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Abstract: In the generative literature, it has always been assumed ihat
syntactic agreement takes place by means of syntactic operations that
target the so-called p/íí-features. Lexical items are not atonaic, but rather
made up of phonetic material pius syntactic features, whích enco e
grammatical Information regarding, for example, number, gender, person,
and case. According to Chomsky's Derivation by Phase, syntactic
agreement happens between two lexical items when two operations take
place: Merge and Agree. If both these operations occur, sptactic
agreement is established. In this paper, I shall move some objecuons
against the traditional idea of p/»"-features and agreement. These
objections derive directly from data observation. I shall show that some
agreement and interpretational pattems of Italian impersonal si an
European Portuguese a gente constructions are unexplainable within e
current generative theory. I shall therefore argue for the existence o ̂
additional set of features encoding pragmatic/deiclic
feature set, which I call the íigmc-set (see D'Alessandro, 2004), is
responsible for the so-called semantic agreement phenomena that nave
often been considered as solely acting in the pragmatic component of t e
grammar (Wechsler and Zlatió, 2001). I propose instead that pragmatic
information is encoded syntactically, in the sigma-set, which appears a
least in personal pronouns.

Keywords: syntactic features; pragmatic features; agreement

1. Introduction

In this paper, I wish to show that some
phenomena are not explainable by means of the traditional
agreement. The present paper is stnictured as follows.
remainder of this section, a short theoretical background is provi e .
In section 2, some problematic data are presented, and some genera y
shared assumptions are shown to be defective in many ways. bection
contains the proposal that an additional feature set exists, the sigma-
set, which is necessary in order to explain the phenomena at issue. In
4, some possible appiications of the sigma-SQt are sketched. Section 5
contains my conclusions.
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1.1. Theoretical background: Match and Agree

According to the model outlined in Chomsky (1999), syntactic
expressions must be interpretable at the interface between the
syntactic system and other systems, such as the phonological or the
logical system. In other words, for a syntactic expression to be
interpretable, it must reach the interface levei with other systems not
carrying any uninterpretable feature.

Chomsky (1999) proposes a mechanism of elimination of
uninterpretable features that can be summarized as follows: phi~
features, i.e. syntactic features like gender, number, person, may be
unvalued, and thus uninterpretable at the interface levei. These
features need to be valued and possibly eliminated for the
interpretation of a syntactic structure to be possible at the interface
levei. Pht-features are usually interpretable (i.e. valued) on lexical
heads and uninterpretable on functional heads. As an example, the
Italian lexical item casa ('house*) has interpretable number (singular)
and gender (feminine) features, but has unvalued Case.

For the valuation of features to take place, Match between phi-
features on lexical items must operate. The Match operation lakes
place between a Probe and a Goal as soon as possible after they enter
the derivation. If Match takes place, Agree can subsequently take
place. Under Agree, unvalued (i.e. uninterpretable) features can be
valued and deleted from narrow syntax. According to Chomsky
(1999), the domain of a Probe is its c-command domain. A specifier-
head configuration is no longer necessary for agreement to take place,
and agreement can take place long-distance. Locality constraints
reduce to shortest c-command.

In this paper, I show that the notion of p/ií-features as used by
Chomsky (1999) and as universally accepted in the generative
framework is not sufficient to account for some agreement facts which
are found in Italian and European Portuguese. I therefore postulate the
existence of an additional set of features, the sigma-sei, that
syntactically encodes pragmatic information about the aclual
participants in the speech event. The mechanism of valuation of sigma
features is the same as Agree. Following Uriagereka's suggestion and
a long standing tiadition, I call this operation Concord. Concord is a
syntactic operation responsible for the valuation of the pragmatic
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sigma-íeBLtuTQs as well as for adjectival and participial agreement, that
usually take place more locally-

In what folio ws, I first present some data that are not analyzable
by means of the current featural theory, and then offer my proposa .
2, A look at some problematíc data .

In the recent years. much attention has ̂ een ded.cated
bundles of features that characterize personal prono •
paper, Harley and RitCar (2002) showed
person/gender/number feature msuffic

markedness, as in (1):

(1) pronoun

participant

speaker addressee

individuation

group minimal '' ^
augmented aniUleJ^^

feminine masculine

According to Harley and Ritter, p^^e/âJ^addressee)
feature subgroups: participant (which m^Iudes p fg^tures). The
and individuation (which includes number ano g 2„d
speaker and addressee nodes obviously ■ , unmarked.
person; the 3rd person is, according to Harley an ' j respects: It

Harley and Ritter's geometry is revealmg stmcture for
underlmes the necessity of postulating a conipie
pronouns, and it identifies several classes simply as
into consideration when ene talks about p"
gender/number/person. ^ddress

Harley and Ritter's geometry, ' ̂ rhallenee
personal pronouns. Impersonal pronouns consti g bundles of
for any theory which states that pronouns are fixed bundles of
features, as their interpretation largely varies according o e con x
in which they appear.
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As an example, let us consider the contrast between (2) and (3):
C2)
Lui è simpático

he-3rd pers sg masc is-3rd pers sg nice-sg masc
'He is nice'

(3)
Se vuoi essere simpático, devi

if pro-2nd sg want-2nd sg to-be nice-masc sg pro-2nd sg rausl-2nd sg
essere anche ricco
to-be also rich
'If you wish to be nice, you need to be also rich'
'If one wishes to be nice, one needs to be also rich'

If the sentence in (2) is uttered out of the blue, the referent of lui
is established deictically. According to the general view, the referent
of lui is neither the speaker nor the addressee, and is a male person.
Identifying the referent of the pronoun lui is the role of the pragmatic
component, which will identify a person according to the syntactic
information provided by the personal pronoun.

This line of reasoning is however feeble if one considers some
semantic agreement facts that challenge this one-to-one
correspondence between personal pronouns and their referents. As an
example, consider sentence (3) again. Who is the referent of pro in
(3)? Is it the addressee cr is it a generic person?

The fact that pro in sentences like (3) may have different
referents undermines the idea that there is a one-to-one
correspondence between personal pronouns and their referents. Yet,
one can still maintain that the pragmatic component identifies two
different referents depending on the context, as one does not see any
difference in agreement in either case.

In what follows, I extensively show that the one-to-one
correspondence between pronouns and their referents does not always
hold, and that the postulation of additional features is necessary.

2.1. The pragmatic-syntax interface

In the previous section, we have seen that the claim that
there's a one-to-one correspondence between a pronoun and its
referent may not hold. One can object, however, that the pragmatic
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component does not interact with syntax, as no signs of this
interaction are visible on lexical items. In the recent literature,
however, it has often been claimed that pragmatic information needs
to be conveyed syntactically (Sigurõsson, 2004a, 2004b, Bianchi
2003, Speas, 2004). That the referent of a pronoun needs to be
encoded in the syntactic component is evident if we consider the
following gender issue. Let us consider sentence (4):

(4) Tu
you-2nd sg
'You are nice'

are-2nd sg

simpática
nice-fem sg

If the gender of the referent is not encoded in the syntax, how
can agreement possibly appear on the adjective?

Even more straightforward is the case of agreement in It lan
impersonal si constructions, as in (5):

(5)Siè andati fuori acena
si is-3rd sg gone-past part pl masc out to dinner
'We weni out for dinner'

The sentence in (5) is interesting in two ways. First, the
auxiliary verb in (5) is singular, while the past participle is pu ̂
Second, impersonal si in (5) means 'we', i.e. it has an
reading. The inclusive reading of si does not always anse, a
shows:

(6)Siarriva sempre tardi se si prende
si arrives-Brd sg always late if si takes-3rd sg the tr
'One always arrives late if one takes the train'

The contrast between (5) and (6) clearly
referents of si may vary. One could argue that the we
of si is included in its generic interpretation, as t e sp other
addressee are included among the generic are
words, as parts of the universe, the speaker an eeneric
included among the referents of si when si holds a ge
interpretation. In 2.1.1., however, it will be shown that has an
inclusive interpretation that is independent of the genenc one. It ji has
different reference sets in (5) and (6). then thete is no one-to-one
correspondence between a pronoun and its referents.
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ín the next section, I show that the two interpretations are
independent of each other, and that the pragmatic information does
need to be encoded in the syntax.

2.1.1. The inclusive interpretation of impersonal si in Italian

In the preceding part, I have shown that the interpretation of
impersonal si varies. In other words, the pronoun si in Italian, when
used impersonally, has at least two reference sets: It may mean 'we'
(inclusive interpretation), and it may mean 'one' (generic
interpretation). It has often been argued that the inclusive reference sei
of impersonal si is a subset of the generic one. In other words, since
'one', or 'people' are not better specified, they may also include the
speaker. I wish to show that this is not the case.

According to Chierchia (1995), impersonal si introduces in the
discourse a variable that ranges over humans. If si has a generic
interpretation, the variable is bound by a universal quantifier.
According to some scholars, the inclusive 'we' interpretation is just a
variant of this universal-generic interpretation, in that the speaker may
be included among the universe of the event participants. This is
however not accurate, as that the inclusive interpretation of
impersonal si exists independently of the generic interpretation.

Cinque (1995) and Kratzer (2000) propose a list of diagnostics
for the inclusive interpretation, I wül list here only some of them.

According to Kratzer (2000), only inclusive pronouns may
license a predicative NP. The presence of a subject-related predicative
NP forces an inclusive reading for pronouns. In the following
sentence, (7), directly translated into Italian from Kratzer (2000, p. 4),
si is clearly inclusive, as it can corefer with the predicative NP come
guardiani delia legge ('as guardians of the law'). This does not hold
for (8), where si is not inclusive and therefore it cannot corefer with
the predicative NP come guardiani delia legge.

(7)

Come guardiani delia legge, si è stati obbligati
As guardians of-the law siis-S^^sg been-pp pi masc obliged-pp p) masc
a conlrollare Tosservanza di tulti i regolamenti
tocontrol therespect of ali the regulations
'[As guardians of the law], we were obliged to watch over the observance of
ali regulations'
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*Come guardiani delia legge, mi si è spiegato che
As guardians of the law tome-dat si is-S"' sg explained-pp sg masc Üiat
non posso vivere qui
not can-l" sg to-live here
*As guardians of the law, they expiained lo me that I could not live here'

The ungrammaticality of (8) indicates that here si is not
inclusive, as It does not license a predicative NP- In
contrary, si is inclusive, as it licenses a predicative NP. The difference
between (7) and (8) shows that si has a real inclusive reading in some
contexts, while it does not have it in others. This in tum suggests that
the inclusive interpretation is not a pragmatic specifícation of the
generic interpretation, but that it actually exists.

Cinque (1995) offers several syntactic tests that distinguish
between inclusive and generic si. According to him, inclusive si is
incompatible with 3"^ person arbitrary elements, such as se síess-
('themselves') and propri- ('their own'), like in (9):

*Amici! Un minuto fa si è stati abbandonati ^
Friends a minute ago si is been-pp pi masc abandoncd-pp pi masc to
se stessi
themselves

'My friends! One minute ago we were left to oneself [Cinque, 1995, p-
ex. 60a]

Moreover, inclusive si may occur with P' person plur^
emphatic pronouns and may resume a left dislocated cr relativize
person plural pronoun:

(lO)Siiè andati fiioriacena anche noii.
sii is-3rdsg gone-pastpartmascpl out to dinner also wCi
•We too went out for dinner'

The same does not hold for the generic reading, as shown m (11):

(11)
??Siiarriva sempre tardi anche noii se sii prende U trenó
si arrives-3rd sg always late also we if si takes-3rd sg the train
'We arrive late is we take lhe train'
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The sentence in (11) is regionally marked. It is utterable in
Tuscan Italian\ but it is much worse than (10) in Standard Italian.

We are allowed to conclude that the inclusive interpretation of
impersonal si exists independently of the generic interpretation, and
that therefore impersonal si constitutes a challenge for those theories
that assume a one-to-one correspondence between pronouns and their
referents. Si has in fact more than one reference group^.

Moreover, the fact that si may bind a dislocated pronoun, as in
(10), seems to suggest that its inclusiveness is encoded in the syntactic
component, and consequently that inclusiveness is not a mere effect of
pragmatics.

A very interesting piece of evidence for the fact that phi-
features are not enough to describe the agreement pattems of
impersonal pronouns is offered by European Portuguese (EP
henceforth) a gente ('people', 'we')- A gente is an impersonal
pronoun, which is syntactically feminine singular, as the presence of a
feminine singular determiner shows. However, the agreement pattems
that a gente triggers in EP are quite surprising, as (12) shows:

(12) A gente está cansados
a gente is-S"* sg tired-masc pi
'People are tired'

In (12), a gente triggers masculine plural syntactic agreement
on the adjective. It is quite evident that such an agreement pattem is
impossible to obtain if one simply considers p/i/-features. If phi-
features "were to determine adjectival agreement in (12), we would
have a feminine singular adjective instead of the masculine plural one
that we actually have.

' For reasons of shortness, I will not conslder the case of Tuscan Italian hcre.
Tuscan Italian has a wider use of impersonal si than Standard Italian. This
is probably due to the fact that the Tuscan dialect lost the Ist person plural
form of the verb, and has substituted it with the impersonal si form.

^ D'Alessandro (2004) extensively shows that event boundedness triggers
the inclusive reading of si. However, for what malters in this paper, it is
sufficient to observe that si may have different reference scts. For reasons
of shortness, I will not address the issue of inclusiveness any further.
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3. Sigma-features

In the preceding section, it has been shown that /7/ji-features are
not sufficient to describe the syntactic varíation of impersonal si
constructions in Italian and the agreement pattems of a gente
constructions in European Portuguese. I wish to propose that another
feature set is present on personal pronouns: the sigma-set. This set
synlactically encodes pragmatic/deictic information about the actual
participants in the speech event.

Let us consider impersonal si again. Its phi-sst is generally
assumed to be the following (Bellelti, 1982, Cinque, 1988, Dobrovie-
Sorin, 1998):

• Person: 3^''

• Number: no number

• Gender; no gender^

However, as we have seen above, the reference set of
impersonal si varies. Additional information is required in order o
identify sVs reference set and to permit sCs binding relations. ̂ t us
then tum to consider the semantico/pragmatic information that si
holds.

3.1. Animacy

Impersonal si always refers to humans. This
often been refeired to as 'animacy' (Anagnostopoulou, •
Ormazabal and Romero, 2002). I will attain to this definition, wam
the reader that being human is not the same as being animate.

Impersonal si may, thus, only refer to humans. A
(13) may only be interpreted as referring to people, an
animais;

(13) Qui si abbaia lutto il giorno
Here si barks ali the day
'Here people/*dogs bark ali day long' ,
We can conclude that impersonal si bears a human sig

feature.

^  For an explanation of these features, lhe reader is refeired to
D'Alessandro (2004).
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3.2. Number

For the definition of the number feature of si, I will follow
Chierchia (1995), who extensively argues for si'& semantic plurality.
Si always identifies a group of people, which may cr may not ínclude
the speaker.

In a sentence like (14), si may never refer to a single person,
even if the adverbial specification would force a single-person
reading:

(14) A casa mia simangiabene
at home my si eats well
'One eats well at my place'

We can thus conclude that si is semantically-pragmatically plural.

3.3. Person

The issue of the person feature of impersonal si has been the
object of endless debates. According to Cinque (1988), si holds an
arbitrary person feature, which provides the sentence with a
generic/arbitrary subject. Cinque considers this as a syntactic person
feature. However, if the division between syntactic and semantic
features holds, one can easily assume that arbitrariness concems the
semantic field, not the syntactic one. In fact, it seems quite
straightforward to consider si as syntactically 3"^ person, as il always
Idggers 3 person agreement on the verb, as the examination of ali our
examples leads to conclude.

Pragmatically, however, si is not 3'^'* person, It does not mean
someone other than the speaker or lhe addressee'. It means 'people\
or one , or we', depending on the context in which it appears.

As shown in section 2.1., the interpretation of si varies at least
between a generic and an inclusive one. In both cases, si identifies a
group of people. But this group may or may not include the speaker.
In other words, what varies here is the semantic person feature of si.

In D Alessandro (2004), it has been extensively argued that the
interpretational variation of impersonal si is strictly related to the
boundedness of the event expressed by the verb. If the évent is
bounded, i.e. it has a beginning and an end, according to the definition
given by latridou et aí. (2003), an inclusive interpretation arises for si.
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Hence, the sigma feature of impersonal si varies depending on the
boundedness of the event. For this reason, I assume that the sigma-
person feature of impersonal si is underspecified, and it receives its
specifícation in the course of the derivation. I will show how this
happens in the next section.

3.4. Gender feature

STs semantic gender feature strictly depends on the gender of
the group that si refers to. It may be masculine if the group is ma e up
of men or men and women together, or it may be feminine, i t e
group is only made up of women.

In order to draw a proposal for impersonal 5í's gender feature, I
wish to introduce the notion of disjunctive feature, as propose y
Wechsler and Zlatic (2001):

(15) A disjunctive feature is a feature that includes ali the possible
values for that feature

A disjunctive gender feature has boíh values: masculine ^d
feminine. I wish to propose that sVs gender feature is disjunctive. It is t us
doubly-valued, and it embodies both values alternatively, depending on
referent of si.

To sum up, si's sigma-features are the following:

•  Animacy: HUMAN
•  Number: PLURAL

•  Person: UNDERSPECIFIED

•  Gender: MASCULINE + FEMININE

4. Sígma-features in action: Italian impersonal si and Portuguese
gente

It has often been argued (afler Cinque, 1988) that the
interpretation of impersonal si is obtained in contexts o speci i
reference. According to D'Alessandro (2004), however, speci ic ime
reference is not sufficient for the inclusive interpretation to^se.
particular, D'A!essandro (2004) shows that the inclusive reading ot si
is obtained under event boundedness (latridou et aU 2003).
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Before presenting the derivation and the mechanism of
valuation of sígma-features, I wish to introduce some assumptions I
will rely on for my analysis.

First, following recent proposals by SigurÕsson (2002) and
Bianchi (2003), I assume a Speech Act P that encodes the information
about the actual participants in the speech act. If, for example, the
argument of an event is a first person pronoun, such a pronoun will
receive its pragmatic/deictic specification (i.e. actual Speaker) by
being anchored to the Speech Act P. Bianchi (2003) outiines a model
of feature checking for such a specification. She proposes that the
lexical lst/2nd person features on a pronoun need to be checked
against the Speech act head in order for the pronoun to be
interpretable. I wish to follow this line, and propose that the Speech
Act has valued íígma-features Speaker/Addressee.

As for the event, following recent proposals by latridou et al
and Giorgi and Pianesi (2004), I assume that when the event is
unbounded an [unbounded] feature is present on the Aspect head. Tliis
feature states that the event has no boundaries.

When the event is bounded, I assume that the [unbounded]
feature is absent from the numeration. Therefore, no feature is present
on the Aspect head. I propose that if the event is unbounded, the
underspecified person feature enters Concord with the [unbounded]
feature. resulting in a generic interpretation. If the event is bounded,
the underspecified person feature cannot enter Concord with any
feature of the relevant kind on the Aspect head, as no feature is
present on that head. The person feature is thus valued by the Speech
Act head, which carnes a valued Speaker/Addressee person feature.
This results in an inclusive reading.

4.1. A derivation involving .s/gma-fcatures
In the previous section, it was argued that Italian impersonal

si has different reference sets depending on the boundedness
specification of the event expressed by the verb. It was aiso argued for
the existence of an additional feature set for pronouns. This set, called
the sigma-sQi, contains syntactically encoded pragmatico-semantic
information, and permits the so-called semantic agreement.
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Let us consider the sentences in (5) and (6), here repeated as
(16) and (17):

(16)Siè andati acena

si is-3rd sg gone-past part pi masc out to dinner
*We went out for dinner'

(17)Siarriva sempre tardi se si prende
si arrives-3rd sg always late if si takes-3rd sg t e
'One always arrives late if one takes the train

As stated in 4, I assume that when the event is
[unbounded] feature is present on the aspectual j
sentence structure I assume, following Kempchinsky ( i
Sigurõsson (2002) is the one in (18), where EP is an .
(telicity) projection, AspP is the projection where .
hosted, and Speech ActP encodes the pragmatic/deictic in o
which refers to the particular speech event:

(18) Speech ActP

Speech Act TP

E  VF

If we consider the sentence in (17), we jj^g^VP, in
derivation to run as follows: Impersonal si is merge
the EPr Impersonal si has the feature bund e
particular, it needs to have its j/em^-person reaiui The
Asp head is merged, it will carry the [underspecified] feature.

"  I assume that impersonal si is merged in an inner
EP. The exact merging site of .i is not relevanl here. and hencc I will nol
discuss it.
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sigma-featuTe bundle on si Matches the features on the Asp head.
Concord is established and the si's í/gma-person feature is valued as
[unbounded]. This results in the generic reading for si. A tree-diagram
of the derivation is offered in (19):

Asp
[unbounded]

When the event is bounded, no [unbounded] feature is present
on the Asp head. The í/gma-person feature on si is thus valued by
Concord with the Speech Act, which holds the closest valued sigma-
person feature, Speaker-Addressee:

(20) Speech AclP

Speech Act

[Speaker/Addrcssee]

After Concord, si holds a plural sigma-number feature, a human
j/gmn-animacy feature and a Speaker-Addressee íigma-person
feature. Hence, the inclusive reading arises as the speaker is included
among the participants in the event, then si will be obviously
interpreted as 'we'.

To summarize; the valuation of the semantic person feature on
si takes place via feature valuation by the Speech Act, which
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determines si's reference set. This happens when the event is bounded,
and therefore when the [unbounded] feature is absent from the Asp
head. The Speech Act encodes deictic information, i.e. attributes the
values Speaker/Addressee to the pronoun according to the actual
participants in the speech event.

4.2. Portuguesa a gente

Another example of ííg/íw-feature valuation which results in
syntactic agreement is the case of European Portuguese a gente.

As we saw in (12), here repeated as (21), European Pot^guese
a gente triggers a masculine plural agreement ending on the adjective
in predicative constructions despite its feminine singu ar
morphosyntactic specificalion:

(21) A gente está cansados
a gente is-3^ sg tircd-masc pl
•People are tired'

For the analysis of (21). I will follow the proposal by Costa and
Pereira (2003) according to which (21) involves a small clause. for
the analysis of a gente. Costa and Pereira distinguish between
syntactic and semantic agreement. Starling from their proposa , wi^
to argue that what they call semantic agreement is in fact '
which targets the íígmo-set. Concord obtains between
and si, whüe Agree holds between the copula and si. The g
(21) is shown in (22). The Jígma-features are indicated in CAP
while the phi-features are indicated in bold:

T  SC

está

nr PL. a gente cansados

^  >NR GN
PL >
HUMAN

MASC+FEM
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In (22), Concord takes place within the small clause. The
adjective cansados has unvalued number and gender i7"gm«-features,
which Match with the valued number and gender sigma-f&SLtures on a
gente. The adjective is valued as masc + fem, resulting in a
morphological masculine gender, which is the gender assigned to
mixed groups in European Portuguese. It is also valued as plural.

Agreement on the copula targets instead p/ií-features. The phi-
person feature on T is valued as 3*^^, as a gente is 3*^^ person. The phi-
number person is instead singular.

The divlsion of labour between p/ií-features and sigma-feãtures
provides a straightforward explanation for the facts at issue.

5. Conclusions

An agreement mechanism only based on p/ií-features is
deficient in many ways. In this paper, I have shown that some
agreement phenomena may not be accounted for by means of
syntactic agreement which targets pAí-features. After presenting some
problematic data, I have proposed the existence of an additional
feature set for pronouns, which I call the sigma-set. Sigma-featur&s
syntactically encode pragmatic/deictic information related to the
actual participants in the speech event. I also propose that agreement
between í/g/na-fcatures takes place though Concord, which is the
same operation as Agree but targets the sigma-set. With the adoption
of this additional feature set, complex agreement phenomena, such as
European Portuguese agreement with a gente and Itaíian agreement in
impersonal si constructions follow without further ado.
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