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A 3D Typology of the EPP
Julianne Doner

1 Introduction

1.1 What is the EPP?

In English, we have to have a subject at the beginning of a sentence. This rule forces
us to put a subject in the specifier of TP, even when we don’t need one for the meaning,
as shown in (1).

(1) a. It’s raining
b. There’s a monster under the bed.

This rule was proposed by Chomsky (1981) and named the Extended Projection Principle
(EPP) by Chomsky (1982) in the transition from phrase structure rules to X-bar rules.
Phrase structure rules could build in the need for a subject, as in (2), but X-bar rules are
category-neutral and therefore cannot build in the need for a subject, as in (3). So the
EPP was needed to explain why we always have a subject.

(2) TP→ NP VP

(3) a. XP→ (Specifier) X’
b. X’→ Adjunct X’ OR X’→ X’ Adjunct
c. X’→ X (Complement)

In modern theories of grammar, we usually assume that the subject is merged as spec-
ifier of the little vP. In English, it moves to the specifier of TP to satisfy the EPP, as shown
in the tree in (4).

(4) TP

subject
T vP

tSUBJ v VP
V object
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1.2 The EPP Across Languages
The properties of the EPP described above result in:
• an SVO word order
• the insertion of an expletive or dummy subject when there is no agent (as in (1)).
But not all languages of the world exhibit these properties!
In a study of over 400 languages, Tomlin (1986) found the proportions of word orders

around the world found in Table 1. How do we generate the word orders where the verb
is not at the beginning? Is there an EPP in those languages?

Number %
SOV 180 44.78
SVO 168 41.79
VSO 37 9.20
VOS 12 2.99
OVS 5 1.24
OSV 0 0.00

Table 1: Distribution of Word Orders (from Tomlin 1986, as cited in Song 2009)
Even in some languages with an SVO order, we don’t always need a subject. For

example, in Portuguese, there is no expletive in the equivalent to the sentence in (1-a), as
shown in (5-b). Even when the subject is not expletive, it can sometimes be silent (5-c)
or can be inverted after the verb (5-d).

(5) a. O
the
João
João

telefonou.
called

‘John called.’ [Portuguese; Barbosa 2011: 556]
b. Chove.
rain-3sg
‘It’s raining.’ [Portuguese; Barbosa 2011: 552]

c. Chegaram.
arrived-3pl
‘They have arrived.’ [Portuguese; Barbosa 2011: 551]

d. Telefonou
called

o
the
João.
João

‘John called.’ [Portuguese; Barbosa 2011: 556]

This causes us to ask the following questions:
• Does the EPP exist in all languages?
• If so, how does it work in languages with different properties? Why does it change?
• If not, why don’t all languages have it?
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1.3 What do I Mean by 3D Typology?
Typological research studies the different types of things that exist. So, in this talk,

I’m going to describe the different types of EPP that exist in the languages of the world.
I’m calling it a 3D typology because I will show that the kinds of EPP vary across three
dimensions:

• Whether a noun or a verb moves.
• Whether a head or a phrase moves.
• Whether the smallest thing possible moves or something bigger.

In this talk, I will begin by describing these three different dimensions. But just be-
cause different things move in different languages doesn’t mean that all these kinds of
movements are doing the same job. So, after that, I will show why I think that all the
different kinds of movements in my typology are EPP movements.

2 Ways the EPP Can Vary
2.1 Verbs and Nouns
Niuean is a language from the Austronesian family that has a verb-initial order. It is

normally VSO but can also appear in VOS order, as shown in (6).

(6) a. Takafaga
hunt

tūmau
always

nī
emp

e
erg

ia
he
e
abs
tau
pl
ika.
fish

‘He is always fishing.’
b. [vP Takafaga

hunt
ika]
fish

tūmau
always

nī
emp

a
abs
ia.
he

‘He is always fishing.’ [Niuean; Massam 2001: 157]

Massam (2001) argues that the VOS order arises because the VP raises to check the EPP,
roughly as in (7). She also argues that the VSO order arises through VP raising, but that
the object moves out of the VP first.

(7) TP

VP
V object T vP

subject v tVP
3
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We already saw that the EPP is checked by the subject NP in English. Davies and
Dubinsky (2001) show that even subjects that don’t look like nouns have properties of
nouns in languages like English and French. For example, if you coordinate subject CPs,
PPs, or AdjPs, you get plural subject agreement on the verb, as shown in (8).

(8) a. [CP[CP That the march should go ahead] and [CP that it should be cancelled] ]
have been argued by the same people at different times.

[McCloskey 1991: 564, as cited in Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 249]
b. [PP [PP Under the bed] and [PP in the fireplace] ] are not the best (combination
of) places to leave your toys.

[Levine 1989: 1015, as cited in Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 249]
c. [AP [AP Very brawny] and [AP very studious] ] are what Cindy aspires to be.

[Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 249]

They can also license plural adverbs, as shown in (9).

(9) a. That he’ll resign and that he’ll stay in office seem at this point equally possi-
ble.

[McCloskey 1991: 564, as cited in Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 250]
b. Under the bed and in the closet equally remind me of that game of hide-and-

seek we played.
[Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 251]

c. Very tall and quaintly studious equally bring to mind my sixth grade science
teacher. [Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 251]

But this is not true in all languages. In Malagasy, another verb-initial Austronesian lan-
guage, two coordinated subject clauses cannot license a plural adverb like samy ‘each,’ as
shown in (10).

(10) *Samy
each

mahasosotra
annoy

an’i
acc

Soa
Soa
[CP [CP fa

comp
nihira
pst.sing

mafy
hard

i
det

Bozy
Bozy

] ary
and
[CP

(fa)
comp

nitabataba
pst.make.noise

i
det

Be
Be
] ].

‘Both that Bozy sang loudly and that Be made a lot of noise annoyed Soa.’
[Malagasy; Davies and Dubinsky 2001: 270]

Davies and Dubinsky (2001) argue that this is because there are two kinds of languages:
• In D-prominent languages, the EPP is checked by nouns. When something other
than a noun is in subject position, it has a silent D that turns it into a noun so that
it can check the EPP.
• In V-prominent languages, the EPP is checked by verbs. There is no need for sub-
jects that are not nouns to have a silent D.
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2.2 Heads and Phrases

Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou (1998) argue that the EPP is checked by phrases in
some languages (like English), but by heads in other languages (like Greek). In an X-bar
tree like (11), a head is the X (written here as X◦), and the phrase is the XP.

(11) XP
YP X’

ZP X’
X◦ WP

The head-EPP that Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou (1998) argue for has two main pieces:
rich agreement and V-to-T movement. I will show how Greek has these two ingredients,
and then show how they fit together to make a head-EPP

Rich agreement is when the verb takes a different form for every person-number
combination, as shown in Table 2. Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou (1998) propose that
these rich agreement markers have the properties of pronouns. Further evidence for this
comes from the fact that Greek is a pro-drop language, which means that it can have a
silent subject, like Portuguese in (5).

Present Past
1sg écho eícha
2sg écheis eíches
3sg échei eíche
1pl échoume eíchame
2pl échete eíchate
3pl échoun(e) eíchan(e)

Table 2: Conjugation of the verb ‘to have’ in Greek (from Holton et al. 1997)

V-to-T raising means that the verb raised into the T position. We can tell that the
verb raises because it comes before adverbs like ktes ‘yesterday’ in (12).

(12) an
if
pandreftike
married

ktes
yesterday

i Maria
Mary

ton Petro.
Peter

‘...if yesterday Mary married Peter.’
[Greek; Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou 1998: 498]

This makes the structure in (13).
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(13) TP

T + V
pandreftike

vP

AdvP
ktes

vP

NPsubject
i Maria

v VP
tV NPobject

ton Petro

Basically, Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou (1998) argue that the EPP in Greek is
checked through head-movement of the verb, by the rich agreement features (which is
like a pronoun). So the EPP is satisfied by a noun through head movement.

2.3 Pied-Piping

Pied-piping refers to moving something bigger than you actually need. For example,
wh-movement normally only moves the wh-word, as shown in (14-a). But sometimes
you can move a whole phrase that includes the wh-word. In (14-b), the wh-word is the
determiner, but the whole NP moves. In (14-c), the entire PP that contains the wh-word
moves.

(14) a. What did Sophie eat twh?
b. Whose books did Jerry lose twhose books?
c. In which box did you hide the present tin which box?

Richards and Biberauer (2005) argue that there is no reason why the EPP should not
also allow pied-piping, and that this occurs in many languages in the Germanic family.
For example, in Modern Spoken Afrikaans, there are two possible word orders for a

sentence with an auxiliary, as shown in (15).

(15) a. Ek
I
weet
know

dat
that

sy
she

het
has
dikwels
often

Chopin
Chopin

gespeel.
played

‘I know that she often played Chopin.’
b. Ek

I
weet
know

dat
that

sy
she
dikwels
often

Chopin
Chopin

gespeel
played

het.
has

‘I know that she often played Chopin.’ [Afrikaans; Biberauer 2010: 171]
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Richards and Biberauer (2005) argue that this is the result of pied-piping. In (15-a), only
the subject NP moves, like in English. This is shown in the tree in (16-a). But in (15-b),
the entire vP is pied-piped, as shown in (16-b), resulting in a different word order.

(16) a. CP

C
dat

TP

NP
sy T

het
vP

tNP
v VP

AdvP
dikwels

VP

NP
Chopin

V
gespeel

b. CP

C
dat

TP

vP

NP
sy v VP

AdvP
dikwels

VP

NP
Chopin

V
gespeel

T
het

tvP

Richards and Biberauer (2005) argue for two different kinds of pied-piping. In Afrikaans,
the entire vP is pied-piped in order to get at the NP subject in the specifier of little v. We
can tell because sometimes there is an expletive there, as shown in (17).
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(17) ... dat
that

[vP daar
expl

gister
yesterday

’n
a
skip
ship

gesink
sunk

] het.
has

‘...that a ship sank yesterday.’ [Afrikaans; Richards and Biberauer 2005: 142]

But in German, there are no expletives. Instead, there is rich agreement. Richards and
Biberauer (2005) propose that, in German, the entire vP is pied-piped in order to get at
the rich agreement on the verb.

3 Let’s Put It Together
So far, we have talked about five kinds of EPP. We could think of them organized like

in Table 3. But this means that there are some kinds that we predict exist but we haven’t
found yet! For each gap, we should try to:

• Find a language that fills the gap.
• Or explain why the gap is empty.

Pied-Piping No Pied-Piping
Noun-EPP X◦-EPP German Greek

XP-EPP Afrikaans English
Verb-EPP X◦-EPP ? ?

XP-EPP ? Niuean
Table 3: A 3D Typology of the EPP (First Attempt)

3.1 Filling the First Gap: Irish

First, let’s look for a language with an EPP checked by head movement of a verb. I
will argue that Irish is such a language.
Irish is a VSO language, as shown in (18). McCloskey (1996) argues that the verb

undergoes V-to-T raising.

(18) Leanann
follow.pres

an
the
t-ainmní
subject

an
the
briathar
verb

i
in
nGaeilge
Irish

‘The subject follows the verb in Irish.’ [Irish; Harley and Carnie 1997: 72]

8



November 26, 2018 Linguistics Brown Bag Speaker Series, UTM

Past Habitual Past Future Present Habitual
1sg -nn -s -d -m
2sg -á -s -r -r
3sg
1pl -mís(t) -mair -m -míd
2pl -bhair
3pl dís(t) -dar -d -d
Table 4: Agreement Markers in Irish (from Ó Siadhail 1989)

Irish cannot have a Greek-like EPP, checked by agreement features on V, because Irish
does not have rich enough inflection, as shown in Table 4.
So, the Irish EPP is perhaps checked by verb-raising. It is checked by the verb itself,

not by the agreement. But does it have pied-piping?
There is a construction in Irish which appears to have pied-piping. Carnie (1995)

shows that complex nominal predicates raise in their entirety, as shown in (19).

(19) a. Is
cop

[ amhrán
song

aL
comp

bhuailfidh
play.fut

an
the
píobaire
bagpiper

] “Yellow
“Yellow

Submarine.”
Submarine”

“‘Yellow Submarine” is a song which the bagpiper is going to play.’
b. Is

cop
[ dochtúir
doctor

capall
horses.gen

] é.
him

‘He is a doctor of horses.’ [Irish; Carnie 1995: 183]

Here it is an entire phrase that moves, not just a head. So we can tell that there is pied-
piping at least some of the time in Irish. So we can fill in the first gap!

3.2 Explaining the Second Gap

Now let’s think about what a language with phrasal verb-EPP with pied-piping would
like. Remember that Niuean would be our minimal pair to this language, without pied-
piping, and we decided it looked like (20).

(20) TP

VP
V object T vP

subject v tVP
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Is there a bigger piece we could move? Yes! The vP!
Except I made this tree a little bit simpler than what’s actually going on in Niuean...

There is reason to think that the subject has moved out of the vP. If the subject is not
there anymore, how can you tell the difference between moving the vP and moving the
VP?
You can’t! I think this gap exists because there is no way to distinguish between

VP-EPP with and without pied-piping.

3.3 A Typology

So let’s go back to our chart again, with our gaps filled in. I put Inuktitut in our third
gap, but we don’t have time to talk about it.

Pied-Piping No Pied-Piping
Noun-EPP X◦-EPP German Greek

XP-EPP Afrikaans English
Verb-EPP X◦-EPP Irish Inuktitut

XP-EPP n/a Niuean
Table 5: A 3D Typology of the EPP

3.4 Are All These Things Really the Same?

I showed that the kinds of EPP vary across three dimensions:

• Whether a noun or a verb moves.
• Whether a head or a phrase moves.
• Whether the smallest thing possible moves or something bigger.

But why do I think all of these very different movement operations are the EPP? Why
do I think they are all different kinds of the same thing?
It is because they are in complementary distribution. It seems like every clause

has exactly one of these movements. Sometimes, there are even alternations between
different kinds of EPP.
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Do we have alternations along each dimension?
• Nouns vs. verbs: Roots in Inuktitut
• Heads vs. phrases: Pronouns in Italian
• Pied-piping: We already saw that Afrikaans has a pied-piping alternation.
Let’s look at pronouns in Italian. Italian behaves a lot like Greek. It has rich agreement,

and pronouns can usually be dropped.
But in just one context, a pronoun is required. Cardinaletti (2004) points out that in

the present subjunctive, the second person singular subjunctive pronoun is obligatory,
even if it is recoverable from context.

(21) Spero
hope.1sg.pres

che
that

*(tu)
2sg

vinca.
win.pres.sbj.sg

‘I hope that you win.’ [Italian; M. Ippolito, p.c.]

Because of historical sound changes in Italian, all three singular forms of the subjunctive
have the same inflection. There is no longer rich agreement in the present subjunctive
singular forms in Italian. The verb no longer acts as if it includes a pronoun. In just this
one context, a separate pronoun is needed.

4 Recap
• The EPP was developed to explain why there are subjects in English.
• Not all languages look like they have the EPP, because they don’t have an SVO order
or expletives.
• Such languages just have a different kind of EPP.
• The EPP can vary in three ways

– Whether a noun or a verb moves.
– Whether a head or a phrase moves.
– Whether something is pied-piped.

• We can describe the different kinds of EPP with a typology like in Table 5.
• We can tell these are all different kinds of the same operation because they are in
complementary distibution.

Glossing Abbreviations. 1,2,3=first, second, third person; abs=absolutive case; acc=accusative
case; comp=complementizer; cop=copula; emp=emphatic; erg=ergative case; expl=expletive;
fut=future; gen=genitive case; pl=plural; pres=present; pst=past; sbj=subjunctive
mood; sg=singular.
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