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On the Position “Int(errogative)” in the Left Periphery of the Clause.

0. Introduction.

Recent research on the nature of structural configurations has shown that the complementizer system is to be conceived of as a structural zone consisting of distinct functional heads and their projections, much as the IP system and the DP system. The analysis proposed in Rizzi(1997) postulates a fixed component, involving the heads specifying Force and Finiteness, and an accessory component involving the heads of Topic and Focus, which are activated when  needed, i.e. when there is a topic or focus constituent to be accommodated in the left periphery of the clause. In this paper, I would like to investigate more closely the position occupied by the interrogative complementizer se (“if”) occurring in embedded questions in Italian, and show that it occupies a position distinct from and lower than the position of the declarative complementizer che (“that”). I will then suggest that the projection headed by such an interrogative head is presumably one that may host the Wh element perché (“why”) and other sentence adverbials in main and embedded interrogative clauses, an assumption which helps explain certain peculiarities of such elements in Italian and other Romance languages.

1. The Left Periphery of the Clause.

The primary role of the complementizer system is the expression of Force (distinguishing various clause types: declarative, interrogative, exclamative, relative, comparative, different types of adverbial clauses, etc.) and Finiteness (the specification distinguishing at least between finite and non finite clauses). We may think of Force and Finiteness as two distinct heads closing off the complementizer system upward and downward, respectively (and perhaps coalescing into a single head in the simple cases). The need for two distinct positions becomes apparent when the Topic/Focus field is activated. Consider for instance the following paradigm (adapted from Rizzi 1997), involving a Topic and complementizers che (“that”) and di (“of”), which occur in Italian finite and infinitive declaratives, respectively:

(1)a   Maria crede che potrà leggere il tuo libro

          ‘Maria believes that (she) will be able to read your book’

    b   Maria crede di poter leggere il tuo libro

          ‘Maria believes of to be able to read your book’

(2)a * Maria crede, il tuo libro, che lo potrà leggere

           ‘Maria believes, your book, that (she) will be able to read it’

     b   Maria crede che, il tuo libro, lo potrà leggere

           ‘Maria believes that, your book, she will be able to read it’

(3)a   Maria crede, il tuo libro, di poterlo leggere

          ‘Maria believes, your book, of to be able to read it’

     b * Maria crede di, il tuo libro, poterlo leggere

           ‘Maria believes of, your book, to be able to read it’

I will assume, on the basis of the evidence presented in  Kayne(1983),  Rizzi (1982), that di  is the infinitival complementizer. Given the single layer approach to the C system, che and di then  occupy the same position, and  indeed this is the traditional assumption. On the other hand, the multiple layer approach opens up the possibility that che and di, while both being elements of the C system, occupy distinct positions. This possibility  is straightforwardly supported by the ordering of the two elements with respect to other structural positions:   che must precede the topic phrase in the Clitic Left Dislocation Construction (Cinque 1990), as in (2), whereas di must follow the topic, as in (3). This and other analogous types of evidence  lead to the conclusion that che occupies the highest C position, Force, while di occupies the lowest position, Finiteness. On the basis of similar kinds of positional evidence, Rizzi (1997) arrives at the conclusion that the C system has the following structure:

(4)         FORCE      (TOP*)    FOC     (TOP*)     FIN     IP 

The different kinds of positions are overtly manifested in sentences like the following:

(5) Credo  che      ieri,  QUESTO, a Gianni, i tuoi amici avrebbero dovuto dirgli

                 FORCE   TOP     FOC        TOP

‘I believe that yesterday, THIS, to Gianni, your friends should have said to him

More precisely, che expresses the FORCE head, ieri and a Gianni fill Spec positions of two TOP heads, QUESTO fills the Spec position of the FOC head, while the FIN layer is not overtly realized in this kind of sentence.

2. The position of se.

Embedded yes/no questions are introduced by se (“if”) in Italian. This element has certain positional properties in common with declarative che. For instance both are compatible with a focussed phrase which must follow them (in Italian the left peripheral focus position is restricted to contrastive focus, so that in the relevant examples we will always overtly express a contrast; the focussed phrase is capitalized):

(6)a   Credo che QUESTO avreste dovuto dirgli (non qualcos’altro) 

          ‘I believe that THIS you should have said to him, not something else’

     b * Credo QUESTO che avreste dovuto dirgli (non qualcos’altro) 

           ‘I believe THIS that you should have said to him, not something else’

(7)a   Mi domando se QUESTO gli volessero dire (non qualcos’altro) 

          ‘I wonder if THIS they wanted to say to him, not something else’

    b  * Mi domando QUESTO se gli volessero dire (non qualcos’altro) 

           ‘I wonder THIS if they wanted to say to him, not something else’

On the other hand, se can be preceded and followed by a topic, while che can only be followed by a topic, as we have seen:

(8)a Credo che a Gianni, avrebbero dovuto dirgli la verità 

       ‘I believe that to Gianni, they should have said the truth to him’

     b * Credo, a Gianni, che avrebbero dovuto dirgli la verità

           ‘I believe, to Gianni, that they should have said the truth to him’

(9)a Non so se, a Gianni, avrebbero potuto dirgli la verità

        ‘I don’t know if to Gianni, they could have said the truth’

     b Non so, a Gianni, se avrebbero potuto dirgli la verità 

       ‘I don’t know, to Gianni, if they could have said the truth’

     c Mi domando se questi problemi, potremo mai affrontarli

        ‘I wonder if these problems, we will ever be able to address them’

     d Mi domando, questi problemi, se potremo mai affrontarli

        ‘I wonder, these problems, if we will ever be able to address them’

This suggests that se occupies a position distinct from, and lower than, the one occupied by che, a position which is necessarily higher than FOC, but can be preceded by a topic. So, if che expresses FORCE, we should postulate a distinct position, call it  INT(errogative) for se, to be inserted in the sequence of positions (7) in the following way (see Aboh (1998) for independent evidence in favor of an interrogative position distinct from the landing site of Wh movement in Gungbe):

(10)    FORCE    (TOP*)   INT   (TOP*)   FOC   (TOP*)   FIN  IP

A question that arises at this point, given the distinct positional properties of che and se, is whether we should now understand Force in (10) as specialized for declarative force, with interrogative force expressed by the lower INT position. There are reasons to reject this option. First of all, the presence of a topic to the left of INT in examples like (9)b shows that additional clausal structure is involved above INT, minimally a Topic Phrase hosting the topic in its specifier (see Rizzi (1997) for detailed evidence against an adjunction approach to topic-comment configurations); moreover, it is implausible that the proposition may be closed upward by a Topic Phrase because of  selectional reasons: the main verb selects for an indirect question, not for a clause with a topic. So, there must be a (phonetically null) Force head whose  projection closes the structure upward in  (9)b, thus locally meeting the selectional  requirement of the higher verb. A second reason for  postulating a Force position higher than INT in yes/no questions is that in a closely related language, Spanish, some embedded questions overtly express the force head in cooccurrence with INT by  allowing  the que si (“that if”) sequence in this fixed order (examples from Plann (1982:300), Suner (1994:349)):

(11)a   Maria decia / preguntaba que si no debiéramos dejarlas en paz

            ‘Maria was saying /asking that if we shouldn’t leave them in peace’

       b    Me preguntaron (que) si  tus amigos ya te visitaron en Granada

              ‘They asked me that if your friends had already visited you in Granada’

In such cases, it is transparent that two distinct positions are involved. See McCloskey (1992) for an analysis of the fine semantic properties of the subclass of indirect questions allowing the cooccurence of que and si or a wh element. (The other subclass of indirect questions selected by such verbs as “find out”, “discover”, etc., not allowing initial que, nor an initial topic, may perhaps be analyzed as not involving the Force layer at all, a direct translation into our system of McCloskey’s CP recursion analysis). Languages like Dutch permit the sequence in the opposite order of dat (“if that”). Presumably here “that” expresses a position different from and lower than Force, as in the many Romance and Germanic varieties allowing for the sequence Wh that.  

Going back to the expression of (10) in Italian, the three topic positions following FORCE, INT and FOC, respectively, can be simultaneously realized in examples like the following, which sounds somewhat cumbersome but not grammatically degraded:

(12) Mi domando, a Gianni, se, ieri, QUESTO, alla fine della riunione, avremmo

          potuto dirgli (non qualcos’altro) 

          ‘I wonder, to Gianni, if, yesterday, THIS, at the end of the meeting, we could      

            have said to him (not something else)’

The structural layer whose head is se is clearly distinct from the position occupied by the wh elements in main question: we have seen that se can cooccur with a lower focus (as in (7)a), whereas wh elements in main questions cannot cooccur with a focus, in either order:

(13)a  * A chi QUESTO hanno detto (non qualcos’altro)?

              ‘To whom THIS they said (not something else)?

       b * QUESTO a chi hanno detto  (non qualcos’altro)?

              ‘THIS to whom  they said (not something else)?’

       c * A GIANNI che cosa hanno detto (non a Piero)?

              ‘TO GIANNI what they said (not to Piero)?

       d * Che cosa A GIANNI hanno detto (non a Piero)?

              ‘What TO GIANNI they have said (not to Piero)?

This incompatibility is interpreted in Rizzi (1997) as showing that wh elements in main questions move to the specifier of the FOC head, therefore they compete with focussed constituents for this position. Clearly, (7) shows that se occupies a position higher than FOC.

What about Wh elements in embedded clauses? The absolute incompatibility with focus by and large disappears, even though the judgments become somewhat murky and graded:

(14)a   *? Mi domando a chi QUESTO abbiano detto (non qualcos’altro)

                ‘I wonder to whom THIS they have said (not somethin else)’

      b    *? Mi domando QUESTO a chi abbiano detto (non qualcos’altro)

                 ‘I wonder THIS to whom they have said (not something else)

      c         Mi domando A GIANNI che cosa abbiano detto (non a Piero)

                 ‘I wonder TO GIANNI what they have said (not to Piero)

      d    *? Mi domando che cosa A GIANNI abbiano detto (non a Piero)

                 ‘I wonder what TO GIANNI they have said (not to Piero)

When the focalized constituent is the direct object and the wh element is a PP, both orders appear to be degraded (as in (14)ab), whereas when the wh element is the direct object and the focalized  constituent a PP, the order FOC Wh is significantly more acceptable (as in (14)c). The possible cooccurrence shown by (14)c clearly suggests that wh elements in embedded questions are not forced to move to the Spec of FOC, contrary to main questions; therefore, there must be a position lower than FOC available to wh elements in embedded questions. If this position is necessarily lower than FOC, we expect both (14)a and (14)d to be excluded, as they express the wrong order. What remains to be explained is why (14)b, but not (14)c, is well-formed.  The contrast between (14)b-c is reminiscent of the crossing constraint (Pesetsky (1982) and references cited there): the two A’ dependencies are crossed in b and nested in c. Whether or not the crossing explanation is correct, and whatever the exact nature of the position filled by the wh element in (14)c, the well-formedness of this example with this particular order shows that the position occupied by se is distinct from, and higher than, the position occupied by wh elements in embedded questions like (14)c (compare this example with (7)b).

As the position occupied by se is higher than the position occupied by FOC (see (7)), and the FOC position is higher than the position occupied by Wh in embedded questions (14)c, we conclude, by transitivity, that the position of se is higher than the position of embedded Wh elements. So, whatever the exact position of the latter (noted here as Wh), we have the following ordering in embedded clauses:

(15)   … Force… INT … FOC … Wh …      (embedded clauses)

3. The Position of Perché.

What about the position INT in main clauses? As main yes/no questions are not introduced by any special morphological marker in Italian, we do not have direct evidence on the presence and position of INT in main questions. Nevertheless, there are good reasons for concluding that a small class of Wh elements fills a higher position than ordinary wh elements, and it is tempting to conjecture that this position is INT. Let us consider the relevant evidence.

Wh elements corresponding to arguments or lower adverbials require inversion in Italian main interrogatives, as is shown by the fact that the subject cannot intervene between the Wh operator and the inflected verb:

(16)a * Che cosa Gianni ha fatto?

             ‘What Gianni did?’

      a’    Che cosa ha fatto Gianni?

             ‘What did Gianni?’

       b * Dove Gianni è andato?

             ‘Where Gianni went?

       b’ Dove è andato Gianni?

            ‘Where went Gianni?’

       c  * Come Gianni è partito?

              ‘How Gianni left?

       c’   Come è partito Gianni?

               ‘How left Gianni?’

This may be due to the Wh Criterion (Rizzi 1996): the inflectional node carrying the feature Wh must move to the C system in interrogatives to create the required Spec-Head configuration with the Wh operator, and as the word order shows, this operation has not taken place in (16)abc. I to C movement has applied in (16)a’b’c’, which then satisfy the Wh Criterion (the subject appears in final position in these examples, and not in between the Aux and the past participle possibly for case theoretic reasons, along the lines of Rizzi & Roberts (1989)).

The necessity of I to C movement in these cases is also illustrated by the distribution of certain adverbs: short adverbs like già, ancora, solo, typically occur in between the auxiliary and the past participle, but may also occur, at least in some varieties, immediately to the left of the auxiliary (or other inflected verbs):

(17)a    I tuoi amici hanno già fatto il lavoro

            ‘Your friends have already done the work’

       b   I tuoi amici già hanno fatto il lavoro

            ‘Your friends already have done the work’

(18)a   Che cosa hanno già fatto?

            ‘What have (they) already done?

       b * Che cosa già hanno fatto?

             ‘What already (they) have done?’

(19)a   Voi siete già andati a Milano

            ‘You have already gone to Milan’

      b   Voi già siete andati a Milano

            ‘You already have gone to Milan’

(20)a   Dove siete già andati?

           ‘Where have (you) already gone?

       b  * Dove già siete andati?

               ‘Where already (you) have gone?’

Evidently, the richly articulated structure of the IP (Cinque 1998) specifies a position for such adverbs in between the subject and the inflected verb in cases like (17)b, (19)b. But in questions like (18), (20) the inflected verb must move to C to satisfy the Wh Criterion, thus bypassing this high adverbial position; whence the ill-formedness of (18)b, (20)b.

A number of alternatives to the analysis involving the Wh Criterion and I to C movement have been explored in the literature. The evidence based on adverbial distribution (18)-(20) is important because it suggests  that the facts of (16) should not be  uniquely attributed to some peculiarity of the preverbal subject position, as some alternative analyses propose.  I will not discuss these issues here;  what is relevant in the context of the present discussion is that some Wh operators behave differently from ordinary operators like those in (16), (18), (20). Perché (why) and other higher adverbials, like the near synonym come mai (how come), do not require inversion:

(21)a   Perché Gianni è venuto?

            ‘Why Gianni has left?’

      b  Come mai Gianni è partito?

           ‘How come Gianni has left?’

They are also consistent with short adverbials preceding the inflected verb:

(22)a   Perché (i tuoi amici) già hanno finito il lavoro?

            ‘Why (your friends) already have finished the work?’

       b  Come mai (voi) già siete tornati a Milano?

            ‘How come (you) already have come back to Milan?’

Clearly, these elements do not require I to C movement. Why is it so? Suppose that perché, come mai, may occupy the specifier position of INT in Italian. This is not implausible: the Spec of INT is presumably filled by a null operator in main and embedded yes/no questions, so it may be specialized for other operator-like elements which can be base generated there. Perhaps, INT selects in its Spec clausal operators, which are first merged there, in the sense of Chomsky (1998). If INT is intrinsically endowed with the feature Wh, no inversion is needed in cases like (17). Wh arguments and lower adverbials such as those in (16), contrary to higher sentence adverbials cannot be first merged in the Spec of  INT because of their selectional and interpretive requirements, demanding first merge in some lower, IP-internal position;  so , they can only meet the Wh Criterion by being moved to a suitable landing site in the left periphery (the specifier of the FOC position in main clauses, or the lower position involved in embedded clauses like  (14)c, whatever its label) and by triggering inversion.

Clear independent evidence that perché, come mai  fill a position distinct from and higher than the position of ordinary Wh elements in main clauses is that they can cooccur with focus:

(23)a Perché QUESTO avremmo dovuto  dirgli, non qualcos’altro?

         ‘Why THIS we should have said to him, not something else?’

       b  Come mai IL MIO LIBRO gli ha dato, non il tuo?

            ‘How come MY BOOK you gave to him, not yours?’

The order is fixed: the focussed element cannot precede perché and come mai, on a par with se (see (7)):

(24)a * QUESTO perché avremmo dovuto dirgli, non qualcos’altro?

             ‘THIS why we should have said to him, not something else?’

       b * IL MIO LIBRO come mai gli hai dato, non il tuo?

             ‘MY BOOK how come you gave to him, not yours?

Remember that ordinary  wh elements are incompatible with a focussed element in main questions (see (13)), a property that we have interpreted as showing that ordinary wh elements move to the specifier of FOC in main questions, thus competing with focussed elements. So, (23)-(24) and the contrast with (13) are directly accounted for if perché is first merged in the Spec of INT, while other Wh elements are moved from their first merge position to the Spec of FOC, lower than INT.

We have seen that in embedded clauses Wh elements do not have to move to the Spec of FOC, and they are consistent with a preceding focussed element (see the contrast (13)-(14)). No such main/embedded asymmetry is found concerning perché and similar elements: they are consistent with a following focus in both main and embedded clauses:

(25)a Mi domando perché QUESTO avremmo dovuto  dirgli, non qualcos’altro

         ‘I wonder why THIS we should have said to him, not something else’

       b  Non so come mai IL MIO LIBRO gli ha dato, non il tuo

           ‘I don’t know how come MY BOOK you gave to him, not yours’

These special distributional properties follow from the assumption that in both main and embedded questions special adverbial wh operators like perché can be base generated (first merged) in the Spec of INT in (10), a head endowed with the wh feature (hence no inversion is needed) and inherently selecting a clausal interrogative operator (hence unable to function as the landing site of movement, and uniquely  consistent with elements that are base-generated there).

As is expected, both topic positions higher and lower than INT can be filled, thus surrounding perché (the topics are expressed here by the Clitic Left Dislocation construction, as in previous cases):

(26)   Il mio libro, perché, a Gianni, non glielo avete ancora dato?

          ‘My book, why, to Gianni, you still haven’t given it to him?’

It is well-known that perché can also be construed with an embedded clause in cases like the following:

(27) Perché ha detto che si dimetterà?

‘Why did he say that he will resign?’

This sentence is ambiguous: it may be asking the reason of his saying something, or of his resigning. Clearly, in case of  long distance construal, perché cannot be base-generated in the Spec of INT: movement from the embedded clause must be involved. We therefore predict that in case of long distance construal perché should behave as any other wh element: incompatible with FOC in main clauses, requiring I to C movement, etc. Judgments are not easy, but the prediction seems to be correct. For instance, if a focus is inserted, the sentence seems to cease to be ambiguous, only the local construal with the main clause remaining available:

(28) Perché A GIANNI ha detto che si dimetterà (non a Piero)?

‘Why TO GIANNI he said that he will resign (not to Piero)?’

Along similar lines, Contreras (1989) pointed out that the Spanish equivalent does not require inversion when construed locally, but it does  when construed long distance. That locally construed pourquoi  (“why”) in French may allow and in fact require base generation in the left periphery is suggested by the fact that it doesn’t naturally license Stylistic Inversion (a construction which is parasitic on a genuine operator-variable configuration: see Kayne (1983)), nor can it be left in situ in an IP-internal position.

4. Conclusions.

Se, the complementizer introducing embedded yes/no questions in Italian, fills a position in the C system which is lower than Force, the position filled by the declarative complementizer che, but higher than Focus and the position filled by Wh elements in embedded questions. Perché  and other wh elements corresponding to higher adverbials can fill the position of Spec of INT (at least when construed locally); this explains why such elements can cooccur with a following focus in both main and embedded questions; it also helps us to understand why these elements do not trigger obligatory I to C movement in main questions.
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