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1. Introduction

Abstract

The Transitive Expletive Construction (TEC) has been a central topic in generative
syntax, bearing directly on the Extended Projection Principle, Case theory, and verb
movement. This paper reviews the major advances in TEC research since 2015,
with a focus on empirical discoveries, theoretical innovations, and methodological
developments. Recent work has substantially expanded the empirical landscape:
Swedish is now shown to have had TEC throughout its history, challenging the
traditional Insular-Mainland Germanic divide; historical corpus studies on Ice-
landic have traced the millennium-long evolution of expletives and overturned the
standard narrative of their diachronic development; and detailed investigation of
Middle English has revealed that its putative TEC is essentially an “illusion” lack-
ing the structural space for a genuine Germanic-type construction. On the theoreti-
cal front, the semantic content of German es has been reassessed as a weak demon-
strative, and a novel adverbial expletive so has been identified, both prompting a
fundamental rethinking of the “meaningless expletive” assumption. Meanwhile, la-
beling algorithms, Cartography, and large-scale historical corpora have provided
new analytical tools. The review concludes by identifying emerging trends and fu-
ture directions, including broader cross-linguistic comparison, integration of syntax
with semantics and discourse, and further application of experimental and corpus
methods.
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The Transitive Expletive Construction (TEC) has long served as a crucial testing ground for syntactic theory within
the generative tradition. The central questions it raises—why an expletive must appear, and why the logical subject
is postponed—directly bear on fundamental issues such as the Extended Projection Principle (EPP), Case theory, and
verb movement. In recent years, thanks to the in-depth exploitation of historical corpora, the introduction of Cartog-
raphy and labeling algorithms, and a renewed focus on the semantic-pragmatic interface, TEC research has made
remarkable progress in both empirical discovery and theoretical explanation. This paper aims to survey the important
new literature since 2015, presenting the core contributions of each line of research by theme, and concluding with
an overview of the overall developmental trends.

2. The Discovery of Swedish TEC: Breaking the Insular-Mainland Dichotomy

The traditional view has long held that TEC is an exclusive feature of “Insular Germanic” languages (Icelandic,
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Faroese), while “Mainland Germanic” languages (Swedish, Norwegian, Danish) completely reject this construction.
But—thanks to a careful examination of both past and modern Swedish corpora—Hékansson has radically changed
this assumption (Hékansson, 2017). His work demonstrates that Swedish has used TEC throughout all its historical
phases, and that such constructions are not wholly absent from today’s Swedish language. Even more importantly,
the logical subject in Swedish TEC may be definite, in striking contrast to Icelandic TEC, where the logical subject
tends to be governed by a Definiteness Effect.

The finding here presents a clear challenge to current theories. Hakansson therefore offers an alternative explana-
tion: for TEC the licensing condition is not determined by mere presence or lack of V to I movement, but by the
possibility of merging the expletive into a location above the normal subject position—in V2 languages, this amounts
to a requirement that the expletive be able to merge into Spec, CP. Such an approach moves away from the morpho-
syntactic character of the inflectional layer (IP) to the structural licensing of the complementiser layer (CP), and
opens fresh perspectives for cross-linguistic comparison.

3. New Developments in German TEC: A Semantic Reassessment of the Expletive and a Novel
Adverbial Expletive

The standard analysis of German es is commonly taken to be purely syntactic—i.e., an expletive—capable only of
satisfying the EPP and not of conveying meaning. Yet a paper published in 2024 in the Journal of Comparative
Germanic Linguistics challenges this basic assumption quite strongly. It claims that es is not empty semantically but
functions as a weak demonstrative which binds a situation argument. With this analysis, the old need for an EPP is
entirely removed; the rule “every predicate requires a contentful subject argument” is restored. The study also takes
pains to separate two syntactically distinct forms of es, and explains at length the alternation—obligatory or op-
tional—of es in particular contexts.

Catasso (forthcoming) now applies the idea of expletives not only to subject positions but also to the adverbial
class. He claims that the multivalent German form so (‘thus’) may, given some conditions, qualify as an adverbial
expletive in this sense.

4. Historical Syntactic Studies of Icelandic TEC: Millennial Evolution Based on Large Corpora

Icelandic, as the canonical language for TEC research, has received concentrated attention in recent years regarding
its historical evolution. Using the Icelandic Parsed Historical Corpus (IcePaHC), Booth systematically assessed the
use of expletives over nearly a millennium (1150-2008) and achieved several breakthrough findings (Booth, 2020).
First, expletives already existed in impersonal constructions in Old Icelandic, overturning the earlier view that they
appeared relatively late. Second, historically, par (‘there’) was used as an expletive in presentational constructions, a
usage later fully replaced by pad. Third, postfinite expletives were indeed used in historical texts, challenging the
“standard narrative” of the diachronic evolution of Germanic expletives—namely, that subject expletives evolve from
prefield expletives.

A 2018 doctoral dissertation further systematically examines the complete evolutionary trajectory of pad from the
earliest texts to the present. Its main arguments include: in the earliest Icelandic period (1150-1350), pad functioned
primarily as a topic-position placeholder, but only in specific contexts; from 1750 to the present, Icelandic underwent
three syntactic changes that collectively reflect an overall trend—the full establishment of pad as a topic-position
placeholder; in this process, pad gradually replaced the earlier expletive par in presentational constructions (Booth,
2025). Most importantly, the Icelandic evolutionary path runs exactly opposite to the “standard narrative” of Ger-
manic expletive evolution—Icelandic developed from a topic-position placeholder to a subject expletive, rather than
the reverse. This finding provides a new reference point for studies of grammaticalisation in historical syntax.

5. The TEC Problem in the History of English: An “Illusion” of Structural Space

Whether English ever had TEC has long been a contentious issue in historical syntax. Cowper et al, in a paper pub-
lished in the Journal of Comparative Germanic Linguistics, provide an important clarification of this debate (Cowper,
Bjorkman, Hall, Tollan, and Banerjee, 2019). Based on the Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle English, they
screened over 6,000 sentences containing there from 1125 to 1913 and identified 74 constructions that had been
considered potentially TEC-like, subjecting them to detailed syntactic analysis. They found that 67 of these simulta-
neously contain a modal verb and clausal negation, thereby licensing a negative associate—a feature markedly
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different from typical TEC in other Germanic languages. The construction occurs only between 1390 and 1600, with
a strict temporal limitation.

The authors argue that the availability of this construction results from a transient convergence of three syntactic
properties: (i) modals were still main verbs merged within vP, but took reduced complements; (ii) English still had
negative concord; and (iii) Voice and Viewpoint Aspect shared a single syntactic projection. These three factors
provided a non-thematic subject position in [Spec,vP] for them to merge into (Haegeman et al, 2021). Based on this
analysis, the authors reach the core conclusion that the monoclausal spine of English never had the structural space
to accommodate a genuine Germanic-type TEC at any historical period—hence, the so-called TEC in Middle English
is essentially an “illusion.” This conclusion offers important historical evidence for understanding the syntactic ty-
pological differences between English and other Germanic languages (Ful3 et al, 2023).

6. Theoretical and Methodological Updates: Labeling Algorithms, Cartography, and Corpus
Methods

On the theoretical tool front, Honda (2017-2018), drawing on the Cartography of Nawata and the labeling algorithms
of Chomsky, provides a novel explanation for the appearance and disappearance of TEC in the history of English
(Nawata, 2016; Chomsky, 2013). His core argument is that the loss of the plural verb inflection -en in the late 14th
century caused Fin to acquire an obligatory EPP feature and T to acquire an optional EPP feature, thereby giving rise
to TEC and unergative expletive constructions; the (un)acceptability of TEC is attributed to the (im)possibility of
labelling, rather than to the nominative Case checking problems proposed by earlier researchers.

The disappearance of TEC during the 16th century is taken to be due to a loss of T to Fin movement and of V2
word order. Such an interpretation joins historical morphology with theoretical syntax (in a broad sense) and shows
how recent Minimalist methods may be fruitfully applied to diachronic questions (Hinterholzl, 2024).

Corpus methods are now being applied more frequently in TEC research. With the advent of large-scale historical
corpora—such as [cePaHC (Icelandic) or PPCME (Middle English)—it is possible to perform quantitative studies of
the occurrence, distributional development, and context of expletives (including their frequencies), which helps to
circumvent the diachronic limits of standard introspective methods. As well, Light treats expletives of various types
in West Germanic languages from a dual diachronic—synchronic viewpoint and gives textual confirmation of SpecTP
usage throughout German history (Light, 2015).

7. Summary of Research Trends

If we now consider the above-mentioned literature, TEC work from 2015 shows a number of definite trends. Empir-
ically speaking, Swedish TEC seems to undercut the crude division of Germanic languages into Insular and Mainland
types, and thus requires a new look at the conditions of TEC licensing. On the theoretical level, the semantics of
German es and the adverbial treatment of so (as expletives) are being reconsidered.

The two approaches now jointly encourage a thorough rethinking of the conventional idea that expletives are
meaningless; at the same time, the employment of labeling algorithms and of Cartography gives rise to more exact
formal methods for the syntactic analysis of TEC. From a methodological standpoint, the full-scale study of long
historical corpora has led—significantly—to an improved account of the past development of TEC, with Iceland’s
millennium-long history and the “illusion” debate in English being helped by such evidence.

If we look ahead, TEC research is expected to go on deepening in three main directions: first, broadening the
comparative scope—whether to additional Germanic languages or to whole language families—to check how well
current theories apply across languages; second, bringing together syntax, semantics, and pragmatics (in particular
the part played by expletives in discourse) in an integrated fashion; and third, applying experimental syntax or com-
putational methods to obtain firmer empirical foundations for theoretical ideas. One may safely predict that the clas-
sical subject of TEC will not lose its academic vitality but will flourish anew through theory and observation.
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