann (2020). And CP is obviously crucial to Phase
Theory: see Citko (2014). However, the CP of Phase Theory is usually treated as an undifferentiated single layer of structure, an
escape hatch for movement: almost all the theoretical action takes place further down, in TP or below.

3 Lasnik and Uriagareka (2022, p. 66) observe that Chomsky (1973) reverses the standard order of S and S’ (S’ → Comp S, Bresnan,
1970) such that the initial symbol S dominates Comp (“S → Comp S’”); in other words, root clauses start at (what would now be
labelled) CP. However, this revision was quickly abandoned in Chomsky (1977): from Chomsky (1981) onwards, CP re-assumes
its ‘no-man’s land’ status.

4 Emonds (1969, p. 6) offers a more qualified definition of root that permits nodes above S: “A root will mean either the highest
S in a tree, an S immediately dominated by the highest S or the reported S in indirect discourse. . .” This definition is further
elaborated in Emonds (2004).

5 The non-peripheral treatment of NegP is likely due to its clause-medial position in the surface syntax of English. If the original
object language of generative theory had been Modern Irish, or Chamorro, rather than English (though cf. McCawley, 1970;
Emonds, 1980), Negation might well have been treated as peripheral.

6 An additional analytic question is whether external Merger is ‘integrated’–extending the clausal spine–or appended, creating an
adjunction structure (cf. ‘Chomsky-adjunction’), within analyses where this distinction is a theoretical option. With respect to
child language acquisition (see de Villiers, 1991, below), for example, the evidence suggests that why is initially adjoined to bare
propositions, and only later integrated into the clausal spine.

7 For deductive theories, by contrast, why questions are often prior: for instance, Chomsky’s (1995) discussion of ‘virtual conceptual
necessity’ properties offers a partial answer to a why question about the shape of grammar, in advance of any consideration of
linguistic data. See Note 8.

8 On one hand, high level, meta-questions (‘Beyond explanatory adequacy’) are answered by “because Merge” or “because Strong
Uniformity” or even “just because innateness. . .”, answers that are unsatisfactory when it comes to capturing micro-parametric,
or typological variation. At the other extreme, low level, mini questions as to why a particular element is moved to a particular
node in a given context are typically answered with reference to some attracting, proprietary formal feature (though cf. Roberts’s
(2019) “ˆ” feature), Rizzi’s (2014) Subject Criterion: see below.

9 Until recently, no ‘mainstream’, Merge-based approach attempted to explain why a language could not start the derivation with T
or C, rather than merging these functional categories later, as invariably happens. To be sure, there are consistently left-branching
languages where the CP-domain is realized on the right periphery, but there are, to my knowledge, none where lexical categories
dominate the corresponding non-propositional functional nodes. In principle, this should be possible: it merely involves reversal
of items bearing probe and goal features.

10 Additional questions arise concerning the ordering of adjunct modifiers both relative to lexical heads—where they typically
display similar cross-categorial harmony effects to those found with arguments, but where head-complement parameter
explanations cannot apply (Travis, 1984; cf. Hawkins, 2001)—also relative to one another, where semantic factors evidently play a
role (Cinque, 1994, 1999; Sproat & Shih, 1991; Teodorescu, 2006; Endo et al., 2016).

11 It is telling, I think, that there are no departments of cartography in research universities: geographers, historians, archaeologists,
economists, social scientists of all types rely on cartography furnished by government workers (UK Ordnance Survey, US
Geological Survey, for instance). Cartography is only ever the beginning of the story: no matter how accurate or detailed it may
be, a good map offers no deeper explanation in the absence of a prior physical, social, or economic theory.

12 Increasingly, Rizzi has become concerned with why questions: indeed, he devotes a full section of his 2017 paper to the issue.
However, the proposal given there is explicitly circular: “A functional sequence may be taken as an explanans;. . .[. . .] Reciprocally,
a functional sequences should be looked at as an explanandum, a complex set of properties which in and of itself is in need of
a further and deeper explanation.” In his discussion of functional sequences as explananda, Rizzi then reiterates the two kinds
of principles listed above. Such argumentation may be satisfactory to some readers. This is not to say that cartography has no
explanatory value. On the contrary, it has tremendous value as a heuristic, within a deductive theory of grammar. However, this
does not mean that “the functional sequence” is an explanans since, absent a deeper explanation, we are no closer to removal of
“puzzlement” (the criterion of explanation proposed by Bach, 1974, p. 154).

13 Rizzi (2017) implies that Cinque and Rizzi (2015) is the original source of these speculations (“As pointed out in Cinque and Rizzi
(2010 [sic]. . .”): however, from my reading, that position paper is exclusively concerned with where, what and how questions: the
question why does not feature in that article at any point.

14 There is, of course, a way to make selection ‘non-special’, namely, by assuming that even root clauses contain illocutionary
features within an expanded left periphery. This move, which could be correct, does no more to solve the broader why question;
since there is no reason in principle why Force features could not be merged early (in an autonomous syntactic theory).

15 Related to these questions, it should be asked whether conventional labels used to categorize elements SAE languages {conjunction,
complementizer, relative pronoun, topicalizer. . .} are useful or distracting when it comes to describing pre-subject functional
categories (see, for example, Clark, 1992)?
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16 A reviewer points out that Vietnamese is probably not unique in this regard: they point to evidence of complementizer variation,
and embedded topicalization in other MSEA varieties such as Thai, Lao and Burmese, also to clause-initial interrogative particles
in main clauses in Khmer. It seems plausible, therefore, that further research will uncover left periphery structures in other
varieties as intricate as those documented here. Time and space constraints preclude consideration of mà in this article.

17 Time and space constraints preclude consideration of mà in this article.
18 In both cases, I will adopt a base-generation (with co-indexation) analysis here, though nothing hangs on this: here, I am simply

concerned to establish surface positions within the functional sequence.
19 Elle magazine (VN edition, 17 February 2024).
20 The full citation reads: “Murakami Haruki nói rằng: “Tôi cho bạn biŻet tôi thích bạn không hẳn là muŻon ở cạnh bạn, chỉ

là mong rằng sau này khi bạn gặp thăng trŽam của cuộc d̄ời thì d̄ừng nản chí, bởi ít nhŻat d̄ã có một người từng bị sức hút
của bạn hŻap dẫn. Trước d̄ây như thŻe, vŽe sau cũng vậy.” (“Murakami Haruki said: “I tell you that I like you, not necessarily
because I want to be with you, but because I hope that when you encounter ups and downs in life, you will not be dis-
couraged, because at least one person has been attracted to you. It was like that before, and it will be like that in the future.”)
https://www.threads.net/@merrygoround.divongquanh/post/DAibDFoSw8B/murakami-haruki-n%C3%B3i-r%E1%BA%B1ng
-t%C3%B4i-cho-b%E1%BA%A1n-bi%E1%BA%BFt-t%C3%B4i-th%C3%ADch-b%E1%BA%A1n-kh%C3%B4ng-h%E1%BA%B3n-l%
C3%A0-mu%E1%BB%91n-%E1%BB%9F-c%E1%BA%A1nh, accessed on 30 September 2024.

21 https://support.microsoft.com/vi-vn/office/t%C3%B4i-th%E1%BA%A5y-l%E1%BB%97i-n%C3%B3i-r%E1%BA%B1ng-m%E1
%BB%99t-s%E1%BB%91-quy-t%E1%BA%AFc-kh%C3%B4ng-%C4%91%C6%B0%E1%BB%A3c-%C3%A1p-d%E1%BB%A5ng-nh%
E1%BA%A5t-a0b0f9d6-bb8b-4214-a079-64ceaa9435f7, accessed on 30 September 2024.

22 See the examples in (35)–(36) below, discussed in relation to embedded topicalization (ET).
23 We shall see directly that this is untenable: in contrast to what appears to be in Italian, Vietnamese does not allow the recursive

higher topic position between Force and Int.
24 As we shall see directly, là can appear adjacent to adjectival predicates, just not in its copular function.
25 https://vn.wa-tera.com/to-iimasu/. In non-reporting contexts, nói là typically has a less quotative meaning than nói rằng: that

is to say, nói là is ‘say’ in the sense of “mean, imply, suggest” compare English: “What does it say when he turns up especially
early?” By contrast, rằng is more typically associated with mental states and embedded propositions.

26 Example (19a), from Duffield (2013).
27 “Bạn có thể nói rằng là mình ổn, nhưng ánh mắt bạn lại không biŻet nói dŻoi..” (‘You can say that you are fine, but your eyes don’t know

how to lie’).
28 Another clear difference between liệu and conjunction là is that liệu can appear in utterance-initial position, as in (7) above: this is

impossible for là, which never occurs sentence-initially.
29 Notice that the contrast between (21c) and (22c) is not quite minimal: whereas liệu introduces a standard Y-N question having

the same form as a matrix question [ tôi có d̄ang vui vẻ tại bữa tiệc không] ‘Am I having fun at the party?’, with interrogative
embraciation, là prefers to express the same idea using alternative statements, i.e. without interrogative có, followed by hay
không. This is consistent with the idea that là, like English like, lies intermediate between direct and indirect subordination—
”direct-reported” see (20a) above. This clearly requires closer investigation.

30 Notice that in the unraised cases, the copular form of là is required before nominal predicates (23a), (23b). This copula must be
deleted in the raised alternants (24a), (24b). Though this might be explained as a case of haplology, there seems to be something
more going on, since other multifunctional items—aspectual vs. preterite d̄ã, for example—are also only able to appear once per
clause. Also, even when a constituent intervenes, as in (23a)/(23b), there is a preference to drop one of the two làs; in such cases,
though, it is the conjunction, rather than the copula, that must be dropped: Có phải (?là) cái chŻet là chŻam hŻet?

31 (19c) https://tatoeba-org.translate.goog/en/sentences/show/9013946?_x_tr_sl=vi&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en&_x_tr_pto=sc
(20a) https://spiderum.com/bai-dang/Dan-ong-co-nen-la-tru-cot-gia-dinh-hteaGrzfEuOL; (20d) https://hanoilanguage.vn/
how-to-use-hinh-nhu-chac-la-seem-in-vietnamese/, all accessed on 30 September 2024.

32 I am very grateful to Guglielmo Cinque for correcting my errors concerning sembrare in an earlier draft. Ironically, the Vietnamese
translation equivalent of Italian sembrare~seem—namely, hình như—does not allow raising.

33 Matters are further complicated by the fact that {rằng. . .là..liệu} sequences are also acceptable if there is a prosodic break between
{rằng. . .là} and {liệu}: I will assume that this anomaly can be explained in terms of performance: cf. English “that..that” restarts.

34 The tree in (29) anticipates the discussion of embedded topicalization in the next section, where it will be shown that Vietnamese
differs from Italian in not allowing topicalization above Int.

35 I am grateful to Trang Phan for drawing my attention to Nguyen’s (2021) dissertation. Using the pragmatic-functional framework
proposed in Fraser (2009), Nguyen treats all these instances as discourse-markers of various kinds (Elaborative, Logical,
Contrastive DMs). Her conclusions are broadly in line with Clark (1992): “The claim is made here that thì has a general discourse-
related topicalizing function, explicitly marking background for the main proposition which the speaker wishes to communicate,
and that it is this explicit marking allowing for 'immediate' communication that makes this conjunction so popular. A subsidiary
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claim is that such a function is an inchoative one, that conjunctions such as thì introduce inchoative predications: Given X, then
predicate Y as coming about (Clark, 1992: abstract).” It is not clear how either of these approaches should capture the constraints
on clause-internal interactions detailed below.

36 As presented here, this is a pure stipulation. However, Miyagawa offers a semantic explanation of the restriction: “the
complement of C and D predicates is “subjunctive” and contains a Focus Operator that induces a semantics of alterna-
tives, the predicates. . .must select the focus operator directly to function properly. If TopP is projected [. . .] this blocks
selection. . .(Miyagawa, 2017, p. 25)”. In this way, the restriction is explained by selection, as Rizzi suggests (see earlier discussion).

37 In fact, Miyagawa proposes four language types, predicted by Strong Uniformity, according to which one of two sets of features
{δ = topic, focus; φ = agreement} located in C may be inherited by T (or both, or neither). In an Agreement-based language (such
as English), only phi features are inherited by T: in a discourse-configurational language (such as Japanese), it is the δ features
that are inherited, triggering obligatory topic movement in the narrow syntax. Strong Uniformity predicts two further language
types: Class III, where both features are inherited by T (Spanish is the discussed example); and Class IV, where both features
remain in C (e.g., Dinka). Only the first two types are relevant to the present discussion.

38 In (40–42), I directly copy the glosses given by Miyagawa, which imply more structural parallelism than may be warranted. It is
hard to ignore [the fact (!)] that koto functions like a nominalizing head—hence, the following ACC marker, which otherwise only
attaches to nominal arguments. If this were the correct gloss, the impossibility of ET in D/E classes would be due to a simpler
explanation, viz., that Topicalization is impossible inside complex noun phrases.

39 It is noteworthy that Miyagawa translates the Japanese sentences in (40) and (41)—even the grammatically acceptable cases—as
Left Dislocation (LD) structures, rather than ET. No reason is provided for this shift. It is also unclear why the subject is changed
in examples (41a) and (41b) (Miyagawa’s examples [44] and [45]).

40 Japanese also allows object scrambling without a topic marker, what Miyagawa terms ‘familiar topics’ (FT); these display
a different judgment pattern. This seems to be possible in Vietnamese also; however, space constraints preclude further
discussion here.

41 Notice that in the examples Miyagawa gives the contrast argument is not made explicit. Rather the claim seems to be that the
string is only acceptable if the -WA argument, with contrastive focus, is interpreted as a Contrastive Topic. (In our Vietnamese
examples, explicit alternatives are presented).

42 Li and Thompson (1976), Thompson (1978), Givón (1984), Hawkins (1986).
43 There are two other points to observe here. First—which will be important later when we consider embedded why-questions—is

the fact that the negative ellipsis in the CT examples seems to require more structure than in English: the direct translation of
“not these” → “*không cuŻon này” is unacceptable—nominal ellipsis “cuŻon sách này” is possible, but NEG cannot attach to a bare
DP). Second, note the use of the ‘relative pronoun’ mà as a simple conjunction, in (37b): this illustrates the fact that mà, like thì,
can lexicalize several different positions.

44 At least on first inspection: when we come to tai sao, we shall see that although Vietnamese patterns with Japanese with respect to
the availability of ATs vs. CTs with [C, D] predicates, the data do not support the idea that CTs are projected to a distinct, lower,
Foc position (contra Rizzi & Bocci): on the contrary Contrastive Topics occupy the same unique position as ATs; see below.

45 There is indirect evidence that the opposite may be true of Japanese: i.e., only the topmost Top position is available in this language.
This is suggested by contrasts between Vietnamese and Japanese L2 learners of English, faced with instances of embedded Foc

movement in English wh-questions “Who under no circumstances should you talk to” vs. “*Under no circumstances who should
you talk to”—Vietnamese speakers replicated NS judgments, whereas Japanese learners strongly preferred the grammatically
unacceptable option). See Duffield and Matsuo (2019).

46 One question left unaddressed in this investigation is whether there is a difference between ‘moved’ vs. ‘non-moved’ topics,
where the former are directly linked to lower argument positions. A reviewer points to work by Liao and Kao (2023), which
compares topicalization structures in Italian, English and Chinese, and which finds just such a difference, ‘moved’ topics being
unique in their clause. Whilst further tests are required for a conclusive answer about the Vietnamese, the data collected so far
indicate that non-moved topics are no less restricted than their moved counterparts.

47 Data searches are further complicated by the fact that the string thì. . .là is homographic with the compound noun (cây) thì là
(= the herb known as dill, in English).

48 The whole citation is interesting and relevant. “không phải anh thì là anh khác, tình là rác cớ sao phải buŽon. . ..| #shorts”
49 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-A9PW_X7kJs (accessed 5 October 2024). At least, this example distinguishes là from rằng:

the latter element would not be possible in this context.
50 A way around this would be to suppose that (51b) involves a nominal predicate with a covert nominal head (perhaps d̄iŽeu: [d̄iŽeu

tŻot]), as in (i); the objection is that the overt version does not seem entirely natural:
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(i) [Nó d̄ã không học toán] là [NP d̄iŽeu tŻot.]
PRN PAST not study maths COP thing nice
‘It’s (a) nice (thing) that he didn’t study mathematics.’

51 This structure also reveals a contrast between pre-verbal tense/aspect morphemes, which are restricted to finite clauses, vs.
post-verbal functional categories such as VP-final abilitative d̄ược, which may appear in topic position:

(i) Không cŻap thiŻet, nhưng [ làm d̄ược] thì tŻot.
‘Not urgent, but good to be able to do’

(https://baocamau.vn/khong-cap-thiet-nhung-lam-duoc-thi-tot-a35030.html, re-accessed on 6 April 2025)

52 This tree only indicates possible movement of the adverb: I deliberately ignore all other likely displacements, especially of the
subject, and—possibly—of the object topic as well as the issue of possible co-indexation. With respect to the subject position, a
reviewer suggests examining the distribution of “Scope Bearing” subjects, such as ‘nobody’, ‘few people’ ‘at most two people’: at
least in Chinese, these elements cannot undergo topicalization, in contrast to regular thematic subjects; see Ko (2005). Whilst
closer examination of the Vietnamese equivalents of such items is obviously worthy of investigation, it is unclear how this would
change the picture here, given the contrast between the marginal (57a) and the acceptable example (57b), which crucially does
not involve subject topicalization. That said, such an inquiry might well shed some light on the architecture of the lowest levels
of the left periphery. Unfortunately, time and space constraints prevent elaboration here.

53 The scare quotes around the section title indicates that we are not dealing here with true universal quantifiers here, but rather
with underspecified, ‘multifunctional’ items that vary in their interpretation according to their scopal relationship to particular
semantic operators: these elements might be better, if less felicitously, translated as (free choice) ‘any’, rather than ‘every’. I am
grateful to Nikolas Gisborne for drawing my attention to this point.

54 Alternatively, as negative polarity items (NPI), whenever they appear in the scope of negation.
55 The situation is further complicated by the fact that QPs themselves can be topicalized in Class II (Japanese-type) languages; see

Miyagawa (2017).
56 A reviewer suggests a semantic explanation for the marginality of (64b): “. . .where a larger whole is introduced as an Aboutness

Topic (AT), followed by a reference to a smaller part of that whole. If reversed, such an order may violate the expected part-whole
discourse relation, leading to an unnatural interpretation”. If this explanation were correct, then we might expect such orders
would be acceptable if the AT were unrelated to the moved QP, that is, if the AT were the subject, as in (i) below. To the best of my
knowledge, however, that sentence is, if anything, even less acceptable than (64b) above (cf. 64c):

(i) “Câu chuyện này? ??/*Từ nào anh Żay thì cũng nhớ.”
CLS story DEM1 word which PRN.DEM2 TOP ALSO remember
*‘This story? Every word (of it), he’s the one that remembers.’

57 Were it not for the facts in (65), we could account for (64d), by supposing that even non-topicalized subjects raise to a higher SUBJ
position, outside of FinP. This would be consistent with ideas presented in Rizzi (2017). It should be clear, though, that any such
claim, which could be independently true, requires much more extensive empirical investigation, beyond the scope of this paper.

58 These cases should be distinguished from cases of Aux-deletion in informal speech, which are only acceptable where an inverted
auxiliary would appear in a formal register (

√
”What you doing?” “Where you going?” “Why you telling me this”, vs. *Where

you go”, “*What you did?”, “Who you talk/*talked to?”)
59 How come diverges not just from why in these contexts, but also from other wh-expressions, in requiring a full and finite

complement, though it does marginally allow embedding. Space constraints preclude further discussion.
60 Notice that whereas the object arguments must be construed with the lowest clause—given the selectional properties of best, easy,

etc.—why, like other adjuncts, can only be construed with the immediately adjacent predicate: i.e., why-best/tough, not *why-tell;
why-easier, not *why-live with.

61 Shlonsky and Soare (2011) refer to discussion in Cattell (1978) and Ko (2005, pp. 898–899.n31), citing David Pesetsky, pers. comm.).
62 https://vietjack.com/khoa-hoc-tu-nhien-6-ct/tai-sao-nguoi-ta-khong-trong-nam-tren-dat-ma-phai.jsp, accessed on 5 October 2024.
63 https://www.instagram.com/ha_manh_trung/p/C9lzXkDyD7o/?img_index=1, accessed on 5 October 2024.
64 https://tapchithangmay.vn/tai-sao-thang-may-ra-doi/, accessed on 5 October 2024. Note that this sentence provides additional

evidence of the availability of {C-tại sao-ADVP-subject} order.
65 In fact, this question can be expanded further, applying to all constituent order. In Duffield (2022, 2024), I propose a semantically-

driven theory of word-order involving the principle of Supervenience: constituents—including functional categories and adjunct
modifiers—are invariably placed in the minimal syntactic domain to allow unique scope over the elements with which they
are interpreted.
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66 Of course, languages do not always make complete sense in this way, otherwise there would be no languages with clause-medial
sentential negation, but where they do, the intuition is supported. Hence, whether from a formal or intuitive perspective, the
occurrence of tại sao above the propositional complex (FINP) as expected.

67 Example (84c) is acceptable if the subject (anh Żay) is interpreted as a topic: as we have seen previously, the topic marker thì is
often optional.

68 Cf. Doubly-Filled-Comp-Filter (DFCF) that rules out {wh. . .that} in Standard English; cf. Bayer and Brandner (2008).
69 Compare the CT sentences in (44–45) above.
70 In these examples, Contrastive Topics are illustrated, but Aboutness Topics exhibit the same alternation.
71 As pointed out by a reviewer, Chinese weishenme (‘why’) seems to behave differently from Vietnamese tai sao, at least on the

evidence presented in Yang (2021): Yang argues that Shlonsky and Soare’s (2011) ReasonP can be dispensed with, with Int alone
accounting for the scopal properties of why; the Vietnamese facts suggest the opposite conclusion.

72 This may not be too problematic: after all, many other Germanic languages disallow all wh-non-finite complements, not just
with why.

73 Example (95c), involving a fronted when-phrase, is consistent with the postulation of a distinct WhP; however, in the absence of
example sentences involving complementizers, embedded topics and fronted khi nao, this is only suggestive.

74 ‘Hic sunt dracones’ in fact appears on no medieval map, though it is found on the Hunt-Lenox Globe (1510). Source:
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2013/12/no-old-maps-actually-say-here-be-dragons/282267/, accessed on
30 September 2024.
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Abstract: This paper considers the distribution of the anaphor mình in Vietnamese and
whether mình can be locally bound in the absence of the reflexivizing element tự. The
patterning of Vietnamese mình poses a potential challenge to theories of binding based
on claims that anaphors that are monomorphemic reject local binding and are unable to
reflexivize a predicate. The paper reports on an experiment designed to probe judgements
of mình in local reflexive interpretations and concludes that, for many speakers from
different regions of Vietnam, mình in object position may be interpreted reflexively with the
subject of the same clause, without the need for tự. On the basis of patterns involving ellipsis
and quantificational subjects, it is further shown that this is a genuine binding relation and
not simple co-reference. Such conclusions are noted to have significant consequences for
certain approaches to binding.

Keywords: binding; monomorphemic anaphors; co-reference; reflexivizers

1. Introduction

The inspiration and starting point for the current paper is an important, extensive
study of anaphora in Vietnamese by Ðoàn (2022): Anaphoric dependencies in Vietnamese–a
syntactic approach. In this work, Ðoàn describes how the anaphor mình is frequently paired
with a pre-verbal reflexivizing morpheme, tự, and presents the claim in (1):

(1) ‘. . . the anaphor mình cannot be locally bound unless accompanied by the element tự.’
(Ðoàn, 2022, p. 114).

An illustration of this restriction is shown in (2) below. In (2a), tự is not present, and
a reflexive interpretation between the subject and object of the embedded clause is not
available—though a long-distance anaphoric relation is possible between mình and the
subject of the higher clause.1 In (2b), by way of contrast, tự occurs in the embedded clause,
and this is shown to enable (and also force) a reflexive interpretation between mình and the
subject of the embedded clause.

(2) a Nami nghĩ Lank ngưỡng mộ mìnhi/*k.
Nam think Lan admire body.
‘Nam thinks Lan admires him/*herself.’

b Nami nghĩ Lank tự ngưỡng mộ mình*i/k.
Nam think Lan tu admire body.
‘Nam thinks Lan admires *him/herself.’ (Ðoàn, 2022, p. 3)

A consideration of the broader patterning of mình might seem to suggest, however,
that the characterization in (1) is actually too strict. Examples can regularly be found where
mình is used to refer back to a local subject without the accompaniment of tự, as in (3):2

Languages 2025, 10, 44 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10030044
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(3a) Mịch rất hối hận giận mình sao d̄ã quá thật thà
Mich very regret mad REFL why PST too honest
d̄ến nỗi thú thật với Long là d̄i ăn trộm.
that confess with Long is go stealing.
‘Mịch deeply regretted angering herself for being so honest that she confessed to
Long about stealing.’
Source: Giông tố (1936). Vũ Trọng Phụng. Tuyển tập Vũ Trọng Phụng, tập 1.
Nhà xuất bản Văn học, Hà Nội, 1996.

(3b) Cô cố giấu mình giữa d̄ám d̄ông d̄ảo
She try hide REFL middle crowd
‘She tried to hide herself in the noisy crowd.’
Source: Thời xa vắng. Lê Lựu.

(3c) Còn lão Hứng thất kinh sinh ra hành tội con mèo vô tội
As old Hung terrified so frustrate cat innocent
d̄ể trấn an mình.
to calm REFL.
‘As for old Hứng, terrified, he took his frustration out on an innocent cat to calm
himself down.’
Source: Côi cút giữa cảnh d̄ời (1988). Ma Văn Kháng.

(3d) Biết bao kẻ d̄ang hăm hở chứng tỏ mình rên lên
Many people PROG eager prove REFL groan
như vậy.
same.
‘Many people, eager to prove themselves, are groaning the same way!’
Source: Cơ hội của Chúa (3/1989–21/2/1997). Nguyễn Việt Hà.

(3e) Biết bao người anh tuấn còn chôn mình trong
Many people handsome still bury REFL in
lau sậy d̄ể d̄ợi lúc gió mây.
reeds to wait when it’s cloudy.
‘So many handsome men still buried themselves in the reeds to wait for the
cloudy weather.’
Source: Phan Khôi. Tác phẩm d̄ăng báo 1928. Lại Nguyên Ân sưu tầm, biên
soạn. Nhà xuất bản Ðà Nẵng–2001. (lainguyenan.free.fr)

Furthermore, the judgements of sentences with tự-less local binding with mình in
Ðoàn (2022) are not necessarily shared by all speakers. The author of the present paper
who is a native speaker of Vietnamese finds the following examples from Ðoàn (2022) to
be acceptable with a local binding relation between mình and the subject of the sentence,
although such a dependency is starred as ungrammatical in Ðoàn (2022):

(4) Namk chỉ trích mìnhk

Nam criticize body
‘Nam criticizes himself.’ (* in Ðoàn, 2022, p. 71)

(5) Lank trừng phạt mìnhk

Lan punish body
‘Lan punished herself.’ (* in Ðoàn, 2022, p. 4)

(6) Người d̄àn ôngk d̄ã khen mìnhk.
CL man PST praise body.
‘The man praised himself.’ (* in Ðoàn, 2022, p. 116)
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In a subsequent paper focused on long-distance binding in Vietnamese, Ðoàn et al.
(2023, p. 1) acknowledge the following:

‘Like many languages, Vietnamese is not entirely homogeneous. The data in this
article reflect the language spoken in the Center/Middle of the country . . . The
reader should be aware that speakers from the Northern region or the Southern
region might diverge in some of their judgments. So far, a comprehensive study
of the variation within Vietnamese is not available.’

This raises the possibility that regional variation in the use of mình might perhaps
underlie differences in acceptability judgments with examples that appear to violate (1), an
issue examined in the current paper.

The question of whether there are speakers who permit local binding with mình in the
absence of tự also has a broader significance, extending beyond Vietnamese to the cross-
linguistic typology of binding relations and general theories of anaphora and reflexivity.
It has frequently been suggested (Cole et al., 1990; Reinhart & Reuland, 1993; Reuland,
2001) that local binding between a subject and an object (or other co-argument) requires
an anaphor that is morpho-syntactically complex, and anaphors that are monomorphemic
‘simplex expressions/SEs’ have been described as rejecting local binding relations, as
exemplified in Dutch (7).

(7) Winnie bewonderde zich*(zelf)
Winnie admired self self
‘Winnie admired herself.’ (Volkova & Reuland, 2014, p. 594)

Such typological observations have led on to the development of a highly prominent
and influential approach to binding in Reinhart and Reuland (1993) and Reuland (2001,
2011, 2017), which sets out to explain why monomorphemic anaphors are uniformly
unable to reflexivize a predicate. In a recent extension of this body of work, Reuland et al.
(2020), it is noted that Mandarin Chinese might appear to constitute an exception to the
crosslinguistic patterning of SEs, as both the complex anaphor ta ziji and the (apparently)
simplex anaphor ziji allow for local binding:

(8) Zhangsank changchang piping zijik/ta zijik.
Zhangsan often criticize 3 self
‘Zhangsan criticizes himself.’3

Reuland et al. (2020, p. 800) write as follows: ‘If zi-ji were truly simplex. . .its behavior
would not fit the overall pattern observed, and it would pose a challenge to the approach
in Reuland (2011)’. Reuland et al. (2020) then go on to argue that Mandarin ziji is actually
not monomorphemic and is instead a morphologically complex anaphor, consisting of
two morphemes zi- and -ji, and that this explains its ‘exceptional’ behavior. However, the
Vietnamese mình cannot be analyzed as bi-morphemic, unlike the Mandarin ziji. If mình
can be used to reflexive-mark a verb, it would therefore pose a clear empirical challenge to
theories of reflexivity built on the assumption that local binding is not possible between a
monomorphemic anaphor and a co-argument.

With this as background, the primary goal of the current experimental investigation
of mình is to achieve a better understanding of the cross-speaker patterning of mình in
configurations of local reflexivity and to probe what regional variation may potentially
occur in the use of mình as a reflexive object. We conclude that, for many speakers from
different regions of Vietnam, mình in object position may indeed be interpreted reflexively
with the subject of the same clause without the need for tự. On the basis of patterns
involving ellipsis and quantificational subjects, it is further shown that this is a genuine
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binding relation and not simple co-reference. Such conclusions are then noted to have
significant consequences for approaches to binding such as that of Reuland (2011).

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2, the core of the paper, describes an
experiment carried out with 95 speakers of Vietnamese from different parts of Vietnam,
designed to examine the acceptability of local binding with mình in combination with
different types of predicate, and discusses the results of the experiment, which present
a different picture of binding relations in Vietnamese than the patterning described in
Ðoàn (2022). As the results of the experiment also call into question assumptions held
about SEs in Reuland (2001) and other works, Section 3 considers whether and how it
might be possible to reinterpret the current experimental data in ways that might avoid
the conclusion that mình is extensively used as a local anaphor. Section 3 argues against
such alternative analyses and for the conclusion that the patterns tested in the experiment
display the properties of genuine syntactic binding. Section 4 summarizes the findings of
the paper for the study of anaphora in Vietnamese and also for binding theory in general.

2. An Experimental Investigation of the Local/Non-Local Interpretation
of Mình

The focus of the current study is to determine whether speakers from different parts
of Vietnam accept co-reference between the subject of a verb and mình in object-of-verb
position (or as the object of a preposition) without the occurrence of tự, resulting in a
reflexive interpretation, as schematized in (9):

(9) subjectk verb mìnhk

In designing an experiment to examine the general acceptability of structures such
as (9), we factored in considerations of the potential influence of predicate choice on the
naturalness of reflexive interpretations. The verbs in Ðoàn’s unacceptable examples (where
mình resists local co-reference in the configuration in (9)) all encode heavily other-directed
actions—the set of verbs listed in (10) and illustrated with (11). The actions represented
by such predicates are all perceived as naturally being carried out on other individuals,
and are difficult to imagine as being directed toward the initiator of the action, i.e., being
reflexive in orientation.

(10) d̄ộng viên–encourage
khen–praise
ngưỡng mộ–admire
la mắng–scold
xúc phạm–offend

(11) Maii nghĩ Namj sẽ d̄ộng viên mìnhi/*j.
Mai think Nam FUT encourage self
‘Maii thought Namj would encourage heri/*himselfj.’ (Ðoàn, 2022)

With heavily other-directed verbs, hearers may not consider interpretations in which
the subject acts on herself, i.e., reflexive interpretations. This might lead hearers to regularly
ignore possible construals of mình as referring to local subjects in favor of other available
interpretations of mình. As is well-known (Bui, 2019; Ðoàn, 2022; Phan & Chou, 2023), a
significant complication in many sentences incorporating mình is that mình can frequently
be interpreted as a first-person or second-person pronoun, referencing either the speaker or
the hearer. Hence, in many instances, a [Subject Verb mình] configuration will allow for mình
to be interpreted as either ‘me’ or ‘you’, as alternatives to any sentence-internal co-reference
with the subject. It may be speculated that with heavily other-directed verbs, hearers might
often discard potentially available reflexive interpretations of mình due to the easier avail-



Languages 2025, 10, 44

ability of construing mình as representing the speaker or the hearer, an interpretation more
readily in line with the typical use of heavily other-directed verbs. Such a confounding pos-
sibility suggests that the patterning of mình with d̄ộng viên ‘encourage’, ngưỡng mộ ‘admire’,
etc., should not immediately be taken to be representative of the general distribution of
mình, and a broader range of predicates should be examined in any investigation of local
binding in Vietnamese. Additionally, Ðoàn’s example sentences demonstrating that mình
cannot be interpreted as co-referential with a local subject are presented in isolation from
any embedding context, which may arguably increase the difficulties for hearers to access
reflexive interpretations with heavily other-directed verbs. Considerations of this kind
lead to two questions, which have guided the current experimental study of mình. First,
how do heavily other-directed verbs pattern (in the interpretations accepted for mình) if a
supporting context is added rather than sentences being presented in isolation, without
any context? Second, what patterning is observed with mình if one considers more neutral
verbs rather than just heavily other-directed verbs?

In connection with the above, prior to creating stimuli for the experimental study,
the authors hypothesized, on the basis of initial, casual, native-speaker intuitions, that
there may be differences among verbs with regard to the availability of local binding with
mình relating to the typical use of verbs as heavily other-directed vs. not other-directed, as
described below.

Type I. Verbs which are typically/heavily other-directed. These may be expected to
either favor or perhaps require the presence of tự for reflexive interpretations in the absence
of a supporting context. Henceforth, we refer to this group of verbs as the ‘admire’ class.
Examples of this posited group are the following:

• ngưỡng mộ–admire
• ghét–hate
• chửi mắng–scold
• bảo vệ–protect

Type II. Verbs which are not heavily other-directed/are more neutral. Such predicates
might permit reflexive interpretations for certain speakers without the necessary/preferred
presence of tự. We refer to this group as the ‘blame’ class. Examples posited in this group
(as a result of preliminary intuitions gathered from other speakers prior to the experiment)
are the following:

• trách–blame
• ngụy trang–disguise
• bồi bổ–nourish
• thể hiện–show off

The stimuli created for the experiment made use of predicates from both posited types,
in order to be able to report on differences in local binding that might potentially occur as
a function of typical verb orientation. The parameters of the experiment are described in
Section 2.1.

2.1. Experiment Design
2.1.1. Participants

One hundred and twelve Vietnamese native speakers were recruited online across
three regions in exchange for a $2.05 gift card to the online store Tiki. Eighteen subjects
having accuracy rates below 67% on the unambiguous conditions were excluded, leaving
94 subjects in the main data analysis. The study was reviewed and approved by the Institu-
tional Review Board of the University of Southern California, which is fully accredited by
the Association for the Accreditation of Human Research Protection Programs (AAHRPP).
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Prior to the main experiment, the participants were asked to complete a questionnaire
about their language background. The numbers of participants speaking different regional
varieties of Vietnamese are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Number of participants from different regions.

Regional Variety of Vietnamese Number of Participants

Northern 27
Middle 28

Southern 40

2.1.2. Procedure and Materials

The participants in the experiment were asked to read Vietnamese sentences in which
two or more noun phrases were underlined in order to signal that these noun phrases
should be construed as referring to the same individual/set of individuals. The participants
were instructed to rate how natural the sentences were with the intended co-reference
relation, using a 1–7 scale of naturalness, 1 being completely unnatural/unacceptable
and 7 being completely natural/acceptable. Examples of items used in the experiment
are presented in Table 2. The experiment included sentences containing examples of
verbs of Types I and II, as described in Section 2. Eight of the test items made use of
regularly other-directed verbs (Type I), with two of these items involving mình following a
preposition. Twelve test items used verbs encoding actions that are not so regularly other-
directed—Type II ‘neutral’ verbs—with two of these examples involving mình following a
preposition, and two examples having quantificational subject antecedents for mình. All of
the test items containing Type I and Type II verbs occurred without the use of tự.

All the test items occurred in linguistic contexts that would allow for a reflexive
interpretation to be available and potentially natural. The set of test items involving Type I
and Type II predicates specifically aimed to establish whether mình could be interpreted
reflexively (referring to its immediately preceding subject) in the absence of tự, only assisted
by a supportive, plausible context. In addition to the target sentences involving mình with
Type I and Type II verbs, the experiment also included sentences using the pronoun nó ‘it’
in Vietnamese as fillers, with 10 acceptable and 10 unacceptable conditions (i.e., 10 instances
in which participants should find co-reference between nó and a second, underlined noun
phrase acceptable, and 10 examples where such co-reference should not be acceptable).
These fillers were used as catch trials to determine whether participants were concentrating
on the study or not.4

Table 2. Test examples containing Type I, II, III verbs.

Condition Example

Typically
other-

directed
verbs

(Type I)

Other-directed verb (6 items)
Hằng rất tự tin vào nhan sắc của bản thân.
Hang very confident in appearance of own.
Cô ta thậm chí còn ngưỡng mộ mình.
She even admire REFL.
‘Hang is very confident in her own appearance. She even admires herself.’
Other-directed verb followed by a preposition (2 items)
Tiên nói rằng trong dịch covid bà chủ nhà d̄ã
Tien said that during covid pandemic landlord PST
hỗ trợ cho mình rất nhiều.
support for REFL a lot.
‘Tien said that during the COVID pandemic, the landlady supported herself a lot.’
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Table 2. Cont.

Condition Example

Neutral
verbs (not

heavily
other-

directed)
(Type II)

Neutral verb (8 items)
Khi cần d̄ưa ra quyết d̄ịnh quan trọng, Hoàng luôn
When need give decision important, Hoàng always
tin tưởng mình thay vì d̄i xin lời khuyên từ người khác.
trust REFL instead of go ask advice from other people.
‘When making important decisions, Hoàng always trusts himself instead of seeking advice from others.’
Neutral verb followed by a preposition (2 items)
Trong cuộc bầu cử mới nhất , ông Huy d̄ã bình chọn
In election latest , HON Huy PST vote
cho mình.
for REFL.
‘In the latest election, Mr. Huy voted for himself.’
Neutral verb with quantifiers (2 items)
Tất cả các giáo viên trong trường d̄ều d̄ang cố gắng
All CL teacher in school all PROG try
hoàn thiện mình.
complete REFL.
‘All the teachers in school are trying to complete themselves.’

2.1.3. Data Analysis and Results

Figure 1 presents the results of the participants’ judgements on the acceptability of
reflexive interpretations of mình—where mình in object-of-verb position is construed as
co-referential with the subject of its own clause. As seen in Figure 1, there was a very high
level of acceptability/naturalness when mình occurred as the object of Type II/neutral
verbs and was interpreted as referring to its local subject, i.e., a reflexive interpretation.
Participants from all three regions of Vietnam judged such examples to be very natural and
acceptable, with average scores exceeding 6/7 for all regional participants. This provides
clear, strong support for the conclusion that reflexive interpretations of mình are both
widely available and felt to be natural without the support of tự, in contrast to Ðoàn’s (2022)
findings and generalization that such interpretations are only possible when licensed by the
overt presence of tự. Considering the participants’ judgements of examples involving Type
I typically other-directed verbs, these also showed a high level of acceptability, exceeding
6/7 for speakers from southern Vietnam and close to 6/7 for speakers from central and
northern Vietnam. These results confirm that reflexive interpretations of mình with a local
subject are generally possible in the absence of tự even with typically other-oriented verbs
once such predicates are embedded in plausible supporting contexts rather than being
presented out of the blue as isolated sentences.

Figure 2 shows the acceptability values for the test items in which the subject in
[Subject Verb mình] examples was a quantifier phrase/QP. Four different quantifiers oc-
curred in subjects in these test items: tất cả ‘all’, mỗi ‘every’, ít nhất ‘at least’, and hơn
mười ‘more than ten’. As seen in Figure 2, a very high level of acceptability was recorded
by speakers from all three regions for sentences in which mình occurred in a reflexive
interpretation with a quantificational subject in the absence of tự, averaging over 6/7 for
speakers from all regions.5

The experiment also included sentences in which mình occurred following a preposi-
tion in sequences of [Subject Verb [P mình]], rather than as the direct object of the verb. The
expectation was that reflexive interpretations of mình with the subject in such examples
might perhaps be found to have a higher level of acceptability than in configurations where
mình was the direct object of the verb. The reason for such an expectation was the sugges-
tion in Ðoàn (2022) that the embedding of mình in PPs permits reflexive interpretations with
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a local subject which are not available when mình occurs as the direct object of the verb (in
the absence of tự)—see the discussion in Section 3.2 below. Interestingly, the results of the
experiment did not align with this expectation and present a clear difference in acceptability
when mình occurred in PPs with Type I and Type II verbs. As shown in Figure 3, with Type
II verbs, acceptability ratings with mình following prepositions were as high as those in
examples where mình occurred as the direct object of the verb, over 6/7. However, with
Type I verbs, there was a significantly lower level of acceptability, ranging from 4–5/7.

 
Figure 1. Acceptability of [Subject Verb mình] sequences with reflexive interpretations.

 

Figure 2. Acceptability of [QP Verb mình] sequences with reflexive interpretations.

This reduced acceptability rate relates to specific combinations of verb + preposition.
The four pairs of verb + preposition used in examples in the experiment were biện hộ cho
‘advocate for’, bình chọn cho ‘vote for’, quan tâm d̄ến ‘care for’, and hỗ trợ cho ‘support’. As
shown in Figure 4, acceptability ratings with the former two V + P combinations were
as high as in examples where mình occurred as the direct object of the verb: over 6/7
for speakers from all regions. However, ratings for examples with quan tâm d̄ến ‘care
for’ and hỗ trợ cho ‘support’ were much lower: 4–5.5/7. This lower acceptability with
certain [Subject Verb [P mình]] combinations casts doubt on there being a fully general,
structural licensing of reflexive interpretations of mình when mình is ‘protected’ by a PP
shell (see Section 3.2 below).6
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Figure 3. Acceptability of [Subject Verb [P mình]] sequences with reflexive interpretations.

Figure 4. Acceptability of [Subject Verb [P mình]] sequences with reflexive interpretations for each
[V + P] combination.

While the variable licensing of reflexive interpretations with mình in PPs may war-
rant further useful investigation, in general, the experiment presents strong evidence
for the availability of reflexive interpretations with mình in (at least) object-of-verb con-
figurations without any necessary presence of tự to license such interpretations, when
relevant examples are presented in supportive contexts, both with ‘neutral’ Type II verbs
and with typically other-directed Type I verbs, for speakers from different regions of Viet-
nam.7 Section 3 considers these findings further, in the light of general theories of binding
and reflexivity.

3. Mình—A Monomorphemic Anaphor Allowing Local Binding?

The results of the experiment reported in Section 2 present a clear challenge to claims
that monomorphemic anaphors cannot be used in local binding relations between a subject
and an object, to reflexivize the verb (Reuland, 2011), i.e., the configuration in (12) below.
[Subjectk Verb mìnhk] patterns indeed appear to be robustly accepted by many speakers
of Vietnamese.

(12) *Subjectk Verb Objectk Where Object = monomorphemic anaphor

A question that arises now is whether it might be possible to reinterpret the results of
the experiment in ways that might preserve (12) as a cross-linguistic generalization in order
to maintain theories of reflexivity built on (12) as a valid, cross-linguistic description. Here
we will consider three potential counter-proposals that might be made in response to the



Languages 2025, 10, 44

conclusion that mình permits a local binding relation with the subject of its clause. In each
case, it will be argued that such potential reinterpretations of the experimental data are not
well supported.

3.1. Inherent Lexical Reflexives

In English, verbs such as wash, shower, and shave have been classified as inherently
reflexive predicates (Reinhart & Reuland, 1993; Reuland, 2001), because such verbs can
occur without an object and still be construed as self-directed actions:

(13) John washed/shaved/showered.

However, an overt anaphor can also be added to such verbs, as seen in (14):

(14) John washed/shaved/showered himself.

One conceivable approach to the alternation in (13/14) might be to suggest that
the anaphor object in (14) actually does not function to reflexivize the predicate, as
wash/shave/shower are already lexically listed as having a potentially reflexive meaning.8

Such a hypothetical approach to wash/shave/shower-type verbs in English would raise the
question whether a similar analysis and categorization might be made of Vietnamese verbs
which allow for local binding with mình. If mình were to be assumed not to have a reflex-
ivizing function in these cases, similar to himself in (14), because the verbs that mình is
combined with are lexically specified as reflexive predicates, it might be possible to avoid
the conclusion that Vietnamese allows local binding with a monomorphemic anaphor.

However, such an approach appears implausible as a potential ‘explanation’ for the
apparent well-formedness of sequences corresponding to (13) in Vietnamese, for the simple
reason that many of the verbs which allow for (13) in Vietnamese do not exhibit properties
typically found with lexically reflexive verbs.

Vietnamese has two clear types of lexical reflexives, as described in Ðoàn (2022), and
these show different patterns to the use of mình described so far and examined in the
experiment.

The first set of lexical reflexives is made up of pairings of tự and a verbal root, as
exemplified in (15).

(15) Type I lexical reflexives: tự + verb combinations
tự sát tự vệ tự chủ
SELF kill SELF guard SELF control
‘commit suicide’ ‘protect onself’ ‘control oneself’

tự nhủ tự phê tự cấp
SELF say SELF critique SELF provide
‘wonder’ ‘criticize oneself’ ‘be self-sufficient’

Significantly, lexicalized combinations of this type do not permit the realization of an
object—they are lexically detransitivized by the presence of tự, hence mình cannot be added:

(16) Nam tự sát/ tự phê/ tự vệ (*/??mình).
Nam self-kill/ self-criticize/ self-protect self
‘Nam killed himself/criticized himself/protected himself.’

This property distinguishes such compound reflexives from regular verbs such as
trách ‘blame’, bồi bổ ‘nourish’, thể hiện ‘show off’, which, for many speakers, allow for local
binding and interpretations of reflexivity with mình in object-of-verb position, either with
or without tự:
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(17) Nam (tự) trách mình.
Nam tự blame self
‘Nam blamed himself.’

The set of lexical reflexives of the tự sát type is, furthermore, very restricted and has a
small membership, whereas verbs which allow local binding with mình in object position
are not obviously restricted in number. The latter consequently do not show the typical
characteristics of lexical reflexives across languages, which are often found to be restricted
to a small number of verbs that describe self-directed actions.

A second type of lexical reflexive described in Ðoàn (2022:109 fn8) consists in simple
combinations of a verb and mình, as illustrated in (18):

(18) Type II: verb + mình combinations
giật mình cúi mình thẹn mình
jerk body bend body shy body
‘be startled’ ‘bow’ ‘be ashamed’

These lexically reflexive predicates are again different from the patterns with trách
‘blame’, etc., as they do not permit objects which are not mình, and hence they must be
reflexive—they are lexically listed as reflexive-only predicates:

(19) *Nam thẹn/ giật/ cúi Nga.
Nam shame/ shake/ bend Nga
Intended: ‘Nam shamed/shook/bent Nga.’

This patterning is quite unlike trách ‘blame’ and other verbs investigated in the current
study, which readily permit objects that do not result in reflexive interpretations:

(20) a Nam trách Nga b Nam ghét Nga.
Nam blame Nga Nam hate Nga
‘Nam blames Nga.’ ‘Nam hates Nga.’

We conclude that verbs such as trách ‘blame’, trừng phạt ‘punish’, and ghét ‘hate’,
which, for many speakers, allow for local binding with mình, are not inherently reflexive, as
they display properties that clearly distinguish them from lexicalized reflexives. A reviewer
of this paper also helpfully notes that subject-experiencer verbs have thus far never been
found to allow lexical reflexivization (Reinhart & Siloni, 2005), providing a further reason
to reject a lexical reflexive analysis of verbs such as ghét ‘hate’ when they occur in local
binding configurations.

3.2. Mình Is Covertly Complex and Not Monomorphemic

A second potential way to avoid the conclusion that mình is a monomorphemic
anaphor allowing local binding might be to suggest that mình is part of a more complex
nominal expression and hence not monomorphemic, despite appearances. It has been
proposed that additional structural complexity allows monomorphemic anaphors to be
legitimately used in reflexive configurations (the idea of ‘protection’ to avoid a constraint
referred to in Reuland (2011, 2017) as the ‘Inability to Distinguish Indistinguishables’).
In Vietnamese, Ðoàn (2022) suggests that the embedding of mình within a PP provides a
structural way for mình to be able to refer reflexively to a local subject in the absence of tự:
‘when mình is in a locative PP, it can be bound without the element tự’ (Ðoàn, 2022, p. 71).
This is illustrated in (21):

(21) Nami d̄ặt quyển sách phía sau mìnhi.
Nam put CL book behind self.
‘Nam put the book behind him(self).’ (Ðoàn, 2022, p. 71)
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It might therefore, perhaps, be speculated that, for speakers who regularly accept local
binding with mình (without tự), mình is actually part of a more complex nominal structure
enabling its apparent reflexive use. Given the commonly assumed origin of mình from
the noun ‘body’, a prime candidate for such an analysis could be the possibility that mình
occurs as the head of a DP which also projects a pro possessor, as schematized in (22):

(22) [DP pro [NP mình ]]

The interpretation of (23) below, for speakers who accept local binding, might therefore
be licensed by such a complex protective structure and be loosely translated as ‘Nam
criticized his self/body.’

(23) Namk trách [DP prok [NP mình]].

Nam blame PRN body
‘Nam blames himself.’

However, if mình were to project a larger, covert structure with a pro possessor, it
might naturally be expected that this null element could be overtly lexicalized, but this is
not possible, as shown in (22a/b):

(24) a. *Nam trách [DP nó [NP mình]].
Nam blame 3 body

b. *Nam trách [DP [NP mình] (của) nó]
Nam blame body of 3

There is consequently no evidence that might support the assumption of a covert,
complex structure with mình in such cases, so we continue to assume that mình is indeed a
monomorphemic anaphor (as also maintained in (Bui, 2019) and (Ðoàn, 2022)).

3.3. The Interpretation of Mình with Local Subjects Is Co-Reference, Not Binding

A final way to deflect the current conclusion that mình permits local binding, for many
speakers, in the absence of tự, might be to suggest that the relation of mình to its local
subject in such cases is actually ‘co-reference’ rather than ‘binding’. In previous work on
binding relations, it has been noted that the interpretation of objects as referring to the
same individual/entity as a local subject (or some other sentence-internal c-commanding
element) should sometimes be attributed to contextually licensed ‘co-reference’ rather than
syntactically mediated binding, as in (112), where Principle C appears to be violated:

(25) Nobody likes John. Even John doesn’t like John.

In order to rule out the possibility that two sentence-internal elements are interpre-
tationally related to each other via simple discourse-dependent co-reference rather than
binding, two kinds of test have been proposed to identify true instances of binding, in-
volving the use of quantificational antecedents and the potential availability of sloppy
interpretations in ellipsis(-type) structures.

If a quantifier phrase may legitimately occur as the antecedent for a pronoun/anaphor,
as illustrated in (26), this is taken to signal that the relation between pronoun/anaphor and
antecedent is one of genuine binding (Reinhart, 1983):

(26) a. Every soldierk abandoned hisk position.
b. Nobodyk gave away hisk secret.
c. At least three studentsk will submit theirk assignment late.

Where sloppy interpretations of pronouns/anaphors may arise in the interpretation
of ellipsis patterns, this is similarly assumed to require and indicate a true variable-binding
relation, as, for example, in (27) (Sag, 1976; Williams, 1977 among others):
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(27) John likes his teacher. Bill does too.

In assessing the results of the present experimental investigation of mình, it is important
to check and confirm that the construal of mình with a local subject is due to binding rather
than discourse-mediated co-reference. In order to do this, we consequently need to examine
whether mình accepts quantificational antecedents in local configurations, and whether
interpretations of sloppy identity are locally possible with mình.

The first question is therefore whether mình in object-of-verb position can be inter-
preted as referring to a quantificational subject (without the presence of tự). The answer to
this question is a clear ‘yes’. It is both possible and natural for mình to refer to a local QP
subject, as illustrated in (28) and (29), which were part of the experimental data and well
accepted by participants in the experiment, as already reported in Section 2.

(28) Cuộc thi sắc d̄ẹp diễn ra rất căng thẳng.
NZL contest beauty occur very competitive
‘The beauty contest is very competitive.’
Mỗi ứng viên d̄ều cố gắng thể hiện mình
Every candidate all try show off REFL
trước ban giám khảo
in front of judge
‘Every candidate is trying to show themselves off in front of the judges.’

(29) Chủ nhật tuần rồi d̄ội tuyển quốc gia d̄ã thua
trận
bóng.

Sunday last week team national PST lose game
‘Last Sunday, the national team lost the game.’
Mỗi cầu thủ d̄ều trách mình vì d̄ã bỏ lỡ
Every player all blame self because PST miss
cơ hội vào vòng bán kết.
opportunity enter semi-final
‘Every player blamed himself because they missed the opportunity to be in the
semi-final game.’

The second issue is whether mình (without tự) permits interpretations of sloppy
reference in ellipsis-type constructions. Here we considered the interpretation of [Subject
cũng vậy] ‘subject also thus’ structures, in which content from a preceding clause/sentence
is associated with a different subject in a following cũng vậy clause, in a way similar to
VP-ellipsis constructions in English. The critical question is whether an instance of mình in
the antecedent clause can be interpreted as referring to the subject of the cũng vậy clause
(via variable binding)—a sloppy interpretation.9 Such construals are indeed judged to be
very natural and straightforward, as shown in (30–31).

(30) Năm học này, toàn bộ học sinh d̄ã rớt môn.
Year study all student PST fail exam
‘This year, the students all failed their exams.’
Thầy Nam trách mình, và cô Nga cũng vậy.
Teacher Nam blame self, and teacher Nga also thus
‘Teacher Nam blames himself and Teacher Nga does too.’
Sloppy interpretation: Teacher Nga blames herself.’
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(31) Trong buổi bầu cử trưởng thôn, Nam d̄ã bầu chọn cho mình
In election village chief, Nam PST vote for self
và Tâm cũng vậy.
and Tam also thus
‘In the elections for village headman, Nam voted for himself and Tam also did.’
Sloppy interpretation: Tam voted for himself.

A consideration of quantificational antecedents and the availability of sloppy identity
therefore both unequivocally support the conclusion that the construal of mình with a
local subject is/can be genuine binding and cannot be dismissed as ‘simple co-reference’.
The element mình in Vietnamese consequently represents a genuine counter-example to
assumptions underpinning certain prominent approaches to binding—mình is an anaphor
which, for many speakers, permits local binding with the subject of its clause, despite its
monomorphemic nature.

4. Summary and General Conclusions

The primary goal of the present investigation has been to examine and clarify the
status of certain basic binding patterns in Vietnamese involving the anaphor mình. While
the important study of anaphoric relations made by Ðoàn (2022) reports that mình may only
refer to the subject of its containing clause if paired with the element tự (32), the current
paper has endeavored to probe whether such an intuition is fully shared by other speakers,
or whether mình may perhaps allow for local binding in the configuration in (33), without
the support of tự:

(32) subjectk *(tự) verb mìnhk (Ðoàn, 2022)
(33) subjectk verb mìnhk

We also aimed to examine whether there might be any consistent regional differences
in speakers’ acceptance of mình in local binding relations without tự. Our experiment
consequently involved 94 participants from north, central, and south Vietnam and tested
speakers’ reactions to mình presented in structures corresponding to (32) with a variety
of predicate types. We would like to stress that the current study involved a different
approach to Ðoàn (2022), testing the acceptability/naturalness of examples in supportive
contexts rather than as isolated sentences. Consequently, the present study is not directly
comparable to the judgements recorded by Ðoàn (2022), though it can be assessed relative
to the generalizations about possible/impossible anaphoric structures in Vietnamese which
Ðoàn draws from her findings. The results of the experiment show that binding between
mình and its local subject (without tự) appears, in fact, to be widely accepted by speakers
from all areas of Vietnam when presented in a natural, supporting context. Participants
in the experiment from all regions also regularly accepted the variable construal of mình
with a local quantificational phrase subject, confirming that the relation between mình and
its local subject is binding rather than simple accidental co-reference. Such a conclusion is
further supported by the occurrence of sloppy identity readings involving mình in cũng
vậy constructions.

Taken together, the results of the experiment provide strong support for the position
that mình can indeed engage in a binding relation with a local subject in the absence of tự
for many speakers of Vietnamese. Such a conclusion will, we believe, be useful for future
studies of anaphoric relations in Vietnamese and the use of binding patterns to investigate
other aspects of Vietnamese syntactic structures. As noted earlier in the Introduction, it
also has potentially broader importance for the cross-linguistic typology of binding by
means of anaphors that are simplex expressions/SEs. In a series of works by Reinhart and
Reuland (1993), Reuland (2001), and Reuland et al. (2020), the assumption is made that
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SEs/monomorphemic anaphors are either heavily restricted to a set of self-directed actions
(washing oneself, shaving oneself, etc.) or require the support of some other element (such
as tự) in order to reflexivize a predicate. This does not seem to be the case in Vietnamese,
where there are no obvious restrictions on verbs that can be interpreted reflexively with the
use of mình, including verbs that are typically other-directed. Vietnamese therefore presents
an interesting empirical challenge to theories of binding that assume that local binding
via SEs should not be found in any language—such patterns were robustly attested in the
current experimental investigation of mình. How such ‘exceptionality’ in Vietnamese may
be accommodated with the patterning of SEs reported for other languages, and whether
Vietnamese is truly exceptional among languages with monomorphemic anaphors, we
must leave for future work.
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Notes

1 Long-distance construals of mình are suggested by Phan and Chou (2023) to be licensed via logophoricity. The investigation of
such long-distance interpretations is beyond the scope of the current paper. Interested readers may consult Phan and Chou (2023)
for useful discussion of these patterns.

2 The paper makes use of the following abbreviations: CL = classifier, FUT = future, HON = honorific, NEG = negation,
NZL = nominalizer, PRN = pronoun, PST = past, REFL = reflexive.

3 Example from Xiu-zhi Wu, p.c.
4 With regard to the use of short supportive contexts in the experiment, a reviewer of this paper comments that embedding target

sentences within an explicit context may introduce variables that are hard to control for and might unnaturally elevate acceptance
ratings. Different perspectives on this issue may be held by different researchers. Our own position here is the following. When
example sentences are presented to informants with no supplied context (i.e., out of the blue), it is likely that informants will in
many instances supply their own contexts to test out the acceptability of the sentences, and not all informants will necessarily try
out the same set of contexts. We therefore believe that offering some kind of potentially facilitative context actually provides
a higher degree of control than presenting sentences out of the blue and relying on speakers themselves to uniformly check
for contexts which may make a patterning acceptable and natural. Having said this, we accept that it is quite possible that a
higher rate of acceptability might result when an appropriate context is supplied than when example sentences are judged fully
in isolation, although we do not expect such a higher rate to be artificial and misrepresentative of speakers’ mental grammars.
In other instances of anaphoric licensing, facilitative context does not seem to lead speakers to accept ill-formed patterns. For
example, in (i), a context highly supporting co-reference between ‘Bill’ and ‘himself’ does not license such a relation:
(i) ‘When Billk was ill, Johnm kindly looked after himself*k/m every day with much care.’
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5 A reviewer asks about the quantificational subjects used in the experiment and whether there might be any effect of distributivity
distinguishing their patterning. As noted in the text, four different quantifiers were used with subjects in the experiment: tất cả
‘all’, mỗi ‘every’, ít nhất ‘at least’, and hơn mười ‘more than ten’. The acceptability rates for all of these quantifiers were (very) high,
and there were no obvious effects of (non-)distributivity.

6 We are currently not sure what might cause the difference in acceptability among the four types of V + P combinations. The
variation found here suggests the need for a focused study with a more extensive range of V + P pairs to identify the factors
potentially responsible for such patterns.

7 A reviewer of this paper notes that while the use of classifications such as ‘other-directed’ and ‘self-directed’ are common in much
work on verb semantics, there are no independent criteria for evaluating which category a verb might belong to. This is certainly
correct. However, the ‘other-directed’ vs. ‘neutral orientation’ categorization which partially framed the current experiment
turned out not to be significant in the results that were actually obtained—there was a high degree of acceptance for examples
instantiating both ‘types’ of verb. The same reviewer adds that differences in thematic roles (agent-theme vs. subject-experiencer)
might be useful to test the patterning of subclasses of verbs in Vietnamese with regards to reflexivity. We believe that it would
be welcome for follow-up experiments to focus specifically on the testing of agent-theme vs. subject-experiencer verbs. In the
current experiment, which included verbs of both types, no indications of differences in patterning were observed. Nevertheless,
it would be worthwhile for future work to investigate this possibility further.

8 It should be noted that Reinhart and Reuland (1993) and Reuland (2001) actually do not assume such an analysis. Instead, they
suggest that elements such as ‘himself’ in (13) are combined with ‘wash/shower/shave’ as regular transitive verbs (not inherently
reflexive) and that ‘himself’ does reflexive-mark these verbs when it appears with them.

9 The sloppy interpretation of anaphors in contexts of ellipsis has been documented in many works since Sag (1976); Williams
(1977). In (i) below, Ke and Pires (2022) note that only a sloppy interpretation is possible when an anaphor occurs in the antecedent
clause of a VP-ellipsis structure:
(i) ‘Johnj defended himselfj and Billk did [elided VP defend himselfj/*k] too.’ (Ke & Pires, 2022, p. 278)
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Abstract: Bare nouns representing kinship terms (KNs) and body parts (BPNs) can be
assumed to project a null possessor argument, which allows for the interpretation of
such nouns relative to other linguistically present NPs. In Vietnamese, the distribution
of KNs and BPNs is subject to different locality conditions and leads to the analysis of
null possessors with KNs as covert anaphors, while null possessors with BPNs are null
pronominals (pro). This contrasts with Mandarin Chinese, where it has been suggested
that null possessors of KNs and BPNs are two different types of null anaphors. The
observed distributional differences and analyses of bare KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese vs.
Chinese raise questions of parametric variation with regard to null elements with parallel
interpretive properties and also whether linking mechanisms may occur with other bare
nouns without the projection of null possessors that are subject to binding theoretic locality
restrictions.

Keywords: kinship terms; body part nouns; null possessors

1. Introduction

Kinship term nouns (KNs) and body part nouns (BPNs) in Vietnamese do not need
an overt possessor, unlike English, and may occur as simple bare nouns, as illustrated
in (1) and (2):1

(1) Lan nói chuyện với chồng.
Lan talk with husband
‘Lan talks to her husband’.

(2) Lan d̄ang xoa vào tay.
Lan ASP rub at arm
‘Lan is rubbing her arm’.

However, the distribution of bare noun KNs and BPNs is not free, and the relation of
KNs/BPNs to their understood possessors can be shown to be constrained in various ways.
For example, KNs need to be c-commanded by their antecedent possessor, as seen in the
restrictions on interpretation shown in (3) and (4)—the NPs ‘Nam’ and ‘Ngọc’ may not be
interpreted as the antecedent possessors for con trai ‘son’ in (3) and (4) even though this
might be a pragmatically natural interpretation given the discourse situation.

Languages 2025, 10, 158 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10070158
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(3) Giáo viên của Nam trách mắng con trai.
teacher of Nam criticized son
OK: ‘Nam’s teacher criticized his son (the teacher’s son)’.
NOT: ‘Nam’s teacher criticized Nam’s son’.

(4) Lan, trong thời gian mà Ngọc nằm bệnh viện,
Lan, at time REL Ngọc, be hospitalized
d̄ã d̄ưa con trai d̄i du lịch Thái Lan.
PST take son go travel Thailand.
OK: ‘Lan, at the time Ngọc was hospitalized, took Lan’s son on a trip to
Thailand’.
NOT: ‘Lan, at the time Ngọc was hospitalized, took Ngọc’s son on a trip to
Thailand’.

In what follows, we will use the simple term ‘antecedent’ to refer to the NP that is
construed as controlling the reference of a null possessor hypothesized to be present with
bare noun KNs and BPNs. The paper’s investigation of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese has
the following goals. First, we aim to descriptively map out the distribution of KNs and
BPNs relative to NPs that serve as potential antecedent possessors across three different
construction types—topic constructions, passive constructions, and biclausal structures—
attempting to see how uniformly KNs and BPNs pattern in these different environments.
Second, we will describe and analyze a range of syntactic and pragmatic factors that
govern and affect antecedent KN/BPN relations in different ways in Vietnamese. Third, the
study will compare KN/BPN patterns in Vietnamese with equivalent patterns in Chinese
and the analyses of null possessors in Chinese that have been offered for such elements.
Synthesizing all of this information will then lead to an analysis of the syntactic status of
null possessors in Vietnamese and a discussion of cross-linguistic variation with bare noun
KNs and BPNs, in particular the different status of null possessors with KNs and BPNs in
Mandarin Chinese. Finally, the paper will reflect on issues of parametric variation with
regard to null elements that have common interpretive properties and whether (and how)
linking mechanisms may occur with other types of nouns without the necessary projection
of null possessors subject to binding theoretic locality restrictions.

2. The Distribution and Interpretation of Bare Noun KNs and BPNs

In order to generate descriptions of the distribution of KNs and BPNs that can be used
to analyze the syntactic status of their null possessors, we will consider the patterning
of KNs and BPNs relative to their antecedents in three different constructions: (a) topic
constructions where the topic is the intended antecedent of a null possessor in a KN/BPN;
(b) two-clause constructions where the subject of a matrix clause is the intended antecedent
for a lower clause subject or object KN/BPN; and (c) (long) passive constructions, where
an NP preceding the passive morpheme bị is the intended antecedent of a KN/BPN in
the object-of-main-verb position. For each construction type, a considerable variety of
examples were tested, with typically representative examples being presented here in
the paper.

2.1. Bare Noun KNs and BPNs in Topic Constructions

With topic constructions, two major patterns were examined, varying the position of
the KN/BPN in subject and object positions, with the intended antecedent for the KN/BPN
always being placed in the sentence’s initial topic position.

The common pattern found when a KN occurs in matrix subject position and its in-
tended antecedent is the sentential topic is that the KN can, without difficulty, be construed
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as relating to the topic NP. For example, in (5) below, the bare KN bố ‘father’ can be easily
understood to be the father of the topic Nam. We will make the assumption that this relation
involves a null possessor element projected with the KN, which we will represent as ‘e’:

(5) Namk, [ek bố] khá là già rồi.
Nam father quite is old ASP
‘Nam’s father is quite old’.

The same patterning occurs with BPNs—a BPN in the subject position is naturally
understood to be referentially linked to the topic NP:

(6) Ngak, [ek tóc] rất là dài.
Nga hair very be long.
‘Nga’s hair is very long’.

However, a regular difference in acceptability occurs when a KN or BPN is placed in
an object position relating to an antecedent topic. As illustrated in (7) and (8), such patterns
are significantly degraded.

(7) ?? Namk, tôi rất thích [ek bố].
Nam I very like father

Intended: ‘I like Nam’s father a lot’.

(8) ?? Ngak, tôi rất thích [ek d̄ôi mắt].
Nga I very like eyes

Intended: ‘I like Nga’s eyes very much’.
The generalization resulting from a consideration of many such examples is noted

in (9):

(9) Generalization I (Vietnamese)
In topic constructions, KNs and BPNs relating to the topic as antecedents are
acceptable as subjects but significantly degraded as objects.

If this patterning in Vietnamese is now compared with Mandarin Chinese (henceforth
simply referred to as ‘Chinese’), it is found that the same generalization applies with
KN/BPN-antecedent relations in Chinese topic constructions. If a KN or BPN occurs in
the subject position, it can naturally relate to the preceding topic as its antecedent, as seen
in (10) and (11) (Huang, 1984; Zhang, 2009; Ke & Pires, 2022; Ke, 2023):

(10) Huangrongm, [em meimei] zhang de hen piaoliang.
Huangrong sister grow DE very pretty
‘Huangrong’s sister is beautiful’ (Ke, 2023, p. 135).

(11) Huangrongm, [em yanjing] zhang de hen piaoliang.
Huangrong eye grow DE very pretty
‘Huangrong’s eyes are beautiful’ (Ke, 2023, p. 135).

However, if a KN or BPN is placed in an object position, it cannot relate to the topic as
its antecedent:
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(12) *Huangrongm, Guojing hen xihuan [em meimei].
Huangrong Guojing very like sister

Intended: ‘Guojing likes Huangrong’s sister very much’ (Ke, 2023, p. 135).

(13) *Huangrongm, Guojing hen xihuan [em yanjing].
Huangrong Guojing very like eye

Intended: ‘Guojing likes Huangrong’s eyes very much’ (Ke, 2023, p. 135).

We will postpone analysis of these contrasts in both Vietnamese and Chinese until we
have documented patterns that occur in the two other constructions to be considered.

2.2. Bare Noun KNs and BPNs in Two-Clause Constructions

The second syntactic environment to be considered here is two-clause constructions
consisting of a matrix clause whose main verb embeds a finite complement clause.2 When
a KN/BPN is placed in an embedded clause object position and its intended antecedent
is the matrix clause subject, there are differences in acceptability between KNs and BPNs.
Sentences with KNs in this configuration are degraded, as seen in (14), whereas BPNs are
fine in the same position, as shown in (15) and (16):

(14) ??Có một bạn họck (trong lớp) nghĩ Nam không thích
be one classmate (in class) think Nam NEG like

[ek bố].
father

NOT OK: ‘One studentk thinks Nam dislikes theirk father’.

(15) Namk nói rằng Nga d̄ã làm gãy [ek mũi].
Nam say that Nga PST make break nose.
‘Namk said that Nga broke hisk nose’3.

(16) Namk nói rằng Nga thường chạm vào [ek chân/mông].
Nam say that Nga often touch into leg/butt
‘Namk says that Nga often touches hisk leg/butt’.

Such patterns in Vietnamese contrast with what is found in Chinese, where KNs are
reported to be acceptable in lower clause object positions, relating to a matrix antecedent
(17)/(18), but BPNs are not acceptable (19).

(17) Yuehanj zhidao Tangmuk hen aihu [ej/k fuqin].
John know Tangmu very care.for father
‘Yuehanj knows that Tangmuk takes good care of hisj/k father’
(Ke & Pires, 2022, p. 282).

(18) Zhangsanj yishi-dao Lisik kuai nongshang [ej/k fuqin] le.
Zhangsan realize Lisi soon hurt father SFP
‘Zhangsanj realized that Lisi is about to hurt hisj/k father’ (Ke & Pires, 2022,
p. 282).

(19) Zhangsanj yishi-dao Lisi kuai nongshang [e*j/k shou] le.
Zhangsan realize Lisi soon hurt hand SFP
‘Zhangsanj realized that Lisik is about to hurt his*j/k hand’ (Ke & Pires, 2022,
p. 282).
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The relevant generalization for 2-clause structures in Vietnamese is given in (20).

(20) Generalization II (Vietnamese)
In 2-clause structures, BPNs in embedded object position may relate to the
matrix subject as their antecedent, but KNs are significantly degraded in the
same configuration.

This patterning in Vietnamese is, somewhat surprisingly, the opposite of Chinese,
where BPNs are not acceptable in embedded object position (relating to the matrix subject
as antecedent), but KNs are judged to be fine in this position.

2.3. Bare Noun KNs and BPNs in Passive Constructions

The third structure which will be examined relative to antecedent NP-KN/BPN linking
is the bị (long) passive construction, in which a passive-like meaning arises from the use
of the morpheme bị in the schema represented in (21) and illustrated in (22), where NP1

is typically a patient undergoing the action of the verb, and NP2 is the agent of the action
(Simpson & Ho, 2013):

(21) NP1 bị NP2 V

(22) Nam bị Nga d̄ánh.
Nam PASS Nga hit
‘Nam was hit by Nga’ (Simpson & Ho, 2013, p. 160).

In various instances, it may be possible for a third NP to occur in such strucures,
following the main verb. This allows for the testing of KNs and BPNs in this position, as
schematized in (23).

(23) NP1 bị NP2 V [NP3 e KN/BPN]

When a BPN occurs in the post-verbal object position in (23), NP1 may serve as its
antecedent, as shown in the examples (24–25):

(24) Ngak bị Nam giật [ek tóc].
Nga PASS Nam pull hair
‘Ngak had herk hair pulled by Nam’ (Simpson & Ho, 2013, p. 162).

(25) Namk bị Nga tát vào [ek mặt].
Nam PASS Nga slap on face
‘Nam’s face was slapped by Nga’.

However, it is not possible for a KN to be placed in the NP3 position linked to NP1 as
its intended antecedent, as seen in (26–27):

(26) ??Ngak bị một người găngxtơ giết [ek ba].
Nga PASS one CL gangster kill father

Intended: ‘Nga suffered her father being killed by a gangster’ (Simpson
& Ho, 2013, p. 163).
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(27) ??Ngak bị Ông thầy giáo phạt [ek con trai].
Nga PASS Ong teacher criticise son

Intended: ‘Nga’s son was criticized by teacher Ong’ (Simpson & Ho, 2013,
p. 163).

The generalization relating to passive structures is noted in (28).

(28) Generalization III (Vietnamese)
In passive structures, BPNs in object-of-verb position may relate to the pre-bị
subject NP as their antecedent, but KNs are severely degraded in the
same configuration.

Here again, there is a notable contrast with KNs and BPNs in the similarly structured
Chinese long passive construction using the morpheme bei (29). Both BPNs and KNs are
acceptable in the NP3 position in Chinese (30–31):

(29) NP1 bei NP2 V [NP3 e KN/BPN]

(30) Zhangsank bei tufei da-si-le [ek baba]
Zhangsan PASS bandit hit-kill-ASP father
‘Zhangsan suffered his father being killed by bandits’ (Huang, 1999).

(31) Lao Zhangk bei Lisi da-diao-le [ek yachi].
Lao Zhang PASS Lisi hit-lose-ASP teeth
‘Zhang had his teeth knocked out by Lisi’ (adapted from Shi, 1997).

2.4. Mid-Point Summary

The statements in (32) summarize the core observations which been made thus far,
and the patterns reported in Sections 2.1–2.3 are represented in Table 1).

(32) a. The distribution of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese is not free or
consistently parallel when a KN or BPN is linked to an intended antecedent
across another NP in topic structures, 2-clause sentences, and
passive constructions.
b. The linking of KNs and BPNs to antecedent NPs in Vietnamese shows
some similarities with equivalent relations in Chinese but also a range of
notable differences.
c. In Vietnamese, KNs are more restricted than BPNs in their distribution
relative to their antecedents in complex structures. This difference is seen in
both 2-clause structures and passives.

Table 1. The distribution of KNs and BPNs to antecedents in Vietnamese and Chinese.

Construction Type: Noun Type Vietnamese Chinese

Topic KNs, BPNs as: �Subjects �Subjects

KNs, BPNs as: ??Objects *Objects

2-clause KNs as: ??Objects �Objects

BPNs as: �Objects *Objects

Passive KNs as: ??Objects �Objects

BPNs as: �Objects �Objects
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The generalizations in (9), (20), and (28) and Table 1 record the typical acceptability
of KNs and BPNs in the three syntactic environments considered. Before incorporating
this information into an analysis of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese, we would like to point
out and describe certain factors that may further affect perceptions of acceptability and
which need to be controlled for in assessing the general patterning of KNs and BPNs. These
additional, potentially complicating factors are noted in Sections 2.5–2.8 below.

2.5. Blocking Effects

The interpretation of KNs and BPNs may frequently be restricted in topic construc-
tions when there is a structurally closer potential antecedent for the null possessor in
configurations of the form represented in (33).

(33) NP1j . . .NP2k . . .[e ??j/k KN/BPN].

This intervention effect typically occurs when both NP1 and NP2 are human
in reference.

If NP2 is inanimate, the linking of NP1 to a null possessor with BPNs and KNs
may sometimes improve, particularly in topic constructions. BPNs may be significantly
improved in such circumstances, as shown in (34) and (35):

(34) Ngak, máy nhận diện d̄ã không nhận ra [ek gương mặt].
Nga the machine PST NEG recognize face.
‘The machine didn’t recognize Nga’s face’.

(35) Namk, loại thuốc này giúp chữa lành [ek cánh tay].
Nam, medicine this help heal arm
‘This medicine healed Nam’s arm’.

The acceptability of KNs in topic constructions may also be improved when NP2 is
inanimate, though KNs still may not be felt to be fully natural:

(36) (?)Namk, USC vừa d̄uổi học [ek con trai].
Nam USC just expel son.

‘USC just expelled Nam’s son’.

2.6. Effects of Verb Type

Some effects on the acceptability of BPNs in topic constructions may relate to verb
type encoding other-directed as opposed to neutral or self-directed actions. If an unam-
biguously other-directed verb (e.g., ‘kiss (on the lips)’) is used in topic constructions, this
will effectively eliminate its subject (NP2) as a potential antecedent for a BPN in object
position.4 The construal of a BPN with a topic may subsequently improve, although not
necessarily to the point of being fully natural:

(37) (?)Ngak, tôi d̄ã hôn lên [ek má].
Nga I PST kiss on cheek.

‘I just kissed Nga on her cheek’.

2.7. Effects of Context/Contextual Support

The long-distance linking of KNs over intervening potential antecedents may be
ameliorated with rich contextual information. Without special context, KNs are restricted
to taking local antecedents:
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(38) Namj biết rằng Ngak yêu [e*j/k cha] rất nhiều.
Nam know that Nga love father very much
‘Namj knows that Ngak loves *hisj/herk father a lot’.

However, if (38) is judged within an explicit (preceding) context, such as ‘While Nam
was not at home, Nga (the neighbor) helped Nam taking care of her father’, a long-distance
construal of the KN becomes acceptable, and cha ‘father’ may be construed as relating to
the matrix subject (as ‘Nam’s father’). With such rich context situations, we believe that
KNs may be interpreted in a name-like way, as referring to individuals already established
in the discourse situation and providing a reference value for the KN. If this is correct, and
the context essentially supplies the identity of a bare noun KN rather than an NP present in
the sentence, such rich context examples do not provide clear information on how KNs
may depend on other sentence-internal elements for their interpretation.

2.8. Effects of Focus and Contrast

There are quite significant effects of contrast and focus that affect the acceptability and
naturalness of KNs and BPNs in topic constructions. Most typically, KNs and BPNs that
occur in the object-of-verb position (39) cannot be linked to a topic, as illustrated in (40):

(39) ??Topick Subject V [ek KN/BPN]

(40) ?(?)Ngak, tôi thích [ek d̄ôi mắt].
Nga I like eyes

Intended: ‘I like Nga’s eyes’.

However, if both contrast and focus are added, such patterns may frequently become
fully acceptable. Two components seem to jointly create the improvement effect, involving
(a) the addition of the contrastive topic marker thì to the topic and (b) the addition of a
focus operator such as chỉ ‘only’ or cả ‘also’ scoping over the object. The amelioration effect
of adding contrast on the topic and focus on the operator is shown in (41), which improves
the BPN in (40) to a high level of acceptability:

(41) Ngak thì, tôi chỉ thích [ek d̄ôi mắt], không thích [ek tóc].
Nga CT I only like eyes NEG like hair
‘I only like Nga’s eyes, not her hair’.

KNs in object positions in topic constructions are also significantly improved when
contrast occurs on the topic and the object is focused with chỉ ‘only’, as seen in (38):

(42) Namk thì tôi chỉ thích [ek bố] chứ/mà không thích [ek mẹ].
Nam CT I only like father but/but NEG like mother
‘I only like Nam’s father. I don’t like his mother’.

The contrast+focus effect additionally occurs with the pairing of contrastive topic
marker thì and the focus operator cả ‘also’:

(43) Ngak thì, tôi thích cả [ek mái tóc].
Nga CT I like also hair
‘I also like Nga’s hair’.
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Similar patterns have been observed in Chinese in Zhang (2009), Ke and Pires (2022),
and Huang and Yang (2024), raising the question of how such effects should inform
the analysis of KNs and BPNs. In Ke and Pires (2022) and Ke (2023), focus effects are
acknowledged but then set aside and not considered as part of the core patterns to be
modeled, whereas in Huang and Yang (2024), the role of focus in improving examples of
the type schematized in (39) figures as a key concern, motivating a particular syntactic
approach. We will discuss how the focus effects found in Vietnamese may plausibly be
addressed later on in Section 3.

All of the factors identified in Sections 2.5–2.8 may serve to improve otherwise de-
graded structures with KNs and BPNs to different degrees and need to be controlled for in
assessing the general patterning of KNs and BPNs. As mentioned earlier in Section 2.4, the
generalizations about Vietnamese presented in (9), (20), and (28) and Table 1 encode what
we take to be the typical acceptability of KNs and BPNs in the three syntactic environments
investigated, taking the factors described in Sections 2.5–2.8 into account. Now, we will turn
to consider what kind of syntactic analysis of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese is supported
by the data patterns considered thus far.

3. The Analysis of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese

We make the assumption that locality restrictions and constraints on the interpretation
of KNs and BPNs relate to the syntactic properties of null possessors projected with KNs and
BPNs in the absence of overt possessor NPs. Such null possessors might be instantiations of
one (or more) of the null NP types which have been posited to occur elsewhere in different
languages, listed in (44):

(44) Commonly hypothesized null NP types
(i) null pronominals;
(ii) null anaphors;
(iii) null operator trace;
(iv) ellipsis of NPs.

Two of the types noted in (44) may, however, be unlikely candidates for the identity
of null possessors with KNs/BPNs in Vietnamese—(iii) and (iv). With regard to (iii),
the analysis of NP gaps arising from the movement of null topic operators proposed in
Huang (1984) was critically supported by the island sensitivity of null objects in Chinese
and Brazilian Portuguese. However, in Vietnamese, KNs and BPNs can occur within
islands such as relative clauses and show no sensitivity to the CED/Subjacency (45/46),
suggesting that a movement analysis of null possessors in Vietnamese is not appropriate.
This additionally rules out an analysis of possessor raising, in which the possessor would
be moved from within the DP headed by the possessum (Deal, 2013).

(45) Namk kiện cô gái mà d̄ã làm gãy [ek mũi].
Nam sue the girl who PST make break nose.
‘Namk knows the girl who broke hisk nose’.

(46) Ngak biết người d̄àn ông mà d̄ã chỉ trích [ek cha].
Nga know the man who PST criticized father.
‘Ngak knows the man who criticized herk father’.

As for possibility (iv), it might be hypothesized that null possessors of KN/BPNs
result from ellipsis applying to a syntactically projected possessor, akin to the process
of argument ellipsis, which is argued to produce null subject and objects in a range of
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languages (Takahashi, 2008a; H.-T. Cheng, 2013). However, a typical property of ellipsis is
that it applies in structures where a constituent such as a VP, TP, or DP would otherwise
redundantly be (overtly) repeated in the second of two broadly parallel structures, as
in (47–50). The content of elided constituents is consequently old/given and regularly
recoverable from a preceding clause with a similar/related structure. The patterning of
null possessors with KNs and BPNs does not share these common properties of ellipsis,
decreasing the plausibility of an ellipsis analysis of such elements.5

(47) John asked me to open the vault, and so I will [VP open the vault]!

(48) Bill invited someone to dinner, but I don’t know who [TP Bill invited
to dinner].

(49) Mary reviewed John’s paper, and I reviewed [Mary’s paper].

(50) a. Taroo-wa sannin-no sensei-o sonkeishiteiru
Taroo-TOP 3-gen teacher-ACC respects
‘Taroo respects three teachers’.

b. Hanako-mo sannin-no sensei-o sonkeishiteiru
Hanako-also 3-gen teacher-ACC respects
‘Hanako also respects three teachers’ (adjusted from Takahashi, 2008b).

Considering the possibility that Vietnamese null possessors may instead have the
syntactic status of null pronominals or null anaphors, it is useful to reflect on the analysis
that has been proposed for such elements in Chinese by Huang (1984, 1989) and Ke and
Pires (2022). Huang (1984, 1989) suggests that null possessors in Mandarin Chinese are
instances of pro and subject to the Generalized Control Rule/GCR, which essentially
requires that a pro must be coreferential with the closest c-commanding antecedent. Such
assumptions are able to capture the observation that KNs and BPNs with null possessors
are acceptable in topic constructions in Mandarin in the subject position (10, 11) but not
possible in object positions (12, 13). In the former case, the pro null possessor is directly
c-commanded by its antecedent in the topic position, satisfying the GCR, whereas when
a pro null possessor occurs in a KN/BPN in object position, it cannot take the topic as
antecedent due to the GCR, because there is a closer c-commanding NP—the subject. Such
an approach has more recently been critiqued in Ke (2023, pp. 134–135) on the grounds
that it may not satisfactorily account for the patterning of KNs and BPNs in embedded
clause subject positions, where KNs are unacceptable (predicted by the GCR) but BPNs
are acceptable, which is unexpected for a GCR account (see Ke, 2023, pp. 134–135 for
details). Ke and Pires (2022) offer a different characterization of null possessors with KNs
and BPNs in Mandarin as null anaphors of two distinct types. Comparing restrictions on
the distribution and interpretation of KNs and BPNs relative to their antecedent (possessor)
NPs, it is argued that the null possessors taken to be present with KNs have all of the
regular properties of the overt long-distance anaphor ziji in Mandarin (subject-oriented,
logophoric, permitting long-distance binding), while the null possessors of BPNs share
a parallel patterning with the local anaphor ta-ziji (not subject-oriented, not logophoric,
requiring local binding). Ke and Pires (2022) consequently propose that the null possessor
projected with KNs is a covert equivalent to the long-distance anaphor ziji and a null
counterpart to the local anaphor ta-ziji with BPNs.

If we now consider Vietnamese null possessors in the light of models proposed for
Mandarin, an adoption of Huang’s pro + GCR account would not seem to be viable for
Vietnamese. While such an approach would make correct predictions for patterns found in
topic structures in Vietnamese (which are essentially parallel to those found in Mandarin),
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the acceptable occurrence of BPN objects in embedded clauses relating to subjects in higher
clauses is unexpected and would violate the GCR. In the configuration in (47), a pro
occurring as a null possessor of the BPN should only be able to be controlled by the closer
subject NP2 according to the GCR, yet instances of (51) where the BPN takes NP1 as its
antecedent are fine in Vietnamese, as already illustrated in examples (15) and (16).

(51) NP1 V [NP2 V [NP3 e1/2 BPN]]

The analysis of Mandarin null possessors developed by Ke and Pires (2022) would
also not seem to be appropriate for Vietnamese. Although such an approach provides an
accurate account of the patterning of null possessors found in Mandarin with KNs and
BPNs, as we have shown in Sections 2.1–2.3 and summarized in Table 1, the distribution
of null possessors in Vietnamese is significantly different from Mandarin in both two-
clause and passive structures. In Vietnamese, the patterns found with KNs and BPNs
consequently require a different analysis from Mandarin. For example, BPNs in Vietnamese
do not have the distribution of local anaphors, unlike their equivalents in Mandarin, and
KNs in Vietnamese show greater locality restrictions than Mandarin KNs, analyzed by Ke
& Pires as long-distance anaphors.

Various of the basic diagnostics used by Ke & Pires to analyze Mandarin can, however,
usefully be considered in approaching Vietnamese KNs and BPNs and how to capture
their distinctive properties and differences from Mandarin. Here, we will describe sloppy
identity interpretations, subject orientation, and c-command in antecedent/null possessor
relations and subsequently combine this information with the locality phenomena noted in
Table 1 to finally arrive at an analysis of Vietnamese null possessors with KNs and BPNs in
Section 3.4.

3.1. Sloppy Identity

Whether sloppy and/or strict interpretations are possible or required in patterns of
ellipsis is sometimes suggested to be determined by the syntactic status of relevant elements
as either pronouns or anaphors. As noted by Ke and Pires (2022, p. 278), ‘It has long been
known that elided bound reflexives have only a sloppy reading, whereas elided bound
pronouns have both a strict and a sloppy reading’ (Sag, 1976; Williams, 1977). This contrast
is illustrated in the pair of sentences (52) and (53). The anaphor in (52) only permits a
sloppy reading when VP ellipsis occurs, but the pronoun in (53) allows either a strict or a
sloppy interpretation:

(52) Johnj defended himselfj, and Billk did [elided VP defend himself*j/k] too.
Only sloppy: ‘Bill defended Bill’.
No strict reading: ‘Bill defended John’.

(53) Johnj likes hisj car and Billk does [elided VP like hisj/k car] too.
Sloppy OK: ‘Bill likes Bill’s/his won car’.
Strict OK: ‘Bill likes John’s car’.

Ke & Pires show that null possessors in Mandarin permit only sloppy interpretations in
ellipsis constructions with both KNs and BPNs, supporting their analysis as null anaphors
in both cases.

Turning to Vietnamese, the cũng vậy ‘also thus’ copying construction can potentially
be used to probe the status of null possessors with KNs and BPNs (see Simpson & Ngo,
2022 for strict/sloppy interpretations of elided/copied objects in cũng vậy constructions).
With KNs, it is found that only sloppy interpretations of a null possessor are available, as
illustrated in (54):
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(54) Trong chuyến dã ngoại, Ngọc rất nhớ mẹ, Lan cũng vậy.
during camping, Ngọc very miss mom, Lan also thus
‘During the camping, Ngọc misses her mom, and Lan does too’.
Only sloppy: ‘Lan misses Lan’s mom’.
No strict reading: “Lan misses Ngọc’s mom’.

This patterning would be consistent with the null possessors of Vietnamese KNs also
being an anaphor of some type. With BPNs, however, it is found that either a strict or a
sloppy interpretation is possible in cũng vậy constructions, as shown in (55):

(55) Ông tổng thống d̄ã bảo vệ d̄ầu. Người vệ sĩ cũng vậy.
president PST protected head bodyguard also thus.
‘The president protected his head, and the bodyguard did too’.
Sloppy OK: ‘The bodyguard protected his own head’.
Strict OK: ‘The bodyguard protected the president’s head’.

This different patterning with BPNs (different from KNs in Vietnamese and also differ-
ent from BPNs in Mandarin) would potentially align with null possessors in Vietnamese
being null pronominals rather than null anaphors.

3.2. Subject Orientation

Ke and Pires (2022) claim that subject orientation patterns in Mandarin support their
analysis of the null possessor in Chinese KNs as being a null equivalent of the overt anaphor
ziji ‘self’. They note that overt ziji is subject-oriented and then demonstrate that KNs also
appear to be subject-oriented. In (56), the KN erzi ‘son’ can only be construed as relating to
the subject Zhangsan, not the indirect object Lisi:

(56) Zhangsanj songgei-le Lisik yi-zhang [ej/*k erzi] de zhaopian.
Zhangsan give-ASP Lisi 1-CL son DE photo
‘Zhangsanj gave Lisik a photo of hisj/*k son’ (Ke & Pires, 2022).

This contrasts with the patterning of BPNs, which Ke & Pires suggest have null
possessors that are local anaphors equivalent to ta-ziji, which is not subject-oriented. In the
same configuration as (57), a BPN can be (easily) construed as relating to the indirect object;
hence, the null possessor of a BPN is not subject-oriented, as expected if it indeed is a null
equivalent of the ta-ziji:

(57) Zhangsanj gei Lisik hua-le yi-zhang lian?j/k de sumiao.
Zhangsan for Lisi draw-ASP 1-CL face DE photo
‘Zhangsanj drew Lisik a sketch of hisj/*k face’ (Ke & Pires, 2022).

Considering Vietnamese, the overt long-distance anaphor mình is subject-oriented,
like Chinese ziji (Ivan & Bui, 2019; Chou and Phan, to appear):

(58) Ginnyj nói với Lunak về mìnhj/*k.
Ginny talk with Luna about self
‘Ginnyj talked with Lunak about selfj/*k’ (Ivan & Bui, 2019, p. 52).

This subject orientation is maintained when mình occurs as the overt possessor of a
KN, as seen in (55):



Languages 2025, 10, 158

(59) Ngọcj d̄ưa cho Lank bức tranh của [ba mìnhj/*k].
Ngọc give for Lan picture of father self.
‘Ngocj gives Lank the picture of herj/*k father’.

However, when null possessors are (by hypothesis) projected with KNs and BPNs,
neither KNs nor BPNs show a subject orientation in their interpretation:

(60) Ngọcj d̄ưa cho Lank bức tranh của [ej/k ba].
Ngọc give for Lan picture of father.
‘Ngọcj gives Lank the picture of herj/k father’.

(61) Ngọcj vẽ cho Lank một bức phát hoạ [ej/k khuôn mặt].
Ngọc drew for Lan 1 CL sketch face.
‘Ngocj drew a sketch of herk face for Lank’.

This patterning suggests that (a) neither of the null possessors with KNs and BPNs
in Vietnamese are simple null equivalents to the overt long-distance anaphor mình, and
(b) KNs in Vietnamese again show differences in their interpretation from KNs in Mandarin
and so should be analyzed in a different way.

3.3. C-Command Revisited

Ke and Pires (2022) observe that both KNs and BPNs must be c-commanded by their
antecedents in Mandarin. This is taken to further support an analysis of the null possessors
of both KNs and BPNs as null anaphors rather than null pronouns, as pronouns do not
require c-commanding antecedents. At the outset of the current paper, it was noted that
KNs in Vietnamese similarly require c-commanding antecedents, as illustrated in examples
(3) and (4), repeated here:

(3) Giáo viên của Nam trách mắng con trai.
teacher of Nam criticized son
OK: ‘Nam’s teacher criticized his son (the teacher’s son)’.
NOT: ‘Nam’s teacher criticized Nam’s son’.

(4) Lan, trong thời gian mà Ngọc nằm bệnh viện, d̄ã d̄ưa con trai d̄i
Lan, at time REL Ngọc be hospitalized, PST take son go
du lịch Thái Lan.
travel Thailand.
OK: ‘Lan, at the time Ngọc was hospitalized, took Lan’s son on a trip
to Thailand’.
NOT: ‘Lan, at the time Ngọc was hospitalized, took Ngọc’s son on a trip
to Thailand’.

Such patterns would potentially support the analysis of null possessors with KNs in
Vietnamese as being null anaphors of some type rather than null pronouns. With regard to
BPNs, the patterning is different, however, and BPNs may relate to antecedents that do not
c-command them, as shown in (62) and (63):

(62) [Khi Linhj d̄ang d̄ọc sách], thì Hoàngk chải [ej/k tóc].
when Linh PROG read book, CONJ Hoang comb hair.
‘While Linhj was reading a book, Hoangk comb herj/k hair’.
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(63) [Con dao của Namk] rơi vào [ek chân].
knife of Nam fell onto foot
‘Namk’s knife fell onto hisk foot’.

This contrastive patterning with BPNs argues against any analysis of their null pos-
sessors as null anaphors, which should require c-commanding antecedents, and instead
presents a distribution that is more like that of pronominal elements.

3.4. Putting All the Pieces Together: The Analysis of Vietnamese KNs and BPNs

We are now in a position to reach an analysis of the null possessors assumed to be
projected with KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese, combining insights into their distribution
described in Section 2 with other information just detailed above in Sections 3.1–3.3. Our
proposals are made in (64) and (65), and this is followed by a Table that provides a summary
of the properties of KNs and BPNs from the discussion in Sections 2.1–2.4 and 3.1–3.3.

KNs have been noted to have the following properties. First, they need to be c-
commanded by their antecedents, which is a patterning typical of anaphors, not pronomi-
nals. Second, they only give rise to sloppy interpretations in ellipsis-type constructions,
which is again a property characteristic of anaphors rather than pronouns. KNs are addi-
tionally restricted in their distribution and must occur in a very local relation with their
antecedents, not being separated from their antecedent by any intervening, c-commanding
NP. Specifically, as noted in Section 2, KNs are degraded as objects in topic constructions:
[??Topicm Subjectk V [em KN]]. They are degraded as the lower objects of 2-clause construc-
tions relating to the higher clause subject: [??Subjectm V [Subject V [Ob em KN]]]. They are
also degraded as the objects of passive constructions: [??Subjectm bị NPk V [[Ob em KN]]].
KNs consequently have the profile of anaphors but not that of long-distance anaphors such
as Vietnamese mình or Mandarin ziji. Bare noun KNs are additionally not subject-oriented,
unlike the overt long-distance anaphor mình. From all of the above, we now conclude that
the identity of null possessors is that of a local anaphor, approximate to the Vietnamese
local anaphor chính mình.

(64) Proposal 1: KNs in Vietnamese
The null possessors projected by KNs are covert local anaphors which must
be bound by the structurally closest, c-commanding antecedent NP.

As for BPNs, the null possessors assumed to occur with BPNs are quite unrestricted in
their properties, in contrast to the patterning of KNs. BPNs in Vietnamese do not need to be
c-commanded by their antecedents, they do not exhibit subject orientation, and they permit
either sloppy or strict interpretations in ellipsis-like cũng vậy constructions, a property
which aligns them with pronouns rather than anaphors. In terms of locality and the relation
of BPNs to their antecedents, BPNs are fine as the lower objects of two-clause constructions
relating to the matrix subject as an antecedent (unlike KNs): [Subjectm V [Subject V [Ob em

BPN]]]. BPNs are also fine as objects in passive constructions relating to a pre-bị subject
(again, unlike KNs): [Subjectm bị NPk V [[Ob em BPN]]]. The sole obvious locality restriction
with BPNs is that they are sometimes degraded as objects in topic constructions: [??Topicm

Subjectk V [em BPN]]. However, this restriction disappears when the intervening subject is
inanimate (30/31).

While something additional needs to be said about those instances of topic construc-
tions where BPNs are degraded in object positions, and we will turn to this shortly, the
general patterning of BPN null possessors otherwise demonstrates a consistent match-
ing with the common properties of pronouns—no c-command requirement relative to
antecedent NPs, no strictly local relation to an antecedent required, and the possibility of
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strict as well as sloppy readings in ellipsis-type constructions. We, therefore, propose that
the null possessors of BPNs in Vietnamese are null pronominals/instances of pro.

(65) Proposal2: BPNs in Vietnamese
The null possessors projected by BPNs are covert pronominal elements –
instances of pro.

Table 2 provides a summary of the various properties of KNs and BPNs observed
in Vietnamese.

Table 2. Summary of Properties of KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese.

Bare Noun Type KNs BPNs

Must be c-commanded by antecedent Yes No
Only sloppy interpretations in ellipsis-type constructions Yes No
Subject-oriented No No
OK as the object in an embedded complement clause No Yes
OK as the object in passive structures No Yes
Status as the object in topic constructions ?? ?

3.5. Two Outstanding Issues

In Section 4, we will reflect on how to interpret the variation found in Vietnamese vs.
Chinese in the patterning and analysis of their KNs and BPNs. First, having laid out our
claims on the identity of null possessors with KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese, we return to
two related remaining issues that are in need of some discussion, posed as questions in (66)
and (67).

(66) If the null possessors of BPNs are indeed pronominal, why are they
sometimes degraded in topic constructions?

(67) How does focus and contrast improve degraded topic constructions with
BPN/KNs?

Concerning (62), we have reported that speakers often find BPNs unnatural in object
position in topic constructions when the antecedent for the BPN is the topic, as schematized
in (68) and illustrated with example (8) repeated here:

(68) ?Topick, Subject V [ek BPN]

(8) ?Ngak, tôi rất thích [ek d̄ôi mắt].
Nga I very like eyes

Intended: ‘I like Nga’s eyes very much’.

If the null possessor of BPNs is an occurrence of pro, the question is why the configu-
ration in (67) should be felt to be (somewhat) unnatural. For Huang (1984, 1989), examples
parallel to (8) in Mandarin would be accounted for by means of the GCR—the pro null
possessor in the object would need to be controlled by the nearest c-commanding NP,
which is the subject and not the topic. However, we are not in a position to invoke the
GCR to rule out examples such as (8) in Vietnamese because there are other configurations
in Vietnamese that are perfectly well-formed but violate the GCR—BPNs may occur as
objects in embedded clauses in two clause structures relating to the matrix clause subject,
as already seen in examples (15) and (16) repeated below. If the GCR were to constrain
the null possessors of BPNs as instances of pro, the BPN objects in (15) and (16) should
not be able to take the matrix clause subject as their antecedents, because there is a closer
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c-commanding NP—the subject of the embedded clause. As examples like (15) and (16) are
fully well-formed in Vietnamese, we have to conclude that the GCR does not constrain the
distribution of BPNs relative to their antecedents and, hence, cannot be responsible for the
degraded nature of topic construction examples like (8).

(15) Namk nói rằng Nga d̄ã làm gãy [ek mũi].
Nam say that Nga PST make break nose.
‘Namk said that Nga broke hisk nose’6.

(16) Namk nói rằng Nga thường chạm vào [ek chân/mông].
Nam say that Nga often touch into leg/butt
‘Namk says that Nga often touches hisk leg/butt’.

In considering alternative explanations for the slight deviance of (68), we make the ob-
servation that even examples where a BPN occurs in subject position in topic constructions
(schematized in (69)) are perceived to sound more natural when interpreted in a context
that involves contrast. For example, (6) will be most natural in a context in which the
speaker is trying to distinguish ‘Nga’ from other people.

(69) Topick, [ek BPN] V. . .

(6) Ngak, [ek tóc] rất là dài.
Nga hair very be long.
‘Nga’s hair is very long’.

The configuration in (69) should be well-formed according to the GCR as a putative
constraint on pro null possessors, as (69) is a structure in which the BPN is immediately
c-commanded by its antecedent, with no other intervening NPs. The fact that contrast is
nevertheless required for instances of structure (69) as well as (68) to sound natural suggests
to us that topic constructions of such a type are conditioned by a general pragmatic well-
formedness requirement that contrast and focus be present in the construction in order for
it to be used in a felicitous and natural way. Such a property may be a distinctive feature of
Vietnamese topic constructions involving KNs and BPNs that are construed in relation to
the topic (without movement) or perhaps are more widespread among other languages. We
note that in English, overt pronominal possessors of BPNs sometimes sound unnatural in
topic constructions in the absence of a clearly contrastive context (70) and improve in their
naturalness when contrast and focus are added, as in (71), and some speakers of Mandarin
have reported similar feelings to us about Chinese equivalents to (69).

(70) ?Tom, Bill looked at his knee.

(71) Tom, Bill looked at his knee. Sue, he stared at her head. They had all three
been injured in the crash.

The ‘explanation’ for the degraded status of (69/9) that we would tentatively like to
advance is that they are felt to sound unnatural simply due to a perceived lack of contrast
and focus, which are properties regularly licensing the use of such non-movement, hanging
topic constructions. As noted earlier, when contrast and focus are explicitly added into
(68/9), as in (41), repeated here as (72), such structures become well-formed and are felt to
be acceptable.7
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(72) Ngak thì, tôi chỉ thích [ek d̄ôi mắt], không thích [ek tóc].
Nga CT I only like eyes NEG like hair
‘I only like Nga’s eyes, not her hair’.

This now leads us to our second, related question in (63): ‘How does focus/contrast
improve degraded examples of BPN/KNs in such constructions?’

An interesting syntactic analysis of this issue, as it manifests itself in Chinese, is
developed by Huang and Yang (2024). This work builds on the proposal in Huang (1984,
1989) that null possessors of KNs/BPNs are instances of pro and must be bound by the
closest c-commanding antecedent due to the GCR. As mentioned above, structures such as
(68), repeated below, where a KN or BPN occurs in object position in a topic construction,
will violate the GCR if the null possessor pro attempts to relate to the topic as its antecedent
because the subject is a closer antecedent. Examples such as (73) are felt to be unacceptable.

(68) Topicm Subjectk V [ prok/*m KN/BPN] . . .

(73) *Zhangsan, wo kanjian le [pro hou naoshao]
Zhangsan I saw PERF back of head
Intended: ‘As for Zhangsan, I saw the back of his head’ (Huang & Yang, 2024,
p. 15).

However, when focus is added to examples of this type, as in (74), they are judged to
be well-formed:

(74) Zhangsan, wo zhi kanjian le [pro hou naoshao]
Zhangsan, I only saw PERF back of head
OK: ‘As for Zhangsan, I only saw the back of his head’ (Huang & Yang, 2024,
p. 15).

Huang and Yang’s novel approach to this patterning is the suggestion that focused
objects in examples like (74) undergo QR-like covert focus movement to a position higher
than the subject, making the topic into the closest antecedent for the null possessor pro, as
schematized in (75):

(75) Topicm [prok/*m KN/BPN]p Subjectk V tp … 
 

Huang and Yang’s covert focus movement proposal offers a principled and genuinely
interesting analysis of focus effects with KNs and BPNs in object positions in Mandarin
and might be thought to be potentially appropriate for Vietnamese, too. However, we will
not adopt such an analysis for Vietnamese due to the following concerns. First, Huang and
Yang’s modeling critically assumes the GCR as a restriction on pro in Chinese (LF focus
movement serves to overcome the GCR-violating configuration in (68)), but in Vietnamese,
the GCR seems to be violated regularly with BPNs in Vietnamese two-clause and passive
constructions—see the examples (15) and (16) repeated above, and the passive examples (24)
and (25) below. In all these instances, a null possessor pro is able to take as its antecedent
an NP that is not the closest c-commanding NP:

(24) Ngak bị Nam giật [ek tóc].
Nga PASS Nam pull hair
‘Ngak had herk hair pulled by Nam’ (Simpson & Ho, 2013, p. 162).
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(25) Namk bị Nga tát vào [ek mặt].
Nam PASS Nga slap on face
‘Nam’s face was slapped by Nga’.

We, therefore, conclude above that the GCR does not govern the distribution of
BPNs relative to their antecedents. It consequently cannot be the cause of degraded topic
construction examples such as (8), and we are not able to invoke LF focus movement of
objects over subjects as an explanation for the amelioration effects of focus and contrast in
these constructions.

Instead, we would like to briefly sketch a potential information structure approach
to this patterning, which is currently a speculation but one that we feel is deserving of
consideration. It has frequently been remarked that null elements such as pro may often
be naturally linked to continuing discourse topics—the reference of pro corresponds to the
ongoing discourse topic. When topic constructions of the type in (64) [Topic, Subject V
[OBJ e BPN]] are presented to listeners without any embedding context/prior discourse, it
is plausible that listeners will tend to interpret the initial NP as a new discourse referent
rather than as a continuing discourse topic, which may reduce its natural availability as an
antecedent for a pro in the continuation of the sentence. The addition of the contrastive
topic marker thì to the topic will signal that the topic is to be construed as a member
of an existing contrast set assumed in the context, not a fully new discourse referent,
facilitating its linking to a null possessor element. Additionally, if focus is placed on
a following BPN, this will serve to highlight an intended pairing of the BPN with the
topic, as it does in other contrastive topic constructions, for example: ‘As for FISH, I
only eat salmon’. The combination of contrast on a topic (with thì) and focus on a BPN
can, therefore, be suggested to better support interpretations in which null possessors
of BPNs are construed as connected to (coreferential with) topic NPs, resulting in the
observed improvement ‘effect’ (and we remind readers that many speakers find that special
context and focus/contrast is also necessary to make BPNs and KNs in the subject position
sound natural as well—configuration (65))—hence such information structure licensing
requirements would apply to KN/BPN topic constructions in general, not simply the
object cases corresponding to (64)). While such a pragmatic approach to the effects of
focus/contrast in these constructions certainly needs to be fleshed out further, we are
hopeful that it ultimately will allow for a plausible (non-syntactic) understanding of the
focus alternations noted here for Vietnamese (and see also (Ke, 2023) for a useful related
discussion of discourse structure constraints on the construal of BPNs in topic constructions
in Chinese).

4. Conclusions and Directions for Future Work

The primary goal of the current study is to develop a description and understanding
of the occurrence of bare nouns encoding kinship terms and body parts in Vietnamese,
investigating how such elements relate to antecedent possessors present in a variety of
linguistic structures. In the course of the investigation, we highlighted how a variety of
pragmatic factors may affect the natural use and interpretation of bare noun KNs and BPNs
beyond other properties relating to the fundamental identity of null possessors projected
with KNs and BPNs, which we take to be syntactic. Attempting to control for discourse
factors as well as possible, we reached a number of generalizations concerning the basic
patterning of KNs and BPNs in topic, two-clause, and passive structures. Collectively,
this information reveals that KNs and BPNs have significantly different properties in
Vietnamese and that KNs and BPNs in Vietnamese are also different from KNs and BPNs
in Mandarin Chinese. We analyzed these differences as resulting from distinctions in
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the null possessors taken to be present with bare noun KNs and BPNs, with KNs in
Vietnamese projecting a null possessor that is a local anaphor and BPNs occurring with a
null pronominal/pro possessor. This empirically-driven analysis of Vietnamese contrasts
with conclusions reached about Mandarin in Ke and Pires (2022) and Ke (2023), where the
null possessors of KNs are argued to be covert long-distance anaphors, and those with
BPNs are shown to pattern like local anaphors. These characterizations of null possessors
in Vietnamese and Mandarin are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. The syntactic identity of null possessors in Vietnamese and Mandarin.

Vietnamese Mandarin

KNs local anaphor long-distance anaphor
BPNs pro local anaphor

One important result of the present study is, consequently, the conclusion that null
possessors projected by bare noun KNs and BPNs do not have the same syntactic identity
and distribution across languages. The current investigation of Vietnamese, therefore,
contributes to the initiation of descriptions of cross-linguistic variation among KN/BPN
null possessors—the development of a typology of bare KNs/BPNs, which may hopefully
grow with studies of other languages.

One might naturally also ask if the conclusions about Vietnamese KNs/BPNs relative
to Mandarin are surprising or even concerning. From a certain perspective, Vietnamese
and Mandarin are interestingly observed to show opposite patternings with null possessors,
as noted in (76).

(76) Vietnamese KNs are more restricted in their distribution than BPNs.
Chinese BPNs are more restricted in their distribution than KNs.

We suggest that there is actually no theoretical reason why the null possessors of
KNs vs. BPNs should be expected to pattern uniformly within a single language or in an
identical way across languages with regard to locality (resulting from syntactic identity)—in
other words, no reason why KNs should necessarily be consistently more or less restricted
in their locality than BPNs. Possessors and possession relations may be structurally realized
in different ways across languages, as found, for example, in the variation that occurs in
‘possessor raising’ patterns both across and within individual languages (Deal, 2013; Tyler,
2019). We submit that the syntactic identity of null possessors with kin terms and body part
nouns may well vary across languages, just as the identity of other types of null elements in
argument positions may be non-uniform and result from different instances of pro, ellipsis,
operations of movement, etc. In brief, there is no fundamental property of KNs and BPNs
that should require their possessors to exhibit fully parallel morpho-syntactic properties
either within or across languages, and variation, when attested, should not be viewed as
strikingly unexpected.

Though KNs and BPNs may consequently develop null possessor syntax that is inde-
pendent and distinct, we believe that a closer parallelism might be anticipated to occur be-
tween the patterning of BPNs and a third ‘type’ of noun which involves a regular possession
relation—Part-Whole Nouns/PWNs, such as those illustrated in (77) (PWNs underlined):

(77) ‘a/this car and its steering wheel’
‘a/this book and its cover’,
‘a/this house and its roof’
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BPNs are, in essence, simply the animate equivalent of a Part/Whole relation, with an
animate/human rather than an inanimate antecedent possessor—in both instances, there is
a quasi-inalienable relation of a part to a whole:

(78) ‘the man—his arm’
‘John—his hair’
‘Nga—her eyes’

Given the semantic similarity between BPNs and PWNs, it might, therefore, be ex-
pected that BPNs and PWNs would exhibit a similar/parallel distribution and be assumed
to project null possessors with shared properties. This, indeed, is found to be the case in
Vietnamese. PWNs in Vietnamese pattern very much like BPNs and are very free in their
distribution. They do not need to be c-commanded by their antecedents, like BPNs:

(79) Khi mấy tên cướp biển lên d̄ược tàu, chúng d̄ã cướp cái mỏ neo.
When pirates board ship PL PST steal CL anchor
‘When the pirates boarded the ship, they stole its anchor’.

(80) Sau khi tên lửa cất cánh, khoang nhiên liệu rơi xuống Trái Ðất.
after rocket took off, fuel pod fell to Earth.
‘After the rocket took off, its fuel-pod fell to earth’.

Additionally, PWNs can occur separated from their antecedents by other, closer NPs,
as BPNs can:

(81) Quyển sách này, tôi rất thích trang bìa.
CL book DEM I very like cover
‘This book, I like its cover a lot’.

(82) Chiếc xe này, tôi rất thích cái bánh xe sau.
CL car DEM, I very like CL steering wheel
‘This car, I like its steering wheel a lot’.

In this respect, it may be suggested that Vietnamese internally follows an expected
patterning. Intriguingly, Mandarin Chinese is different in this regard. Ke (2023) reports
that PWNs in Mandarin are very free in their distribution, as in Vietnamese. However,
this contrasts with the distribution of BPNs in Mandarin, which is much more restricted
and analyzed as resulting from the presence of null possessors, which are local anaphors.
We believe it will be interesting for future studies on KNs and BPNs to further track the
relation of BPNs to PWNs so as to establish whether Vietnamese indeed presents a more
unmarked pattern, with a close distributional connection between BPNs and PWNs.

Another potentially fruitful topic for future studies focused on Vietnamese and certain
other languages may be an investigation of the use of classifiers with KNs and BPNs. In the
course of the present study, it was observed that, in certain instances, KNs and BPNs may
only be acceptable/natural if a classifier is combined with them (without any numeral),
resulting in a [CL + N] constituent—a ‘bare classifier’ structure (L. L.-S. Cheng & Sybesma,
2005; Simpson et al., 2011; Jenks, 2018). Hence, the use of a classifier (which is optional in
other contexts) makes an unacceptable structure acceptable. This improvement effect is
illustrated in (83–85) below, where the target sentences are felt to be degraded without the
presence of a classifier on the KN or BPN:
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(83) A: Nam is very upset right now.
B: Why? What happened?
A: Vài kẻ bắt cóc d̄ã bắt giữ ?(d̄ứa) con trai vào hôm qua.

Some kidnapper PST seize CL son yesterday.
‘Yesterday some kidnappers seized Nam’s son’.

(84) A: What’s wrong with Roro? Why is he howling?
B: Lỗi của tôi. Tôi dẫm lên ?(cái) d̄uôi.

fault of I. I step on CL tail.
‘Its my fault. I stepped on his tail’8.

(85) Ngak thì tôi thậm chí còn chưa thấy mặt ?(người) bạn trai.
Nga thì I even still not yet see face CL boyfriend.
‘I still haven’t even seen Nga’s boyfriend’.

This naturally raises the question of why/how the use of classifiers sometimes im-
proves degraded occurrences of BPNs/KNs. At this point, pending further careful inves-
tigation, which will have to be carried out in future work, we speculate that the use of
classifiers with KNs and BPNs may enable a different mode of linking between nouns
and ‘antecedent’ NPs, similar to the use of definite articles in place of overt possessors in
other languages, which is not subject to obvious locality or c-command requirements. In
languages such as English, KNs and BPNs most commonly occur with possessive adjectives
such as ‘his father/leg’, but in certain contexts, such modifiers may also be replaced with
the definite determiner ‘the’ resulting in [Det N] constituents of the type ‘the father/the
leg’, as illustrated in (86–87). PWNs also regularly permit the use of definite determiners as
an alternant to possessive adjectives (88):

(86) KNs. Context: A teacher speaking to a colleague about who is scheduled to
collect a group of children from school after a special activity:
‘As for this student, his/the father is going to pick him up’.

(87) BPNs. Context: A nurse is reporting information about patients to a doctor
who is touring a hospital ward:
‘As for this patient, his/the leg was injured by falling debris’.

(88) PWNs. Context: Someone considering purchasing a house comments on the
positive and negative features of individual houses:
‘As for this house, I like its/the roof and its/the windows’.

In Vietnamese, simple classifier + noun combinations (‘bare classifier’ constructions
without numerals [CL N]) frequently have definite interpretations that equate with de-
terminer + N pairs in English. We believe that this is an interesting parallel to explore
further—whether the referential linking of possessed KNs, BPNs, and PWNs realized as
[CL+N] pairs in Vietnamese converges with the use of [Det+N] forms with possessed
KN/BPN/PWN nouns in English and makes use of a common mode of association with
antecedent possessors which appears to be less constrained than the use of null posses-
sors. As bare classifier constructions also occur in various regional varieties of Chinese
(including Cantonese and many varieties of Wu Chinese—L. L.-S. Cheng & Sybesma, 2005;
Li & Bisang, 2012; Jian, 2015) as well as north Indic languages (including Bangla, Assamese,
Oriya—Dayal, 2012; Simpson & Biswas, 2016) and Hmong (Bisang, 1993), comparative
work on the use of [CL+N] patterns as alternants to null possessor patterns with KNs and
BPNs could very usefully be into extended into Sinitic and Indian languages. We will need
to leave such a broad typological investigation for a future time.
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Notes

1 The Vietnamese patterns described in the paper represent the collective judgments of the second author of the paper and eight
other native speakers consulted (in total, three speakers from the north of Vietnam, two from central Vietnam, and four from the
south part of Vietnam).

2 Where the potential occurrence of overt subjects, modals, and complementizers is assumed to correlate with the finiteness of
a clause.

3 It is also possible for the lower subject, Nga, to be construed as the antecedent of mũi ‘nose’. We are interested in probing potential
long-distance construals of KNs/BPNs and their antecedents, so we do not represent local construals between an object KN/BPN
and subject antecedent in the same clause, which are generally always available.

4 There are no parallel effects with KNs because the use of other-directed verbs does not eliminate their subjects from being
potential antecedents for a KN in object position.

5 Ellipsis may also sometimes be diagnosed via the possibility of extraction of an element from within an ellipsis site, indicating
that a gap position contains a complex syntactic structure and is not just a null pro-form. Unfortunately, for various reasons, such
a test cannot be reliably checked with null possessor gaps in Vietnamese.

6 See Note 3
7 If such intuitions are on the right track, the contrast felt between (68) and (69) still needs some understanding—why is it easier for

structure (69) to be interpreted as involving contrast/focus without this explicitly being added in? We suspect that one relevant
factor here may be a potentially confusing perspective shift that arises in (68), where two fully distinct NP referents occur in the
topic and subject positions, creating uncertainty as to which referent the sentence is to be interpreted relative to—the topic or the
subject. In (69), by way of contrast, the subject does not introduce a second individual into the discourse/sentence, just an NP
relating to the topic, and consequently, there is less potential confusion relating to point-of-view and how the predication of the
sentence is to be understood/evaluated.

8 Examples (83/84) were originally created to test whether null topics might pattern differently from overt topics in the topic
configuration. For this reason, (83/84) have an additional embedding context—the first sentence was added to set up a new
discourse topic in the following target sentence (‘Nam’ in (83), ‘Roro’ in (84)). The use of a null topic turned out not to improve
the acceptability of topic structures with bare noun KNs and BPNs, but we noticed that adding in a classifier did seem to have an
interesting effect of improvement.
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Abstract: This paper describes the use conditions of different polar question constructions
in Vietnamese and their consequences for the description and analysis of polar question
bias. We argue that the behavior of questions with the final particle à highlights the utility
and relevance of the theoretical notion of projected bias for describing polar question bias,
distinct from and in addition to original bias based on the speaker’s prior beliefs and
contextual bias based on evidence available in the context. We also argue that some but not
all bias requirements may be described as due to pragmatic competition between different
question forms.
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1. Introduction

Languages frequently have more than one morphosyntactic strategy for polar question
formation. In particular, many polar question constructions are limited in their use to
situations where the propositions p and ¬p do not have equal standing, hence reflecting
some form of bias between these two alternatives. Question bias is not simply a matter of
privileging one possibility in {p,¬p} over the other; for instance, particular constructions
maymake reference to the speaker’s prior beliefs (Ladd, 1981, et seq) or to evidence available
from the conversational context (Büring & Gunlogson, 2000, et seq). See Bill and Koev
(2023) and Romero (2024) for two recent overviews, focused on the facts of English polar
question forms and the history of their analysis.

In this short paper, we contribute to this literature by describing the bias profiles of
several polar question constructions in Vietnamese. We first introduce the morphosyntax
of polar questions in Vietnamese in Section 2 and then present the bias profiles of several
such constructions in Section 3. We then discuss two consequences of our study that have
broader relevance for the description and analysis of question bias:. First, in Section 4, we
discuss the use conditions of à particle questions, which highlights the importance of Bill
and Koev’s (2023) notion of projected bias, which reflects the speaker’s current expectation
for how the question will be resolved. Second, in Sections 5 and 6, we argue that some but
not all of the bias requirements of Vietnamese polar question constructions may be derived
from pragmatic competition. We then conclude in Section 7.

2. Polar Question Constructions in Vietnamese

We begin by briefly introducing the range of Vietnamese polar question constructions
that we will investigate here. Note that we here take a broad, functionally motivated
definition of polar questions as those constructions which conventionally elicit an addressee
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commitment towards the prejacent proposition p or to its negation ¬p, without reference to
syntactic clause typing distinctions.

Broadly speaking, polar question constructions in Vietnamese can be placed in two
categories, motivated both by their syntax and pragmatics. What we will call standard polar
questions involve a negative marker in a sentence-final position, in contrast to the preverbal
position of standard negation; see (1). The negative marker (không or chưa) must agree with
the aspect of the clause, which itself cannot include negation. An affirmative auxiliary có
frequently precedes the verb phrase in không questions.1

(1) Standard polar questions: (based on Trinh, 2005, p. 30)

a. Nó
he/she

có
AFF

đọc
read

sách
book

không?
NEG

‘Does he/she read books?’

b. Nó
he/she

đã
PFV

đọc
read

sách
book

chưa?
NEG.PFV

‘Has he/she read books (yet)?’

The other class of polar question constructions all involve the addition of an invariant
and aspectually unrestricted sentence-final expression. These sentence-final expressions can
be one of a number of monosyllabic sentence-final particles (2), which we describe further
below, or the expression (có) phải không (3), which can also be used as an independent polar
questionmeaning ‘Is it right?’. We refer to the former as particle polar questions and, following
prior work (e.g., Nguyen, 1997, p. 240; Trinh, 2005; Duffield, 2013), refer to the latter as tag
questions. Unlike in standard polar questions, the main clause in particle polar questions
and tag questions may include negation and has no restriction on its aspectual specification.

(2) Particle polar questions:

Nó
he/she

đọc
read

sách
book

{ á
Á
/ à

À
/ hả

HẢ
/ chăng
. . .

/ ư / sao / nhỉ / . . . }?

≈ ‘Does he/she read books?’

(3) Tag question:

Nó
he/she

đọc
read

sách
book

phải
correct

không?
NEG

≈ ‘He/she reads books, does not he/she?’

As indicated in (2) above, there are many polar question particles, some of which
are associated with particular dialects.2 In our discussion below, we will concentrate on
the uses of á, à, and hả, bolded in (2), as well as the tag question with phải không as in
(3). These are the forms for which the speakers that we consulted (mostly speakers of
Northern varieties) and the second author (from Hanoi, and hence, also Northern) could
most comfortably give clear judgments of felicity or infelicity in context, and the discussion
of their use conditions will suffice to motivate our theoretical consequences. Particle polar
questions and tag questions are all associated with some form of bias, unlike the standard
polar question, which is in some sense neutral, as we describe in detail below.

Finally, we note that standard polar questions are the only one of these polar question
forms that can be embedded.3 See the contrast between examples (4a,b) below, as well as
Phan (2024, pp. 169–170) for additional supporting data. We will return to this difference
again in Section 5.

(4) Only standard polar questions can be embedded: (based on Trinh, 2005, p. 31)

a. Tôi
I

muốn
want

biết
know

[ nó
he/she

có
AFF

đọc
read

sách
book

không
NEG

].

‘I want to know whether he/she reads books.’

b. * Tôi
I

muốn
want

biết
know

[ nó
he/she

đọc
read

sách
book

{ á
Á
/ à

À
/ hả

HẢ
/ . . . / phải

correct
không
NEG

} ].
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3. Varieties of Question Bias

We now discuss different notions of question bias and demonstrate their relevance for
describing the use conditions of different polar question particles in Vietnamese. Prior work
on question bias in English and other languages has established the need to distinguish
between bias due to the speaker’s initial epistemic state versus bias due to evidence from
the conversational context. We follow Domanesci et al. (2017), Bill and Koev (2023), and
Romero (2024) in referring to these as original (speaker) bias and contextual (evidence) bias,
respectively. We introduce each in turn in Sections 3.1 and 3.2, adopting the definitions
provided by B&K, which are designed to facilitate their comparison and joint discussion.
We then provide an interim summary in Section 3.3.

Bill and Koev (2023) additionally introduced a third notion, which they called projected
bias. We will introduce this notion and argue for its relevance in Section 4 below.

3.1. Original Bias

The first notion of bias we introduce, original bias, reflects the speaker’s prior beliefs or
knowledge regarding the status of the proposition p. The relevance of this type of bias has
been established in works such as Ladd (1981).

(5) Original bias (definition from B&K, p. 4)
A question Q uttered in a context c conveys original bias for a possible answer p iff Q
indicates that the prior epistemic state of the speaker in c supports p over ¬p.

We can systematically test for sensitivity to original bias by explicitly manipulating
the presence or absence of reasons for the speaker’s prior belief in minimally contrasting
situations, as in S1–S3 below. For ease of presentation, we present these situations here in
English and underline crucial points of manipulation.

(S1) Situation 1: No bias

You are sitting in a windowless room with no information about current weather
conditions. You call a co-worker in a room that has a window to check on
the weather.

(S2) Situation 2: Original bias for ppp
You are sitting in a windowless room. A while ago, a friend told you on the phone
that it was rainy outside. You call a co-worker in a room that has a window to check.

(S3) Situation 3: Original bias for ¬p¬p¬p
You are sitting in a windowless room. A while ago, a friend told you on the phone
that it was sunny outside. You call a co-worker in a room that has a window to check.

The effect of original bias is reflected in the felicity and infelicity of different question
forms, as in (6–7). As we see below, the standard polar question must be neutral with
respect to original bias, whereas the à and hả particle questions and the phải không tag
question require positive original bias.4 (We also introduce á particle questions below).

(6) Standard question requires no bias:

Trời
it

(có)
AFF

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

không?
NEG

≈ ‘Is it raining?’ S1� S2 # S3 #

(7) Original bias for ppp licenses à and hả particle questions and tag questions:

Trời
it

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

{ à
À
/ hả

HẢ
/ phải
correct

không
NEG

}?

≈ ‘Is it raining?’ S1 # S2� S3 #
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3.2. Contextual Bias

A speaker might also be positively or negatively disposed towards a proposition based
on shared evidence that is available in the present conversational context, as discussed in,
e.g., Büring and Gunlogson (2000). We call this contextual bias:

(8) Contextual bias (definition from B&K, p. 4)
A question Q uttered in a context c conveys contextual bias for a possible answer p iff
Q indicates that some piece of evidence that has just become available in c supports
p over ¬p.

Situation 4 below is modeled after contexts discussed in Gunlogson (2001, pp. 95–96),
parallel to S1 above in providing no original bias but with a manipulation providing
contextual bias for p. S4 licenses the use of à and hả particle questions, but not the standard
question or tag question, as indicated in (9) below.5

(S4) Situation 4: Contextual bias for ppp
You are sitting in a windowless room. You see your co-worker enter the office
wearing a wet raincoat.

(9) Felicity judgments for question forms in S4, with contextual bias for ppp:

Trời
it

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

{ #không
NEG

/�à
À
/�hả

HẢ
/ #phải

correct
không
NEG

}?

≈ ‘Is it raining?’

This difference in felicity between the à and hả particle questions and the phải không
tag question, which all pattern together with respect to original bias (7), establishes the
relevance of contextual bias in addition to original bias.6 Note that we will also show in
Section 4 below that à and hả particle questions do not always pattern together.

For completeness, we demonstrate that none of the question forms considered here
are licensed in a situation that provides negative contextual bias, in S5, just as with S3
above, which provides negative original bias. In such situations, speakers may form a polar
question with a different prejacent instead. Note that a red, sweating face indicates a hot,
sunny day, and therefore, no rain in the shared background of our speakers.

(S5) Situation 5: Contextual bias for ¬p¬p¬p
You are sitting in a windowless room. You see your co-worker enter the office with
a red sweating face.

A conversational context might also support both original and contextual biases, in
particular pointing to opposite conclusions. The last particle question we describe here,
with final á, is specifically licensed in such situations, but not in situations providing only
original or contextual bias alone:

(S6) Situation 6: Original bias for ¬p¬p¬p and contextual bias for ppp
You are sitting in a windowless room. A while ago, a friend told you on the
phone that it was sunny outside. You see your co-worker enter the office with
a wet raincoat.

(10) Á question requires both original bias for ¬p¬p¬p and contextual bias for ppp:

Trời
it

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

á?
Á

≈ ‘Is it raining?’ S1 # S2 # S3 # S4 # S5 # S6�
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3.3. Interim Summary

Having introduced the notions of original and contextual bias, as well as methods
for their contextual manipulation, we now expand on the data above by considering nine
types of situations, which systematically cross positive, negative, and no bias of these
two types.7 See Figure 1 below. We report the felicity of each polar question type discussed
in this section in each of these nine situations in Figure 2 below. These figures give a visual
representation of the bias profile associated with each polar question form, which we also
summarize below each figure.

S1

S2

S3

S4 S5

S6

contextual bias

p — ¬p

You see your co-
worker enter the office
wearing a wet raincoat.

You call a co-worker
in a room that has
a window to check.

You see your co-worker
enter the office with
a red sweating face.

(
You are sitting in a
windowless room.

)

original bias

p

—

¬p

A while ago, a friend told
you on the phone that
it was raining outside.

You have no infor-
mation about current
weather conditions.

A while ago, a friend
told you on the phone

that it was sunny outside.

Figure 1. Crossing original and contextual bias for p = ‘it’s raining’.

# # #

# � #

# # #

contextual bias
p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(a) Matrix standard:
must be unbiased

� # #

� # #

� � �

contextual bias
p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(b) hả: original or contextual
bias for p

# # #

# # #

# � �

contextual bias
p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(c) phải không: private bias for p

� # #

# # #

# # #

contextual bias
p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(d) á: surprise towards p

Figure 2. Felicity of each polar question construction.

One generalization that these figures help make apparent is that no polar question
construction with prejacent p is felicitous in a situation where there is only negative bias,
whether original or contextual; see the right, bottom, and bottom right cells. Practically,
speakers use the prejacent’s negation or yet another proposition to form polar questions in
such situations. That is, if there is original or contextual bias against the proposition ‘it’s
raining’, a speaker may form a polar question based on a prejacent such as ‘it’s sunny’
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instead, or with the negation ‘it isn’t raining’ as the prejacent in the case of particle and tag
questions. There is also a similar asymmetry in the use conditions of á, which specifically
reflects contextual evidence for p when p is originally unexpected (bottom left cell)—which
we may succinctly describe as expressing “surprise” towards p—but is infelicitous when
original and contextual bias conflict in the opposite way (top right cell).

4. Projected Bias and À Questions

In addition to the notions of original and contextual bias, Bill and Koev (2023) intro-
duced a third notion that they called projected bias, as defined in (11). In this section, we will
discuss this third notion of question bias and argue for its relevance in the description of à
particle questions.

(11) Projected bias (definition from B&K, p. 4)
A question Q uttered in a context c conveys projected bias for a possible answer p iff
Q indicates that the speaker in c expects answer p rather than ¬p.

As B&K discussed, projected bias has a somewhat different status from both original and
contextual bias above, both in its status within the literature and as a conceptual notion.
First, the idea of projected bias has appeared as a component of particular theoretical
analyses of certain bias requirements (as in Krifka, 2015; Malamud & Stephenson, 2015;
and Jeong, 2018), rather than as a descriptive notion itself. Second and relatedly, the notion
of projected bias is different in being “forward-looking” (that is, “forward-looking as it
is about the answer that is expected to be chosen by the addressee,” B&K p. 4), and in
requiring reference to a mental model of the discourse, unlike both original and contextual
bias, which may be described solely in terms of the speaker’s own epistemic state without
reference to the discourse itself.

Concretely, in cases where there is only original or contextual bias, or where both biases
are aligned, we may expect projected bias to follow these biases. However, in situations
where original and contextual bias conflict (that is, where one suggests p and another
suggests ¬p), the direction of projected bias is in principle open. Such situations are exactly
where we might see subtle contrasts in the acceptability of constructions that are sensitive
to projected bias.

We argue that the behavior of Vietnamese à particle questions highlights the value of
this notion of projected bias, as they are best described as felicitous when there is projected
bias for p. Recall that we have already seen that à particle questions are licensed by positive
original bias but not with no bias (see S1 and S2 in (7)), or else by positive contextual bias
(as in S4; see (9)). What will be particularly informative is contrasts such as in (12–13) below.
Both contexts provide original bias for ¬p and contextual bias for p, but they differ in the
speaker’s understanding of the nature of this conflict and its resolution.

(12) Surprised but willing to believe ppp:

Minh is a classmate at school. He’s discussed his family before but did not mention
any siblings, so you think he’s an only child. Your friend tells you that Minh went to
the airport to pick up his (Minh’s) sister. You reply:

Minh
Minh

có
have

chị
sister

{�à
À
/�á

Á
/�hả

HẢ
}? Tớ

I
cứ tưởng
thought

nó
he

là
COP

con một.
only.child

‘Minh has a sister? I thought he’s an only child.’
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(13) Surprised and unwilling to believe ppp:

You and Minh have been friends since grade school, so you have known that he’s an
only child. But you have been out of town recently and had not heard that Minh’s
parents have adopted a girl. Your friend tells you that Minh went to the airport to
pick up his (Minh’s) sister. You reply:

Minh
Minh

có
have

chị
sister

{ #à
À
/�á

Á
/�hả

HẢ
}? Không

NEG
thể
possible

nào!
PRT

‘Minh has a sister? That’s impossible!’

The à question is felicitous in (12) because, based on the friend’s claim and their general
reliability, the speaker is willing to believe that their friend must know something that
they do not. The speaker reasons therefore that the addressee would resolve the question
of {p,¬p} in the direction of p: that is, that there is projected bias for p, and hence, the à
question form is licensed. In contrast, in (13), the speaker has a strong original belief that
¬p, and hence, does not expect p to be the answer of {p,¬p}. There is then no projected
bias for p and so the à question is infelicitous.

Empirically, our description here improves upon previous descriptions of the bias
profiles of these polar question forms in Vietnamese. Trinh (2010) notes that à particle
questions can be used to question a proposition that was presupposed by another speaker’s
utterance but is not common ground. Both contexts in (12–13) satisfy this description, but
the à question is not felicitous in (13) (Trinh does not discuss other polar question particles).
In addition, some works have described à and hả as equivalent and simply associated
with different dialects (see, e.g., Tran, 2009, p. 18), but we see in these examples that their
behaviors diverge. The hả question is felicitous in both of (12–13), as it simply tracks the
existence of original or contextual bias for p under our description.

The notion of projected bias is also relevant in situations without conflicting sources
of bias, but instead reflecting a sensitivity to the predictive power of such information.
Consider example (14) below. Here, there is original bias for p and no contextual bias, but
there is still perceived uncertainty as to how the addressee will reply. In other words, there
is original bias for p but no projected bias for p, and the use of an à particle question here is
accordingly degraded.

(14) Double-checking context: (based on Rudin, 2018, p. 37; Rudin, 2022, p. 346)
You and your friend made plans two days ago to get drinks tonight. You have not
spoken about it since and worry that the friend may have forgotten.

Chúng ta
1pl

vẫn
still

đi
go

tối nay
tonight

{ ??à
À
/�hả

HẢ
/�phải

correct
không}
NEG

‘We’re still on for tonight?’

We can summarize the bias profile of à questions as in Figure 3 below. Projected bias
for p may be supported by original or contextual bias for p, which then leads the speaker
to expect answer p as the resolution of Q. As the mere presence of original or contextual
bias does not guarantee projected bias, we shade these cells in Figure 3 with diagonal lines.
We can, however, be certain that, in cases with no source of bias for p or else only sources
of bias for ¬p, there cannot be projected bias for p, and hence, à questions will always be
infelicitous in these four bottom right cells.
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# #

# #

contextual bias

p — ¬p
or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

Figure 3. à requires projected bias for p, possible in the diagonal shaded cells.

The behavior of Vietnamese à questions thus attests to the possibility of a question’s
use conditions making conventionalized reference to B&K’s notion of projected bias, in
addition to specifications of original and contextual bias. Therefore, we advocate for the
reification of this notion for the description of question bias.8

5. Bias in Embedded Questions

Next, we turn to the behavior of embedded questions, which leads to an important
consequence for the theoretical analysis of question bias in Vietnamese. We have shown
that particle questions with á, à, and hả as well as phải không tag questions all exhibit some
form of bias, whereas matrix standard polar questions require an unbiased situation. Recall
as well that only standard polar questions can be embedded (Duffield, 2013; Phan, 2024;
Phan & Starke, 2022, among others), as illustrated in (4a,b) above. Interestingly, embedded
standard polar questions are not limited to unbiased contexts.

We first illustrate the bias-insensitivity of embedded questions with respect to original
bias. The example in (15) includes an embedded standard polar question with prejacent
p = ‘it’s raining’, and is felicitous in all three variant contexts below: (a) without original
bias, (b) with original bias for p, and (c) with original bias for ¬p. The contexts here are
based on situations S1–S3 above, but with both the speaker and addressee in a windowless
room. (We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this example.)

(15) Embedded standard question is insensitive to original bias:

You are sitting in a windowless room.

a. You have no information about current weather conditions. (no bias)

b. A while ago, a friend told you on the phone that it was rainy outside.
(original bias for p)

c. A while ago, a friend told you on the phone that it was sunny outside.
(original bias for ¬p)

You ask your officemate, in the same room as you:

Nếu
if

tớ
I

muốn
want

biết
know

[trời
it

có
AFF

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

không]
NEG

thì
then

tớ
I

phải
must

hỏi
ask

ai?
who

‘If I want to know whether it’s raining, who should I ask?’ a� b� c�

Next, we illustrate this bias-insensitivity with respect to contextual bias, with example
(16) below. This utterance embeds a standard polar question with prejacent p = ‘Sam got
the first prize’ and is felicitous in all three contexts: (a) without contextual bias, (b) with
contextual bias for p, or (c) with contextual bias for ¬p.
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(16) Embedded standard question is insensitive to contextual bias:

You know Sam wanted to get the first prize in the contest.

a. You don’t know how Sam did. (no bias)

b. You see Sam smiling afterwards, so you think he got it. (contextual bias for p)

c. You see Sam frowning afterwards, so you think he didn’t get it.
(contextual bias for ¬p)

Nếu
if

tớ
I

muốn
want

biết
know

[Sâm
Sam

có
AFF

đạt
get

giải
prize

nhất
first

không]
NEG

thì
then

tớ
I

phải
must

hỏi
ask

ai?
who

‘If I want to know whether Sam got the first prize, who should I ask?’ a� b� c�

The striking difference between the bias sensitivity of matrix and embedded standard
polar questions lends itself to an analysis in terms of pragmatic competition between
different question forms. To facilitate this discussion, we present a summary of the bias
profiles of all question forms discussed here, in Figure 4 below. Note that we illustrate
the bias profiles for matrix standard questions (a) and embedded standard questions
(f) separately.

# # #

# � #

# # #

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(a) Matrix standard: must be unbiased

� # #

� # #

� � �

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(b) hả: original or contextual bias for p

# # #

# # #

# � �

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(c) phải không: private original bias for p

� # #

# # #

# # #

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(d) á: surprise towards p

# #

# #

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(e) à: projected bias for p

� � �

� � �

� � �

contextual bias

p — ¬p

or
ig
in
al
bi
as

p

—

¬p

(f) Embedded standard: no restrictions

Figure 4. Felicity of each polar question construction ((a–d) repeated from Figure 2).

Suppose that the basic semantics of standard questions has no conventionalized bias
sensitivity. Matrix standard polar questions must be neutral because in contexts with
original or contextual bias, a corresponding matrix particle or tag question can be used
instead.9 However, for embedded questions, such pragmatic blocking does not occur,
as the particle and tag questions are unavailable.10 This derives the difference in bias
profiles for matrix versus embedded standard questions, as in Figure 4a vs. Figure 4f. Such
competition-based accounts have been proposed for explaining the bias profiles of English
rising declaratives (Rudin, 2018, 2022) and high negation questions (Goodhue, 2022).
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6. The Limits of Pragmatic Competition

Although we have proposed that pragmatic competition can explain the difference in
bias-sensitivity between matrix and embedded standard polar questions, we also caution
that this type of explanation is unlikely to provide further insight into the bias profiles of
other polar question forms.

Concretely, consider Situation 6, repeated in (17) below, where there is both original
bias for ¬p and contextual bias for p = ‘it’s raining’. Such contexts where new, surprising
evidence can lead to belief revision are the canonical contexts for á particle questions, as we
reported above in (10). However, as we indicate here in (17), other question forms with the
particles à or hả, as well as the phải không tag question, are all also acceptable here. In other
words, it must not be the case that the availability of any of these particle or tag question
forms blocks the use of another in the same context.

(17) Surprise context supports various question forms:

You are sitting in a windowless room. A while ago, a friend told you on the phone
that it was sunny outside. You see your co-worker enter the office with a wet
raincoat.
�Trời
it

đang
PROG

mưa
rain

{ á
Á
/ à

À
/ hả

HẢ
/ phải
correct

không
NEG

}?

≈ ‘Is it raining?’

This point is of particular note for hả questions, which roughly pattern with English
rising declaratives in their use conditions. (We thank two anonymous reviewers for not-
ing this similarity between hả and English rising declaratives.) Rudin (2018, 2022) has
proposed that we can derive the bias profile of English rising declaratives pragmatically,
by considering rising declarative utterances as being in competition with corresponding
falling declaratives and standard polar questions. The overlapping contexts of use between
hả questions and other particle polar questions makes it difficult, if not impossible, to
import Rudin’s account to the analysis of Vietnamese hả questions. Although this does not
directly challenge Rudin’s account for English itself, this comparative analysis demonstrates
that it must be possible for a language to arrive at a polar question construction with the
same or similar bias profile as English rising declaratives, without the proposed form of
pragmatic competition.

We conclude then that the observed bias profiles of Vietnamese polar question con-
structions reflect a combination of conventionalized (i.e., learned, construction-specific)
requirements on the use of individual particle and tag question constructions, as well as
dynamically induced restrictions on the use of standard questions when unembedded.

7. Summary

Like many languages, Vietnamese has multiple morphosyntactic strategies for the
expression of polar questions, with different pragmatic restrictions on their use. In this
short paper, we have investigated the contexts of use for a number of such constructions,
including standard (negation-final) questions, phải không tag questions, and á, à, hả particle
questions, in Northern Vietnamese.

Previous work on biased polar questions in other languages have highlighted the
importance of distinguishing between so-called original bias, based on the speaker’s prior
beliefs, and contextual bias, based on shared evidence available in the conversational context
(see overviews in Bill & Koev, 2023; and Romero, 2024). We have shown that the contexts
of use for a number of polar question constructions in Vietnamese can effectively be
described in these terms. We additionally argue that the bias profile of à particle questions
is best described by adopting Bill and Koev’s (2023) notion of projected bias, reflecting the
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speaker’s current expectation for how the question will be resolved. As B&K discussed, this
notion of projected bias has played a role in the conceptualization of question bias in some
previous theoretical proposals, but has not been clearly reified as a necessary notion for the
description of question bias.

Our study also contributes to the question of whether, and to what extent, the bias
profiles of different question types can be derived in terms of pragmatic competition, as
has been pursued in recent work on English questions (see, e.g., Goodhue, 2022; Rudin,
2018, 2022). We observe that embedded standard questions have no bias requirements,
whereas matrix standard questions must be unbiased, and suggest that this difference can
be captured via pragmatic competition, where competing, more specific forms are available
for matrix questions but not in embedded contexts. However, the different bias profiles of
individual polar question particles cannot be derived in the same way, thereby highlighting
the need for multiple types of mechanisms and explanations for observed bias effects.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used here:

AFF affirmative
NEG negative
PROG progressive
PFV perfective
PRT particle
COP copula
B&K Bill and Koev (2023)

Notes

1 For discussion of the syntax of standard polar questions and their properties, such as the aspect-agreement effect and unavailability
of negation, we refer readers to (Trinh, 2005, 2025; Duffield, 2013; Phan & Starke, 2022; Phan, 2024; Trinh et al., 2024; and Liao &
Lin, 2024).

2 For instance, à is attributed to Northern and Central dialects (see Tran, 2009, pp. 42–43; Le, 2015, p. 28), whereas Nguyen (1997,
p. 240) and Trinh et al. (2024, p. 77), respectively, describe sao and hông as associated with the Saigon dialect (Southern). See also
Alves (2012, pp. 9–10), for some discussion of other forms in Central Vietnamese.

3 Embedded standard polar questions can also be introduced by a complementizer liệu (Phan & Starke, 2022, p. 193).
4 Note that the relevant contextual manipulations in S2 and S3 support the plausibility of the speaker having original bias for p or

¬p, but do not guarantee it. The speaker may or may not take a particular piece of prior information (here, an earlier report from
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a friend) to affect their epistemic state with regard to p and ¬p. The judgments we report here are for where the manipulations in
S2 and S3 do lead to such a relevant change.
For speakers who do not take situations S2 and S3 to support a relevant original bias in the speaker’s mind, we expect both
situations to pattern with S1 in the felicity of particular question constructions

5 An anonymous reviewer has made the interesting observation that the phải không tag question improves here if the context is
changed to S4’ below. The second author shares this judgment.
(S4’) You now see your co-worker entering your shared office without a raincoat, but you notice clear wet shoe prints on the

floor and wet spots on their pants.
We suspect that this variant, with no raincoat but wet shoes and spots, opens up the possibility that the addressee is not aware of
the relevant evidence. In this case, it does not count as contextual evidence, which Büring and Gunlogson (2000) describe as what
“has just become mutually available to the participants in the current discourse situation” (p. 7), clarifying its non-private nature.
This information is then instead a source of private evidence for the speaker, and hence, licenses the use of phải không, which is
associated with private bias.

6 See also Sudo (2013) for an earlier articulation of the idea that original and contextual bias must be distinguished, based on the
behavior of different polar question types in English and Japanese. Note that Sudo (2013) refers to the two notions using the
terms epistemic and evidential bias, which are also found in much of the literature. We choose to avoid these terms, because they
are both “‘epistemic’ in some broad sense,” as B&K note (p. 6).
In their study of different polar question types in Medumba (Grassfields; Cameroon), Keupdjio and Wiltschko (2018) motivated a
distinction between bias that tracks information from past versus present situations. From our reading of the facts there, it appears
that Keupdjio and Wiltschko’s (2018) discussion of past- versus present-oriented bias is another statement of the original versus
contextual bias distinction here. We thank Harold Torrence for bringing this work to our attention.

7 Domanesci et al. (2017) and Šimík (forthcoming) have employed a similar mode of presentation for the bias profiles of different
polar question strategies, considering nine possible situations that cross three values each of original bias and contextual bias, for
English and German and for Serbian and Czech, respectively.

8 Adopting the notion of projected bias may also allow for a reanalysis of cases in the literature that have been described as making
conventional reference to the “strength” of biases, i.e., distinguishing between strong vs. weak bias of a particular type. See for
example (Oshima, 2017; Keupdjio & Wiltschko, 2018; and Bill & Koev, 2023). Such apparent strength distinctions could perhaps
instead be described in terms of the alignment between one form of bias and the overall projected bias. For instance, what these
prior works describe as “strong” contextual bias for p may refer to the combination of contextual bias for p as well as projected
bias for p, whereas “weak” contextual bias for p may describe situations with contextual bias for p but without projected bias for
p, which would have to be due to perceived unreliability of the contextual evidence or the presence of conflicting information.
We leave the full exploration of this possibility open for future work.

9 For situations with negative original or contextual bias, the speaker can instead use a particle or tag question built from the
negation of p (as these question forms allow negation in their prejacent, unlike standard questions), or else another proposition q
that is contextually equivalent or similar to ¬p. See the end of Section 3 for discussion of this point.

10 The unembeddability of particle and tag questions may in fact be related to their conventionalized bias. In her discussion of
the articulated left periphery of interrogatives, Dayal (forthcoming) discussed English rising declaratives and similar biased
polar questions in other languages and proposes that biased questions necessarily involve the outermost possible projection of
questions, called the Speech Act Phrase (SAP; see also Speas & Tenny, 2003), which cannot be embedded. Phan (2024) also located
a number of unembeddable sentence-final particles in Vietnamese in SAP. We leave the more detailed analysis of Vietnamese
particle and tag questions and their unembeddability for future work.
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Partition by Exhaustification and Polar Questions in Vietnamese
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Abstract: This note presents a series of contrasts pertaining to Vietnamese polar questions:
(i) The subject can be definite but not quantificational; (ii) the subject can be plain but
not only -focused; (iii) the modal adverb chắc chắn (‘certainly’) can follow but not precede
verum focus. I argue that a monoclausal analysis, advocated in several previous works,
will have difficulties accounting for these contrasts and propose a bi-clausal analysis that
explains them in a natural way. The explanation relies on the assumption of a general
condition on questions, Partition by Exhaustification (PbE), in conjunction with some other
independently motivated semantic and pragmatic constraints.

Keywords: polar questions; Vietnamese; syntax; semantics; pragmatics

1. Introduction

1.1. The Syntactic Profile of Vietnamese Polar Questions

A polar question in Vietnamese appears as an affirmative sentence followed by the
negation. An affirmative sentence is a declarative with (matrix) verum focus. In English,
verum focus is expressed by inserting the light verb do in the auxiliary position: John came
becomes John did come, for example. Vietnamese has a similar strategy, using the light verb
có, whose lexical meaning is ‘have’ (Phan, 2024; Trinh, 2005). As có is also used as a positive
response particle, i.e., as ‘yes,’ I will gloss it as YES.1

(1) a. Nam
Nam

đến
came

‘Nam came’
b. Nam

Nam
có
YES

đến
came

‘Nam did come’

Negation in Vietnamese is expressed by the word không, which I will gloss as NO, since
it is also used as the negative response particle, i.e., as ‘no.’ It also occurs in the auxiliary
position; hence, in complementary distribution with YES.2

(2) Nam
Nam

không
NO

đến
came

‘Nam didn’t come’

Here is how the polar question meaning ‘did Nam come?’ is expressed in Vietnamese.

(3) Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘Did Nam come?’

I will call the affirmative preceding no in a polar question the ‘prejacent’ of the question.

Languages 2025, 10, 233 https://doi.org/10.3390/languages10090233
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1.2. Some Puzzles About Vietnamese Polar Questions

The puzzles about Vietnamese polar questions that this note aims to resolve are of
the following form: Some affirmative sentences that are independently acceptable become
deviant as prejacents of polar questions. Let me now discuss the specific cases one by one.3

1.2.1. Definite vs. Quantificational Subjects

A natural expectation is that if an affirmative sentence φ is independently acceptable,
the polar question φ không, expressing the meaning ‘whether φ,’ should be acceptable as
well. This expectation is met in (4), where the subject of the affirmative is a definite noun
phrase: Both the affirmative (4a) and the polar question (4b) are acceptable.

(4) a. bọn con trai
the boys

có
YES

đến
came

‘the boys did come’
b. bọn con trai

the boys
có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did the boys come?’

However, such a pattern is disrupted when the subject is quantificational: Even though
both (5a) and (6a) are acceptable affirmative sentences, the corresponding polar questions
in (5b) and (6b), whose intended meanings are ‘whether every boy came’ and ‘whether
some boys came,’ respectively, are both unacceptable.

(5) a. đứa con trai nào cũng
every boy

có
YES

đến
came

‘every boy did come’
b. #đứa con trai nào cũng

every boy
có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did every boy come?’

(6) a. một đứa con trai
some boy

có
YES

đến
came

‘some boys did come’
b. #một đứa con trai

some boy
có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did some boys come?’

1.2.2. Plain vs. Only-Focused Subjects

When the subject is a ‘plain’ noun phrase, e.g., Nam, things work as expected: The
affirmative is acceptable in isolation and as the prejacent of a polar question. This is
exemplified by (1b) and (3), reproduced below in (7a) and (7b), respectively.

(7) a. Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

‘Nam did come’
b. Nam

Nam
có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did Nam come?’

However, when the subject is focused by chỉ ‘only,’ the affirmative sentence is acceptable
and means ‘only Nam did come,’ while the polar question, whose intended meaning is
‘whether only Nam came,’ is not.

(8) a. chỉ
only

Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

‘only Nam did come’
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b. #chỉ
only

Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did only Nam come?’

1.2.3. Adverb Following vs. Preceding YES

The sentential adverb chắc chắn ‘certainly’ in affirmative sentences can follow the
verum focus có, as in (9a), or precede it, as in (9b), with no semantic consequence.4

(9) a. Nam
Nam

có
YES

chắc chắn
certainly

đến
came

‘Nam did certainly come’
b. Nam

Nam
chắc chắn
certainly

có
YES

đến
came

‘Nam certainly did come’

The natural expectation, then, is that the two polar questions in (10) are both acceptable.
The fact, however, is that only (10a) is acceptable.

(10) a. Nam
Nam

có
YES

chắc chắn
certainly

đến
came

không
NO

‘is it certain that Nam came?’
b. #Nam

Nam
chắc chắn
certainly

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘is it certain that Nam came?’

1.3. The Explanation in Outline

My explanation of the puzzles above will relate the contrast in acceptability of sen-
tences in Vietnamese to a contrast in availability of readings in English.

1.3.1. Some Facts About English Polar Questions

Let me be more specific. Consider the English polar questions in (11) and (12). Intu-
itively, (11) has to be read in such a way that its answer set is (11a), not (11b), and (12) has
to be read in such a way that its answer set is (12a), not (12b).5

(11) did every boy come?

a. {every boy came, not every boy came} → available reading
b. #{every boy came, every boy didn’t come} → unavailable reading

(12) did some boy come?

a. {some boys came, no boys came} → available reading
b. #{some boys came, some boys didn’t come} → unavailable reading

In other words, a ‘no’ answer to (11) has to mean ‘not every boy came’ (¬∀xPx) and cannot
mean ‘every boy didn’t come’ (∀x¬Px). Similarly, a ‘no’ answer to (12) has to mean ‘no boys
came’ (¬∃xPx) and cannot mean ‘some boys didn’t come’ (∃x¬Px). Next, consider (13).
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(13) did only John come?

a. {only John came, not only John came} → available reading
b. #{only John came, only John didn’t come} → unavailable reading

The question in (13) has to be read in such a way that its ‘no’ answer means ‘not only John
came’ (¬only(p)), not ‘only John didn’t come’ (only(¬p)). Finally, consider (14).

(14) did John certainly win?

a. {John certainly won, John did not certainly win} → available reading
b. #{John certainly won, John certainly did not win} → unavailable reading

The question in (14) must be read in such a way that its ‘no’ answer means it is not certain
that John won (¬�p), not ‘it is certain that John did not win,’ i.e., ‘it is certain that John lost’
(�¬p). Since this claim might not be as obvious as those regarding the missing readings
of (11), (12), and (13), let me corroborate it with an example. Compare the two responses by
A to B’s negative answer in (15).

(15) A: Did John certainly win?
B: No.
A: (i) Why do you think he might have lost?

(ii) #Why do you think he must have lost?

The contrast between (i) and (ii) shows that B’s answer is read as ‘John might have lost,’ i.e.,
‘John did not certainly win’ (¬�p), not as ‘John must have lost,’ i.e., ‘John certainly did not
win’ (�¬p).

1.3.2. Claims of the Account

My account of the Vietnamese facts in Section 1.2 consists of the two claims in (16).

(16) a. The readings in (11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b) are unavailable because they are
necessarily infelicitous.

b. The sentences in (5b), (6b), (8b), and (10b) are unacceptable because they
are necessarily associated with the readings in (11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b),
respectively.

I will derive (16a) in Section 2 and derive (16b) in Section 3.

2. Partition by Exhaustification

2.1. Presenting PbE

Fox (2019, 2020) proposed the following felicity condition on questions:

(17) Partition by Exhaustification (PbE)
A question Q is felicitous in a context C only if the members of Q, once exhaustified
with respect to Q, partition C

As is usually the case with theoretical statements, there is a simple and a sophisticated
interpretation. For this discussion, it suffices to apply the simple intepretation of PbE,
which I will now present. The reader is advised to consult the above-cited works for the
unabridged version and empirical arguments in its favor.
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The ‘context’ is the set of possible worlds in which all mutual assumptions of the
discourse participants are true, i.e., worlds that are considered candidates for the actual
world (Stalnaker, 1978, 1998). A question Q is a set of propositions, namely, those that count
as its possible answers. A ‘proposition p exhaustified with respect to a question Q,’ written
as exh(Q)(p), is true if p is true and every other proposition in Q is false. Finally, a set P
of propositions ‘partitions’ a setW of possible worlds only if

∨P = W , i.e., only if every
world inW is such that at least one member of P is true in it. Let us consider an example.
Suppose Q = which girl came? = {Alice came (a), Billie came (b), Clara came (c)}. What PbE
predicts is that Q is felicitous in C only if every world w of C is such that either only Alice
came in w, or only Bille came in w, or only Clara came in w.

(18) a. Q =
{

a, b, c
}

b. C =
(
a ∧ ¬b ∧ ¬c

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

exh(Q)(a)

∨ (
b ∧ ¬a ∧ ¬c

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

exh(Q)(b)

∨ (
c ∧ ¬a ∧ ¬b

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

exh(Q)(c)

In other words, PbE predicts, correctly, that which girl came? requires a context in which
exactly one girl came (Dayal, 1996).

2.2. Deriving the Facts in Section 1.3.1 from PbE

How does PbE help with the facts in Section 1.3.1? Let us look at the ‘good’ questions
first: (11a), (12a), (13a), and (14a). All of these questions are sets containing a proposition
and its logical negation. Now, if Q = {p,¬p}, then exh(Q)(p) = p ∧ ¬¬p = p ∧ p = p,
and exh(Q)(¬p) = ¬p ∧ ¬p = ¬p. This means, given PbE, that these questions require
a context C = exh(Q)(p) ∨ exh(Q)(¬p) = p ∨ ¬p. Since p ∨ ¬p is the set of all possible
worlds, these questions presuppose nothing: They can be asked ‘out of the blue,’ i.e.,
without any preconceived ideas about how the actual world is.

So PbE predicts, correctly, that (11a), (12a), (13a), and (14a) are good questions. Does
it predict the bad questions—(11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b)—to be bad? The answer is yes.
Let us consider these one by one, starting with (11b).

(19) a. #Q = {every boy came (∀xPx), every boy didn’t come (∀x¬Px)}
b. C = exh(Q)(∀xPx)︸ ︷︷ ︸

∀xPx ∧ ¬∀x¬Px︸ ︷︷ ︸
∀xPx

∨ exh(Q)(∀x¬Px)︸ ︷︷ ︸
∀x¬Px ∧ ¬∀xPx︸ ︷︷ ︸

∀x¬Px

We see that given PbE, the question in (11b), which is reproduced in (19a), requires a
‘homogeneous’ context in which either every boy came (∀xPx) or no boys came (∀x¬Px).
The same holds for the question in (12b), reproduced in (20a).

(20) a. #Q = {some boys came (∃xPx), some boys didn’t come (∃x¬Px)}
b. C = exh(Q)(∃xPx)︸ ︷︷ ︸

∃xPx ∧ ¬∃x¬Px︸ ︷︷ ︸
∀xPx

∨ exh(Q)(∃x¬Px)︸ ︷︷ ︸
∃x¬Px ∧ ¬∃xPx︸ ︷︷ ︸

∀x¬Px

It is known that homogeneous contexts militate against quantifiers in favor of definites
(Löbner, 1985; Heim, 1991; Magri, 2009, 2011). Thus, in the (realistic) context where it is
presupposed that if the Argentinian team won the World Cup, then every Argentinian (on
the team) won, and if they did not win, then no Argentinian (on the team) won. In this
context, (21a) is acceptable, while (21b) and (21c) are infelicitous.
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(21) Context: either every Argentinian won or none of them won

a. Did the Argentinians win?
b. #Did every Argentinian win?
c. #Did some Argentinians win?

Thus, the questions in (11b)/(19a) and (12b)/(20a) violate either PbE or the constraint
against using quantifiers in homogeneous contexts. In other words, they are necessarily
infelicitous. Next, consider (13b), reproduced in (22a).

(22) a. #Q = {only John came (j ∧ no others), only John didn’t come (all others ∧ ¬j)}
b. C = exh(Q)(j ∧ no others)︸ ︷︷ ︸

(j ∧ no others) ∧ ¬(all others ∧ ¬j)︸ ︷︷ ︸
j ∧ no others

∨ exh(Q)(all others ∧ ¬j)︸ ︷︷ ︸
(all others ∧ ¬j) ∧ ¬(j ∧ no others)︸ ︷︷ ︸

all others ∧ ¬j

Given PbE, the question in (13b)/(22a) requires a context where either John came and no
one else did, or John did not come but everyone else did.6 This is a context where John
came is equivalent to only John came, i.e., where only is semantically vacuous. It is a fact that
vacuous use of only is infelicitous (Alxatib, 2013, 2020): It is odd to ask the question in (23b),
given the (realistic) context that the American presidential election has a unique winner.

(23) Context: there is a unique winner

a. Did Trump win?
b. #Did only Trump win?

Thus, the question in (13b)/(22a) is necessarily infelicitous: It violates either PbE or the
constraint against vacuous use of only.

Finally, we come to the case of (14b), reproduced in (24a).

(24) a. #Q = {John certainly won (�p), John certainly did not win (�¬p)}
b. C = exh(Q)(�p)︸ ︷︷ ︸

�p ∧ ¬�¬p︸ ︷︷ ︸
�p

∨ exh(Q)(�¬p)︸ ︷︷ ︸
�¬p ∧ ¬�p︸ ︷︷ ︸

�¬p

Given PbE, the question in (14b)/(24a) requires an ‘opinionated’ context where it is either
certain that John won (�p) or certain that John did not win (�¬p). It has been noted that
the use of modal adverbs such as certainly is infelicitous in such contexts (von Fintel &
Gillies, 2010). Suppose, for example, that I am on the phone with my friend and I know he
is looking out the window. My friend, then, is opinionated about the weather: Either he
is certain that it is raining or he is certain that it is not raining. In this context, it would be
acceptable for me to ask him the question in (25a), but asking (25b) is odd.

(25) Context: My friend is opinionated about the weather.

a. Is it raining where you are?
b. #Is it certainly raining where you are?

Thus, the question in (14b)/(24a) is necessarily infelicitous: It violates either PbE or the
constraint against using certainly in opinionated contexts.
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2.3. The Scope of ‘Whether’

Invoking PbE and the other (semantic and/or pragmatic) constraints to rule out the
unavailable readings in (11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b) presupposes that they are not ruled
out by syntax. I assume, following many works, that English polar questions contain
the operator whether, which is base-generated as sister to propositional constituents and
moves to [Spec,C], leaving a trace, as illustrated in (26) (Bennett, 1977; Guerzoni, 2004;
Higginbotham, 1993; Krifka, 2001; Larson, 1985). The trace of whether is of type 〈st, st〉,
and the interpretation rule for whethern φ is provided in (26a), where φn→ f is the result of
replacing expressions bearing index n in φ with f , YES is the ‘affirmation’ function [λp. p],
which maps a proposition to itself, and NO is the ‘denial’ function [λp. ¬p], which maps a
proposition to its negation. The meaning of (26) is provided in (26b).

(26) [ψ whethern [φ t1 John talked to Mary]]

a. whethern φ = {φn→ f | f is YES or NO}
b. ψ = {[t1 John talked to Mary]1→ f | f is YES or NO}

= {YES John talked to Mary, NO John talked to Mary}
= {John talked to Mary, ¬John talked to Mary}

When the prejacent contains more than one propositional constituent, the question is am-
biguous, as the trace of whether can be construed at different positions inside the prejacent.
A case discussed in Guerzoni (2004) focuses on prejacents containing even, exemplified
by (27).

(27) Did John even solve problem 2?

a. [whether1 [t1 [even [John solved problem 2]]]]
= {John even solved problem 2, it’s not the case that John even solved prob 2}

b. [whether1 [even [t1 [John solved problem 2]]]]
= {John even solved problem 2, John didn’t even solve problem 2}

Guerzoni noted two things about (27): (i) It is ambiguous between a reading in which
solving problem 2 is hard and a reading in which solving problem 2 is easy; (ii) the ‘easy’
reading comes with a ‘negative bias,’ i.e., the implication that John did not solve the
problem. Assume the LFs in (27a) and (27b) provide a natural explanation, as the reader is
invited to consult Guerzoni (2004) and see for herself.7

For a question such as (11), reproduced in (28), two logical forms can be syntactically
generated that correspond to two different base positions of whether.8 The first LF, (28a),
represents the felicitous reading and the second LF the infelicitous one, as indicated by
‘#’. The question, (28), is perceived as acceptable because it has one LF that induces an
acceptable reading.

(28) did every boy come?

a. [whether1 [t1 [every boy2 [t2 came]]]] = {∀xPx,¬∀xPx}
b. #[whether1 [every boy2 [t1 [t2 came]]]] = {∀xPx, ∀x¬Px}

The same holds for (12), (13), and (14), reproduced in (29), (30), and (31), respectively.
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(29) did some boys come?

a. [whether1 [t1 [some boys2 [t2 came]]]] = {∃xPx,¬∃xPx}
b. #[whether1 [some boys2 [t1 [t2 came]]]] = {∃xPx, ∃x¬Px}

(30) did only John come?

a. [whether1 [t1 [only [John2 [t2 came]]]]] = {only(p),¬only(p)}
b. #[whether1 [John2 [only [t1 [t2 came]]]]] = {only(p), only(¬p)}

(31) did John certainly win?

a. [whether1 [t1 [certainly John2 [t2 won]]]] = {�p,¬�p}
b. #[whether1 [John2 [certainly [t1 [t2 won]]]]] = {�p,�¬p}

2.4. Interim Summary

Recall that my account of the Vietnamese facts in Section 1.2 consists of the two claims
in (16), reproduced in (32).

(32) a. The readings in (11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b) are unavailable because they are
necessarily infelicitous.

b. The sentences in (5b), (6b), (8b), and (10b) are unacceptable because they
are necessarily associated with the readings in (11b), (12b), (13b), and (14b),
respectively.

I have just explained (32a): The readings are necessarily infelicitous because they are
questions that either violate PbE or some other constraints, specifically those against the
use of quantifiers in homogeneous contexts, against the vacuous use of only, and against
the use of certainly in opinionated contexts. In the next section, I will propose a theory
of Vietnamese polar questions that derive (32b). The theory will say, essentially, that the
unacceptable questions in Vietnamese, unlike their English counterparts, have only the LF
that induces the infelicitous reading.

3. An Analysis of Polar Questions in Vietnamese

3.1. Previous Works

Recall the surface profile of Vietnamese polar questions: an affirmative sentence
followed by the negation.

(33) Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘did Nam come?’

Analyses that have been proposed include Duffield (2007); Phan (2024); Trinh (2005). These
accounts differ in details about the affirmative morpheme YES but have in common the
idea that underlying this profile is a monoclausal structure where the clause–final negation
NO functions as a ‘question particle’ akin to whether in English. I will gloss NO in this use as
NOq, where the subscript q is a mnemonic for ‘question.’

(34) a. ψ

φ

Nam YES came

NOq

b. NOq φ = {φ,¬φ}
c. ψ = {Nam came, ¬Nam came}
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The advantage of this analysis is that it makes Vietnamese polar questions syntactically
similar to their English counterparts. There are, however, two problems with this approach.
One is that it has to postulate two different NOs for Vietnamese: NOq for questions, as
exemplified in (34) above, and NOp for propositional negations, as exemplified in (35) below.

(35) a. ψ

Nam1
NOp φ

t1 came
b. NOp φ = ¬φ

c. ψ = ¬Nam came

The morphological identity between the two NOs would be essentially accidental. The
second problem, which I think is more serious, is that this analysis would make it very
difficult to state the selectional requirements of NOq such that its complement, i.e., the
prejacent of the question, can have a definite but not a quantificational subject, a plain but
not an only-focused subject, and the modal adverb certainly following but not preceding the
verum focus YES.

(36) ψ

φ

the boys/#every boy/#some boys YES came
Nam/#only Nam YES came
Nam (#certainly) YES (certainly) came

NOq

In other words, the monoclausal analysis offers no clear solution to the puzzles presented
in Section 1.2. While I am not ruling out the possibility of revising this analysis so that
it does account for these puzzles, I will explore a different approach, according to which
Vietnamese polar questions have a bi-clausal structure.

3.2. Proposal: A Bi-Clausal Analysis

I propose that a polar question in Vietnamese is derived in the following steps.9

(37) Derivation of Vietnamese polar questions:

(i) Construct an affirmative sentence φ;
(ii) Merge φ with Q;
(iii) Merge [φ Q] with ψ, where ψ is derived from φ by replacing YES with NO;
(iv) Phonologically delete everything in ψ except NO.

The question in (33), then, has the structure in (38a), where strikethrough represents phono-
logical deletion. The meanings of Q and (38a) are provided in (38b) and (38c), respectively.



Languages 2025, 10, 233

(38) a. α

φ

Nam YES came
Nam có đến

Q
ψ

Nam NO came
Nam không đến

b. Q = λp. λq. {p, q}
c. α = {Nam came, ¬Nam came}

This analysis assigns Vietnamese polar questions a bi-clausal structure that is very different
from that of their English counterparts. In English, there is a question operator, whether,
which, in similar fashion to other question words in this language, moves from its base
position, leaving a trace. Since the trace is silent, the English question is ambiguous if the
trace can be construed at different scope sites, as illustrated by (27). In Vietnamese, there
is no operator that moves and leaves a silent trace. The position of YES in the affirmative
sentence indicates, unambiguously, the position of NO in the negated sentence. This means
that the pronunciation of a Vietnamese polar question leaves no doubt as to what the
positive and negative answers to that question are. This fact plays a crucial role in my
resolution of the puzzles in Section 1.2, to which I now turn.

3.3. Resolving the Puzzles in Section 1.2
3.3.1. Explaining the Facts in Section 1.2.1: Definite vs. Quantificational Subjects

Polar questions with definite subjects are exemplified by (4b), reproduced in (39a).
The structure of this question is (39b). Its meaning is (39c).

(39) a. bọn con trai
the boys

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

the boys YES came
bọn con trai có đến

Q
ψ

the boys NO came
bọn con trai không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {the boys came, the boys didn’t come}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = bọn con trai có đến means ‘the boys came’ and ψ = bọn con
trai không đếnmeans ‘the boys did not come.’ Thus, (39a) has the exact same meaning as the
English question did the boys come? and is predicted to be acceptable, as observed.

Let us now deal with the observation that Vietnamese polar questions do not toler-
ate quantificational subjects. Consider first the case of universal quantifiers, exemplified
by (5b), reproduced in (40a). The structure of this question is (40b).

(40) a. #đứa con trai nào cũng
every boy

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO
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b. α

φ

every boy YES came
đứa con trai nào cũng có đến

Q

ψ

every boy NO came
đứa con trai nào cũng không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {every boy came (∀xPx), every boy didn’t come (∀x¬Px)}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = đứa con trai nào cũng có đến means ‘every boy came’
(∀xPx) and ψ = đứa con trai nào cũng không đến means ‘every boy did not come’ (∀x¬Px).
However, as shown in Section 2.2, {∀xPx, ∀x¬Px} is necessarily an infelicitous question.
Since (40a) unambiguously denotes this question, (40a) is predicted to be unacceptable,
as observed.

Consider next the case of existential subjects, exemplified in (6b), reproduced in (41a).
The structure of this question is (41b).

(41) a. #một đứa con trai
some boy

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

some boy YES came
một đứa con trai có đến

Q

ψ

some boy NO came
một đứa con trai không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {some boys came (∃xPx), some boys didn’t come (∃x¬Px)}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = một đứa con trai có đếnmeans ‘some boys came’ (∃xPx)
and ψ = một đứa con trai không đến means ‘some boys didn’t come’ (∃x¬Px). However, as
shown in Section 2.2, {∃xPx, ∃x¬Px} is necessarily an infelicitous question. Since (41a)
unambiguously denotes this question, (41a) is predicted to be unacceptable, as observed.

I have thus accounted for the contrast, discussed in Section 1.2.1, between polar
questions with definite subjects and polar questions with quantificational subjects.

3.3.2. Explaining the Facts in Section 1.2.2: Plain vs. Only-Focused Subjects

Polar questions with plain subjects are exemplified by (33), reproduced in (42a). The struc-
ture of this question is (38a), reproduced in (42b), and its meaning is (38c), reproduced in (42c).

(42) a. Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

Nam YES came
Nam có đến

Q
ψ

Nam NO came
Nam không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {Nam came, ¬Nam came}
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It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = Nam có đếnmeans ‘Nam came’ and ψ = Nam không đến
means ‘Nam did not come.’ Thus, (42a) has the exact same meaning as the English question
did Nam come? and is predicted to be acceptable, as observed.

Polar questions with only-focused subjects are exemplified by (8b), reproduced in (43a).
The structure of this question is (43b). Its meaning is (43c).

(43) a. #chỉ
only

Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

only Nam YES came
chỉ Nam có đến

Q

ψ

only Nam NO came
chỉ Nam không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {only Nam came, only Nam didn’t come}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = chỉ Nam có đến means ‘only Nam came’ (only(p)), i.e.,
‘Nam came but no one else did’ and ψ = chỉ Nam không đến means ‘only Nam didn’t
come’ (only(¬p)), i.e., ‘Nam didn’t come but everyone else did.’ As shown in Section
2.2, {only(p), only(¬p)} is necessarily an infelicitous question. Since (43a) unambiguously
denotes this question, (43a) is predicted to be unacceptable, as observed.

I have thus accounted for the contrast, discussed in Section 1.2.2, between polar
questions with plain subjects and polar questions with only-focused subjects.

3.3.3. Explaining the Facts in Section 1.2.3: Adverb Following vs. Preceding YES

Polar questions in which the modal adverb chắc chắn ‘certainly’ follows YES are exem-
plified by (10a), reproduced in (44a). The structure of this question is (44b) and its meaning
is (44c).

(44) a. Nam
Nam

có
YES

chắc chắn
certainly

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

Nam YES certainly came
Nam có chắc chắn đến

Q

ψ

Nam NO certainly came
Nam không chắc chắn đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {�Nam came, ¬�Nam came}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ = Nam có chắc chắn đến means ‘it is certain that Nam came’
(�p) and ψ = Nam không chắc chắn đến means ‘it is not certain that Nam came’ (¬�p).
The two answers to this question, then, are a proposition and its negation. The question is
predicted to be without any problem, and it is.

Now let us consider polar questions where the adverb precedes yes. These are exem-
plified by (10b), reproduced in (45a). The structure of this question is (45b) and its meaning
is (45c).



Languages 2025, 10, 233

(45) a. #Nam
Nam

chắc chắn
certainly

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

b. α

φ

Nam certaily YES came
Nam chắc chắn có đến

Q

ψ

Nam certainly NO came
Nam chắc chắn không đến

c. α = {φ, ψ} = {�Nam came, �¬Nam came}

It is a fact of Vietnamese that φ =Nam chắc chắn có đếnmeans ‘it is certain that Nam came’ (�p)
and ψ = Nam chắc chắn không đếnmeans ‘it is certain that Nam didn’t come’ (�¬p). As shown
in Section 2.2, {�p,�¬p} is necessarily an infelicitous question. Since (45a) unambiguously
denotes this question, (45a) is predicted to be unacceptable, as observed.

I have thus accounted for the contrast, discussed in Section 1.2.3, between polar
questions where the modal adverb chắc chắn follows YES and polar questions where this
adverb precedes YES.

3.4. Wide-Scope Polarity and Discourse Particles

At this point, the reader may be asking how the felicitous readings of the English
polar questions in (28)–(31), reproduced here with minimal modification in (46a)–(46d),
are expressed in Vietnamese.

(46) a. did every boy come?
b. did some boys come?
c. did only Nam come?
d. did Nam certainly come?

There are several options. One is to place a declarative inside a larger YES ... NO structure to
effect a meaning akin to is it true that φ?. Take (46a), for example. One can say (47) to ask
this question in Vietnamese.

(47) có
YES

đúng
true

là
that

đứa con trai nào cũng
every boy

đến
came

không
NO

‘is it the case that every boy came?’

I assume that (47) has the structure in (48), where pro is a silent expletive subject.

(48) α

φ

pro YES true that every boy came
có đúng là đứa con trai nào cũng đến

Q

ψ

pro NO true that every boy came
không đúng là đứa con trai nào cũng đến

Another strategy is to resort to the discourse particle à, which is appended to a declarative
φ to ask whether the addressee agrees that φ is true. The meaning that is effected is similar



Languages 2025, 10, 233

to that of an English ‘declarative’ question, i.e., a yes/no question that has declarative word
order and rising intonation (Gunlogson, 2003; Trinh & Crnic, 2011). In most situations, this
meaning is, for all practical purposes, close enough to that of a canonical polar question.

(49) đứa con trai nào cũng
every boy

đến
came

à
A

‘every boy came?’ (with rising intonation)

4. Loose Ends and Conclusions

Before concluding, I will discuss two loose ends to which attention was drawn in the
recent round of reviews of this note.

4.1. Other Focus Particles

One issue concerns focus particles other than ‘only,’ specifically ‘also’ and ‘even.’ To
my ear, there is definitely a contrast between (8b)/(43a), reproduced in (50a), which is
severely degraded, and (50b) and (50c), which are slightly degraded.

(50) a. #chỉ
only

Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘{only Nam came, only Nam didn’t come}’
b. ?cả

also
Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘{also Nam came, also Nam didn’t come}’
c. ?kể cả

even
Nam
Nam

có
YES

đến
came

không
no

‘{even Nam came, even Nam didn’t come}’

The theory proposed here predicts the contrast. The context for (50b) would consist of
worlds where Nam came and someone else came (‘yes’) and ones where Nam did not come
and someone else did not come (‘no’). The context for (50c) would consist of worlds where
Nam came even though him having come was unlikely (‘yes’) and ones where Nam did not
come even though him not having come was unlikely (‘no’).10 These contexts correspond
to my intuition about what the answers mean and, as far as I can see, do not conflict with
other grammatical aspects of the questions. However, I admit that (50b) and (50c) are not
perfectly acceptable. At this time, I will have to leave this fact, and other facts, about ‘also’
and ‘even,’ as well as other focus particles, to future work.11

4.2. Other Quantifiers

Questions were also raised in the reviews about determiners such as ‘more than half.’
It turns out that (51) is unacceptable.

(51) #hơn một nửa số
more than half

sinh viên
student

có
YES

đến
came

không
NO

‘{more than half of the students came, more than half of the students did not come}’

The context, given our account, would consist of worlds where more than half of the
students came (‘yes’) and worlds where more than half of the students did not come, i.e.,
where less than half of the students came (‘no’). Crucially, worlds where half of the students
came are excluded. I tentatively propose that this is the reason for the oddness of (51). It
seems that the expression more than X is generally odd if X is excluded as a possibility.
Thus, if we know that Nam is a fastidious person who never loses any of his beautiful
handcrafted wooden chopsticks, it would definitely be weirder to ask him (52b) than to ask
him (52a).12
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(52) Context: The addressee has an even number of chopsticks.

a. Do you have more than 10 chopsticks?
b. #Do you have more than 11 chopsticks?

The reader is invited to verify for herself that this argument applies generally to more than
X and less than X.13 A comprehensive survey of all subject quantifiers in polar questions in
Vietnamese will have to await further research.

4.3. Conclusions

I propose a bi-clausal analysis of polar questions in Vietnamese to explain a set of data
pertaining to such questions. The explanation relies crucially on Partition by Exhaustifi-
cation (PbE), a felicity condition on questions in general. To the extent that my account is
correct, an interesting picture emerges of the difference between English and Vietnamese
with respect to which polar questions are ‘feasible’ in which language. The descriptive
statement ‘question Q can be asked in English but not Vietnamese’ turns out to mean ‘the
syntax of Q in English allows a felicitous meaning, but the syntax of Q in Vietnamese does
not.’ In other words, the two languages differ with respect to the syntactic strategies they
employ to formulate a question, but not with respect to the semantic/pragmatic constraints
on the use of linguistic expressions in general.
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Notes

1 Auxiliary có and main verb có can co-occur: Nam có có sách (Nam YES have book) means ‘Nam does have books.’ Note that what
I call ‘polar question’ in this note might be considered a subkind of polar question by other scholars who would also include
so-called ‘đã-chưa questions’ as polar. A đã-chưa question has the same profile as the polar questions I am describing here, with đã
in place of có and chưa in place of không. I will not discuss đã-chưa questions in this paper.

2 I am describing the standard dialect (Hanoi) of Vietnamese, where Nam có không đến and Nam không có đến are unacceptable. In
some southern dialects, Nam không có đến is acceptable (Duffield, 2007). I have nothing to say about these in this note.

3 The reader may wonder how the intended meaning of the unacceptable questions—(5b), (6b), (8b)—is expressed. I will answer
this question in Section 3.4.

4 Which means that each can be used in the same discourse contexts as the other.
5 I take the meaning of a question to be the set containing its possible answers (Hamblin, 1958). I will discuss this view in more

detail presently.
6 The reader will have noticed that the presupposition of only is here locally accommodated as part of the assertion. Do we still

predict the question to be infelicitous if the presupposition is not locally accommodated? The answer is yes. In that case, the
positive answer presupposes no others came and the negative answer presupposes all others came, which means the question
ends up with a contradictory, hence unsatisfiable, presupposition. Thus, the account I am presenting here can be considered as
the argument that, given PbE, even if the presuppositions of the answers can be locally accommodated, which they can be, the
question is still predicted to be infelicitous.

7 A reviewer asks whether the questions in (27) satisfy PbE. The answer is yes: In each case, the positive and negative answers carve
out two different regions in logical space, and the union of these regions is accommodated as the context. PbE, as it is formulated
in this note, can always be ‘satisfied’ in isolation since context accommodation is available. The question is whether satisfaction of
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PbE, i.e., accommodation of a certain context, leads to violation of some other principles. As far as I can see, that is not the case
for the questions in (27) (assuming that the presuppositions of the answers can be locally accommodated (see note 6)).

8 Note that the quantifier every boy itself moves, leaving a trace of type e.
9 Note that an ‘affirmative sentence’ is one containing matrix verum focus, i.e., one where YES occupies the highest auxiliary

position. Thus, (53a) is not an affirmative sentence, and (53b) is predicted, correctly, to be unacceptable as a polar question.

(53) a. Nam nghĩ Mai có đến
Nam think Mai YES came
‘Nam thinks Mai did come’

b. #Nam nghĩ Mai có đến Q Mai không đến
Nam think Mai YES come Q Mai NO come
‘{Nam thinks Mai did come, Nam thinks Mai did not come}’

More generally, polar questions cannot scope out of embedded positions (modulo parentheticals, which I will not discuss here).
The fact that the derivation of polar questions starts from an affirmative sentence, not from a sentence containing an affirmative
sentence, or a negative sentence, does not follow from other claims in my account and will have to be taken as a primitive for now.
I hope to investigate this point further in future work.

10 Again, I assume that it is possible to locally accommodate the presuppositions of ‘also’ and ‘even’ in polar questions (see note 6).
11 One observation should perhaps be mentioned here: (50c) does not seem to have the ‘negative bias’ reading available for

English (27). My hunch is that this is because there is no Vietnamese counterpart of (27a). Note that Guerzoni’s (2004) explanation
of the ‘negative bias’ reading of (27) depends crucially on both (27a) and (27b) being possible parses of (27).

12 A question then arises with respect to the general acceptability of the English question did more than half of the students come?,
which, hypothetically, partitions the context into worlds where more than half came and worlds where half or less than half
came. Suppose the number of students is even, then there is no problem. However, what if the number is odd? Do we not then
predict that the question should be unacceptable, since the possibility that half came is excluded? My very tentative answer is
that at the level of grammatical analysis where judgments of acceptability are generated, the scale underlying measurement
is dense, even for students, and hence, the possibility that half came is always existent (Fox & Hackl, 2006). Note that given
density, (51) is predicted to be infelicitous independently of the parity of the number of students, as ‘half’ is always available as
a possibility. Note, also, that this line of reasoning might present a conceptual problem: PbE relates questions to contexts, but
density is context-independent. I thank a reviewer for drawing my attention to this important point and will leave an appropriate
calibration of context and grammar regarding this issue to future work.

13 Additionally, to the extent that ‘many’ and ‘few’ can be analyzed as ‘more than half’ and ‘less than half,’ I predict that replacing
hơn một nửa số ‘more than half’ in (51) with nhiều ‘many’ or ít ‘few’ will not improve the sentence. This prediction is borne out
of facts.
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