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1 Introduction

1.1 Null subjects

Few grammatical structures have engaged as much attention from linguists of all 
theoretical backgrounds as the variable occurrence of subject pronouns in dif-
ferent languages and language types. The crucial role of grammatical subjects 
in the syntax of European languages makes their realisation a widely employed 
measure for typological classification of the syntactic configuration of a lan-
guage. English as the prototype case of non-null subject languages has had a 
central role in these debates, especially in the productive era of the Principles 
and Parameters framework from the late 1970s onwards (see e.g. Chomsky 1981, 
Rizzi 1982, Rizzi 1986 for formative accounts). On the other hand, the Asian lan-
guages in contact with English in India, Hong Kong, and Singapore represent a 
contrary syntactic configuration, and remould the regional varieties of English 
accordingly. This tension, together with the quantitative nature of the syntactic 
variable, make null subjects in varieties of English, specifically the Asian Eng-
lishes, a fruitful field of investigation for researchers interested in the interface of 
typology, language-internal variation, and variationist sociolinguistics. Although 
the linguistic discourse on null subjects has crucially been shaped by formalist 
discussion, to account for language-internal microvariation in subject realisation 
the present study will present an empirical quantitative perspective on null sub-
jects in spoken Englishes.

Null subjects are commonly associated with rich morphological systems. This 
is true for a number of languages that regularly use null subjects with tensed verb 
forms, e.g. Spanish, Italian, or Greek. The respective expressions are ungrammat-
ical in languages with impoverished verbal morphology like French and English 
(1.1). 

(1.1) Ø Parla italiano.
 Ø Habla español.
 Ø Mila ellinika.
 *Ø Parle franҫais.
 *Ø Speaks English.

In inflectional null subject languages (NSL), unambiguous morphological 
marking of the verb phrase indicating person and number of the subject carries 
the function of referent identification and makes its overt lexical expression 
redundant. In fact, overt subject pronouns can be considered the marked case in 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-001
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2   Introduction

these canonical NSLs, serving communicative functions like expressing emphasis 
or contrastive focus. Another type of NSL is represented by highly analytic lan-
guages like Chinese or Japanese, where the licensing of null pronouns is provided 
by the discourse context rather than by morphological marking. This language 
type is referred to as radical or discourse pro-drop language (Huang 1984). The 
apparent dichotomy between inflectional and analytic NSLs is addressed by the 
Morphological Uniformity Hypothesis, which predicts the absence of null sub-
jects from languages with reduced or mixed morphological paradigms (Jaeggli 
and Safir 1989a). Compared to languages with obligatory overt subject pronouns, 
both canonical and radical NSLs are very common from a cross-linguistic per-
spective (Dryer 2013).

The possible contribution of quantitative approaches to the study of lan-
guages with optional subject pronouns is evident: the amount of null subjects 
compared to overt pronominal subjects varies both between and within languages 
classified as NSLs of some sort, ranging from 11% null subjects in Finnish, to 72% 
in Italian (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 21), or varying between dialects and 
registers of the same language, such as rates between 50% to 75% null subjects in 
regional varieties of Spanish (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2015: 82).

English, on the other hand, usually serves as a model of non-null subject lan-
guages, representing the “Standard Average European” obligatory requirement 
for overt subject pronouns (Haspelmath 2001). However, despite this prototypical 
status examples like (do you) know what I mean?, (I) don‘t think so, or (it/this) 
sounds good to me are acceptable and commonly encountered in informal speech. 
Some dialects of English are described as having a greater predisposition towards 
pronoun omission, e.g. Newfoundland English (Clarke 2004, Wagner 2012); addi-
tionally, null subjects are attested more frequently in specific registers like diaries 
(Haegeman and Ihsane 2001). The amount and conditioning of null subjects in 
Standard spoken English, British English specifically, remains largely in the dark 
as far as quantitative evidence is concerned. One notable exception is the prelimi-
nary account of null subjects in British and American English in Biber et al. (1999: 
1105–1106). Their broad overview of the absolute numbers of null subjects found 
in reference corpora of British and American English points towards measurable 
differences in the frequency of null subjects between the two Standard varieties, 
with British English showing higher frequencies. This calls for further investi-
gation, especially given the role of British English as historical input variety for 
many World Englishes, Asian Englishes specifically. The first part of the present 
study is hence devoted to the analysis of null subjects in spoken Standard British 
English.

The generative position is that such “non-canonical” null subjects “have 
special properties that distinguish them from the canonical null subjects” in lan-
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guages like Spanish (Roberts and Holmberg 2010: 5). However, based on their 
analysis of spoken US English Travis and Lindstrom (2016: 104) state that con-
cerning null subjects

English is not “special” at all, and the constraints in operation […] are parallel to those 
widely described for null subject languages, suggesting a need for further exploration into 
the widely accepted distinction between “null” and “non-null” subject languages.

To test these conflicting hypotheses is one major motivation for this study, which 
joins the growing body of research empirically evaluating predictions made by 
theoretical approaches. This increasingly incorporates languages that do not 
neatly fit the prototypical categories but represent intermediate or mixed forms, 
such as the partial NSL Finnish (Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 2016), or creole lan-
guages that deviate from their superstrates with regard to subject expression 
(Meyerhoff 2000, Nicolis 2008). 

A similar case is presented by the Asian contact varieties of English investi-
gated here, whose NSL substrates gnaw away at the categorical demand of the 
Standard English superstrate for overt subject expression. Building on the results 
achieved for British English, the second part of the study analyses the effects of 
language contact on variable subject realisation in Indian English, Hong Kong 
English and Singapore English.

1.2 Research context and method

The focus on contact varieties places this study in one of the most vibrant fields 
of English linguistics, the research on the so-called New Englishes (Platt et al. 
1984), or World Englishes (Kachru 1982). These post-colonial contact varieties of 
English have drawn considerable interest from linguists for several decades now. 
Their dynamic developments provide researchers with a real-time window to 
language evolution, granting insights into central issues of linguistic theorising 
like the range or limits of language change in contact situations, the flexibility 
or resilience of typologically marked and unmarked structures, the role of more 
general cognitive processes in language learning, and the implications for theo-
ries of language acquisition, language formation and the universal core of human 
grammar (Mesthrie and Bhatt 2008, see also various contributions in Filppula 
et al. 2017). Moreover, the individual stories of different varieties feature varying 
socio-historical settings, both historically in the founding phase, diachronically 
through the formation phase, and synchronically regarding the current status of 
a variety. Tracing these developments offers perspectives on the influence of indi-
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vidual and societal identity formation and negotiation, which is often at odds 
with prescriptive governance of language policies, commonly guided by political 
and economic considerations. This interplay of forces results in widely varying 
linguistic outcomes (Schneider 2007). 

Research on the linguistic systems of World Englishes is fiercely empirical, 
with a focus on corpus-based analysis of authentic language data, and a strong 
grounding in sound quantitative methodology. Variationist methods play an 
increasingly important role in these analyses. Quantitative variation of linguis-
tic variables is a primary investigative field of variationist sociolinguistics, which 
has developed sophisticated statistical methodology to translate the perceived 
chaotic variation into insightful categories guiding the orderly heterogeneity 
within linguistic systems (Weinreich et al. 1968). The method of choice is variable 
rule analysis, conducted via binary logistic regression, which is also the statis-
tical method employed in the present study (Tagliamonte 2006). The search for 
determinants of variation includes extra-linguistic factors, such as the classical 
sociolinguistic variables gender, age, and socio-economic class, and structural 
linguistic factors, which have repeatedly been shown to be more informative pre-
dictors of subject realisation and thus form the backbone of the present analy-
sis. The combination of variationist methodology with a typological angle on the 
variables and factors selected for analysis seems a natural outcome of the World 
Englishes enterprise, whose field of study regularly features situations of contact 
between typologically diverging languages. Similar approaches are taken by e.g. 
Brunner (2014, 2017), Green and Meyer (2014), Siemund (2013, 2016), Siemund 
and Davydova (2017), and the contributions in Lim and Gisborne (2011).

Adopting a comparative perspective on the Asian Englishes by contrast-
ing these underlying determinants of subject realisation allows for more quali-
fied statements on the degree and amount of contact effects in each individual 
variety. The aim of the comparative variationist method is to evaluate effects of 
language contact by measuring structural convergence, visible in similarities and 
deviances between the linguistic constraints at work in different varieties (Taglia-
monte 2008, Meyerhoff 2009). It is thus an ideal framework for this kind of study 
(see also Torres Cacoullos and Travis’ forthc. sketch of a “variationist typology”) .

The three Asian varieties investigated here have drawn considerable interest 
from linguists, and are thoroughly described structurally. While null subjects are 
well known as a feature of Asian Englishes in descriptive accounts (e.g. Pingali 
2009 on India, Setter et al. 2010 on Hong Kong, Lim 2004 on Singapore, the 
respective chapters in Kortmann and Lunkenheimer 2012), quantitative investiga-
tion systematically integrating aspects of language contact, as is done e.g. for null 
copula by Ho and Platt (1993) on Singapore English, or as a comparative study by 
Sharma and Rickford (2009) and Sharma (2009) is lacking so far for null subjects 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Database   5

(but see Mesthrie and Bhatt 2008: 167–171 sketching a parametric approach to 
null subjects in World Englishes, or Sato and Kim 2012 for a recent discussion 
of the Morphological Uniformity Hypothesis and its validity for contact varieties 
like Colloquial Singapore English). The present study sets out to fill this gap and 
contribute to a deeper understanding of variable grammatical systems in contact 
varieties. The following section provides an overview of the databases used for 
this investigation. 

1.3 Database

The International Corpus of English Project (ICE) is an ongoing international 
enterprise collecting and publishing data from varieties of English worldwide. All 
countries included “count as ‘English-speaking’ in some sense, but in fact are as 
culturally and linguistically diverse as Great Britain, Australia, India, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, Nigeria, or Fiji” (Nelson et al. 2002: xi). This excludes countries where 
English is exclusively used as a foreign language, such as most European coun-
tries, but includes a wide range of local communities of English speakers, includ-
ing countries from Kachru’s Inner and Outer circles of World Englishes (Kachru 
1985), and spanning the whole range of Schneider’s developmental phases in 
the evolutionary cycle of New Englishes (Schneider 2007, see section 4.2.3). The 
speakers included in any ICE corpus must be at least 18 years of age, and are 
required to be natives of the respective country. Within these countries, they need 
to have completed English-medium education at least until the completion of sec-
ondary school (Greenbaum 1996: 6). While data collection is ongoing, and many 
components of ICE are rather recent additions, the ICE components investigated 
here, ICE-GB, ICE-India, ICE-Hong Kong and ICE-Singapore, were collected in a 
similar timeframe (1990s and early 2000s).

Each ICE corpus contains one million words, a number that seems feeble 
with the recent advent of web-based mega corpora like the Corpus of Global Web-
Based English (GloWbE, Davies 2013), but is sufficient for the investigation of most 
high- and medium frequency structural features. All ICE corpora follow a shared 
design, incorporating different registers and modes. They contain both spoken 
and written language of different registers such as monologues, dialogues, and 
edited as well as unedited writing (for an overview, see Greenbaum 1996). Each 
of the 500 texts included contains about 2,000 words, resulting in 600,000 words 
of spoken and 400,000 words of written English for each variety. According to 
Nelson, the possibility of comparison between global varieties of English is one 
key motivation for the global cooperative project:
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While each component corpus can exist independently as a valuable resource for investiga-
tion into individual national or regional varieties, the value of the corpora is enhanced by 
their comparability with each other. (Nelson 1996: 27)

Genre variation is crucial for many morphosyntactic phenomena, and has repeat-
edly been shown to substantially influence the amount of null subjects (e.g. Li 
et al. 2012 on Chinese, Travis 2007 on Spanish, and Teddiman 2011 on English), 
but it is not resolved conclusively to which degree the underlying constraints on 
null subjects vary between genres (Travis and Lindstrom 2016). To secure com-
parability both between the varieties within the present study, and with previ-
ous studies on English, spoken data from the “direct conversations” register is 
used exclusively (ICE file category S1A, containing approximately 180,000 words 
per variety). Telephone conversations are also part of the “private dialogues” 
sub-corpus in ICE, but are excluded from the present study because they lack 
the shared environment and physical cues of face-to-face conversations. Not 
only do previous corpus studies on null subjects generally use the speech type 
“informal conversation” (see sections 2.2.2 and 2.3.2), it is also considered closest 
to naturally occurring speech (see e.g. Lange 2012: 4), and thus most likely to 
exhibit a non-standard feature like the omission of subject pronouns. This is also 
confirmed by Teddiman’s (2011) investigation of null subjects in different genres 
of ICE-GB, which finds the highest amounts of subject omission in private dia-
logues, compared to other spoken registers and the text type “correspondence”. 

In the present study, the private conversation sub-corpus of ICE-GB is used 
to gain insight into the amount and types of null subjects in educated Stand-
ard English speech. The data contains a wide range of age groups. The subset 
of conversations analysed in detail varies in formality, ranging from doctor-pa-
tient exchanges and office hour conversations between students and supervisors, 
anecdotal narratives of elder relatives, to unforced conversations between friends 
and family members. In the Asian Englishes, the different societal backgrounds 
and functions of the three varieties naturally lead to slightly different kinds of 
data. Background information on the individual corpora is presented in the fol-
lowing. 

ICE-India (ICE-IN) was released in 2002. The conversations were recorded 
between 1991 and 1997. The headers for the individual files provide information 
on age, gender, educational level, occupation and mother tongue and “other lan-
guages” of the speakers, who are largely trained as English language teachers 
(Shastri 2002). English in India serves as a lingua franca between speakers of 
different mother tongues (see also section 4.3.1). While some of the conversations 
appear genuinely informal and natural, others seem more stilted and resem-
ble expository introductions of the speakers, or interview situations. Generally, 
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English is associated with higher formality, or even with elitism, as the following 
quote illustrates (1.2).

(1.2) If you speak English you are showing off <ICE-IN:010#117:A>

Similar issues are also addressed by Percillier in discussing his experiences with 
data collection in Malaysia and Indonesia: the formality of the speech situation 
influences the stylistic choice of speakers; on the other hand, depending on pro-
ficiency, not all lectal levels are available to all speakers within an ESL or EFL 
community (Percillier 2016: 192).

Data collection for the conversations used in ICE-Hong Kong (ICE-HK) was 
conducted between 1994 and 2001; the corpus was completed and made available 
for public use in 2006 (Nelson 2006). As for ICE-GB, information is provided on 
speaker age, gender, educational level, occupation, and linguistic background. 
Notable about ICE-HK is the substantive amount of non-Hong Kong speakers in 
the private dialogues, e.g. from the US, but also Japan, or the Philippines, indi-
cated as speaker “Z” in the transcripts and not included in the word count. These 
speakers are obviously not part of the present analysis. The reason for their pres-
ence in the corpus becomes clear when the information on the mother tongue of 
the Hong Kong speakers is taken into consideration: Hong Kong is ethnically and 
linguistically rather homogeneous; all native Hong Kong speakers in the corpus 
are L1 speakers of Cantonese, there is no need for an inter-ethnic lingua franca 
like in India or Singapore, so English, especially for informal conversations, is 
only a necessary means in the presence of outsiders (see also section 4.3.2). A 
number of ICE-HK transcripts explicitly address difficulties in finding appropriate 
conversation partners for the data collection, and mention frequent code-switch-
ing in their usual everyday conversations, which is not considered desirable for 
the ICE data collection (1.3).

(1.3) You know in Hong Kong we often talk with people in a mixture of
  English and Cantonese
 A couple of my friends I mean they are Eurasian
 For example I mention that but <,> because we speak half Chinese
 half English so the conversation for this may not be so good <,>
 <ICE-HK:033#20-22:A>

The Grammar of Spoken Singapore English Corpus (GSSEC) was given prefer-
ence over ICE-Singapore (ICE-SG). Unlike ICE-SG, it contains information on age 
and ethnic group of the speakers, and provides recordings of the conversations 
together with the transcripts, which makes evaluation of their accuracy possible. 
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Several conversations from the GSSEC have been (partially) integrated into the 
private dialogue register of ICE-SG (see an overview in Table A.1 in Appendix A). 
The conversations were recorded from 1998 to 1999 by undergraduates from the 
National University of Singapore. The GSSEC files contain a total of approximately 
60,000 words. They consist of rather relaxed and informal conversations between 
Singaporeans, mostly students and their friends and families, of all ethnic 
groups. The speakers are part of a generation that increasingly considers English, 
or more specifically, the colloquial variant Singlish, their native language (Lim 
and Foley 2004: 11–12). Several conversations directly discuss the role of Singlish 
as a marker of informality and local identity (1.4, see also section 4.3.3).

(1.4) [W]hen we are delivering a lecture then I think
 it has to be of course of a certain standard not so much Singlish 
 but the Singlish is used to illustrate […] some jokes along the way 
 to make the lecture more interesting 
 and to also relate to the students who are […] very localise in the 
 Singaporean uh context <ICE-SG:071#70:A>

The introduction of the respective ICE components has provided a first glimpse at 
the different roles English plays in the post-colonial societies of India, Hong Kong 
and Singapore; this issue is addressed in more detail in chapter 4. 

1.4 Scope and structure of the present study

The academic allure of the field of World Englishes is evident from the ever-grow-
ing number of dedicated journals, book series, edited volumes, handbooks, and 
monographs. So what can the present study contribute?

The objective of the present study is to paint a fine-grained picture of null 
subjects in spoken varieties of English in Asia, with the added bonus of provid-
ing the first such investigation for one of the Standard spoken varieties, British 
English. The detailed structural circumscription of null subjects in spoken Stand-
ard English constitutes a research gap that is only very recently being tackled by 
studies like Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014), and Travis and Lindstrom (2016). 
However, both studies investigate Standard US English; so far no comparable 
analyses are available for British English, the shared historical input variety of 
the Asian Englishes investigated here, although differences between the two 
Standard varieties are likely, based on observations by Biber et al. (1999), and 
Haegeman and Ihsane (2001).
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Contact varieties of English in South and Southeast Asia represent the inter-
esting case of a blending of languages that are typically placed at the very extremes 
of the null subject vs. non-null subject scale, the local linguistic ecology of trans-
planted English is dominated by the discourse NSL type. The linguistic contexts 
investigated as possible determinants of subject expression thus combine results 
of cross-linguistic studies on null subjects (universal factors), descriptions and 
recent empirical investigations of English null subjects (English-specific factors), 
and insights from the study of language contact (contact  factors). Given the role 
of this syntactic parameter in theory building, and the attested contact effects in 
the grammatical systems of the Asian Englishes, including subject pronoun real-
isation, providing the first in-depth investigation of this feature promises more 
profound insights into the processes and structural outcomes of radically differ-
ent languages in contact. 

The analysis is based on the transcribed conversational data from the respec-
tive ICE corpora. Though certainly interesting and worth further study, investi-
gating the use of null subjects in different speech styles, such as narratives, or in 
written genres with differing formality exceeds the scope of the present study (see 
Teddiman 2011 for on overview on different genres in ICE-GB, and Tamaredo and 
Fanego 2016 for a first glimpse at other registers of ICE-IN and ICE-SG). The same 
is true for other ways of expressing reference and the management of informa-
tion packaging in varieties of English influenced by topic-prominent substrates 
(see Lange 2012 on discourse patterns of Indian English, and Winkle 2015 provid-
ing a comparative perspective on information packaging in varieties of English). 
Furthermore, the influence of intonation on information structure and subject 
pronoun expression is worth its own dedicated investigation, and is thus not 
attempted here.
The aim of the study is twofold, and this is reflected in its structure, which is 
outlined in the following:

The first objective is to establish a baseline of what is the “acceptable” use of 
null subjects in spoken Standard British English, a benchmark that is not availa-
ble so far. Chapter 2 provides the theoretical grounding for the quantitative inves-
tigation of null subjects in Standard English. Following a short overview of ana-
phoric reference and null subjects in theoretical accounts (section 2.1), tenets and 
methodological principles of the variationist paradigm are introduced (section 
2.2). This includes a discussion of investigations of variable subject pronoun 
realisation in canonical NSLs, especially different (contact) varieties of Spanish. 
The goal is to identify candidates for universal structural constraints on null sub-
jects. The status of English in NSL taxonomies is addressed, with specific focus 
on recent empirical studies inspired by variationist investigation of canonical 
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NSL, which contribute the “English-specific” constraints to the following anal-
ysis (section 2.3). 

The analysis of null subjects in spoken British English, constituting the most 
comprehensive quantitative investigation of the phenomenon to date, is pre-
sented in chapter 3. A fine-grained description and illustration of the variable 
context (section 3.1) and the structural categories analysed (section 3.2) provides 
the opportunity for reconstructing and reproducing the analysis. Its results are 
presented as an overview of the frequency and types of null subjects found in the 
British data set (section 3.3), followed by a detailed discussion of the multivari-
ate analysis conducted to evaluate the influence of the various structural factors 
(presented in section 3.4 and 3.5, and discussed in section 3.6). It can be con-
firmed that despite their comparatively rare occurrence, null subjects in British 
English follow regular structural constraints, and can meaningfully be analysed 
with variationist methods.

The second step of the investigation consists of a comparison of these results 
with findings from the Asian varieties. Chapter 4 provides the relevant back-
ground information on the structure of the substrate language type (discourse 
NSL), including a discussion of the few available studies within the variationist 
paradigm (section 4.1). This complements the discussion in chapter 2 regarding 
universal factors influencing subject pronoun realisation. Principles, determi-
nants, and possible results of language contact are discussed, with a special focus 
on World Englishes and on null subjects in language contact (section 4.2). Given 
the importance of linguistic and sociohistorical ecology in the process of variety 
formation, this  background is provided for each of the three varieties individu-
ally (sections 4.3.1, 4.3.2 and 4.3.3). These sections each include a short overview 
of relevant research on morphosyntactic features of the respective variety, with a 
closer look at accounts of null subjects specifically. The status of English in the 
different societies is evaluated in terms of Schneider’s dynamic model: Singa-
pore English is further progressed in its nativisation status than the L2 varieties 
of India and Hong Kong, and this is reflected in a higher degree of structural devi-
ance from the superstrate. As a methodological primer for the following compar-
ative analysis, the comparative perspective on the varieties in question is adopted 
from a descriptive, and a methodological point of view in the spirit of the compar-
ative variationist framework (section 4.4).

The goal of the comparative analysis conducted in chapter 5 is to relate the 
varying nativisation status and societal functions of different varieties of English 
in Asia to measurable differences in the realisation of a syntactic variable. The 
primary measures are quantitative differences, both in the attestation of null 
subjects in the speech community sampled in the respective corpora, and across 
different linguistic contexts. The analysis relies on contrastive diagnostics estab-
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lished by the comparative variationist method. To ensure the comparability of 
results, this investigation follows the principles proposed in chapter 3 for British 
English in methodology and structure. Observations on divergent patterns in the 
variable context, the linguistic factors investigated, and the distribution of null 
subjects in the different data sets are addressed and illustrated (sections 5.1 and 
5.2). The logistic regression models for the three Asian Englishes are first dis-
cussed separately (sections 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5), followed by an explicit comparison 
of the Asian varieties, and an evaluation of substrate influence (section 5.6). It 
is confirmed that the two L2 varieties Indian and Hong Kong English show more 
similarities with each other than with the more indigenised L1 variety Singapore 
English.

The study concludes with the comparative discussion of the results achieved 
on the four varieties and their implications in chapter 6. Additional material and 
complementary statistical information are provided in the Appendix.
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2 Null subjects: Theoretical, methodological and 
descriptive foundations

Subject personal pronoun alternation is a classic sociolinguistic variable, subject to multi-
ple constraints. Indeed, considering the number of studies that have been carried out, […] 
subject personal pronoun variation seems to have become something of a showcase varia-
ble in variationist sociolinguistics. (Bayley et al. 2012: 49–50)

While Bayley et al.’s statement holds true for Spanish sociolinguistics, and the 
syntactic phenomenon of null subjects has received scholarly attention from 
various perspectives, variationist research on English null subjects is scarce. The 
present chapter serves to establish the theoretical background for such an inves-
tigation, which is presented in the empirical analysis of variable subject pronoun 
realisation in spoken British English in chapter 3. Section 2.1 provides a general 
overview of the phenomenon from a cross-linguistic perspective. A short sketch 
of the forms and functions of pro-forms (section 2.1.1) is followed by an account 
of their role in different analytical approaches, both functional (section 2.1.2) and 
formal (section 2.1.3). While formal analyses approach the issue of null subjects 
quite differently both conceptually and methodologically, their influence on the 
debate has been decisive, and several empirically testable hypotheses can be 
derived from these theoretical treatments.

Section 2.2 lays the methodological grounds by introducing the research 
paradigm underlying the present study. The principles of variationist analysis 
are discussed (section 2.2.1), followed by examples of research on null subjects 
within this paradigm in canonical null subject languages and cross-linguistic 
contexts (section 2.2.2).

The role of subject pronouns in English is discussed in section 2.3.1, followed 
by an overview of quantitative investigation conducted on null subjects in native 
English (section 2.3.2).

2.1 Pro-forms and pro-drop

This section provides the foundation for the analytic factors used in the studies 
discussed in sections 2.2 and 2.3, and consequently in the quantitative analysis 
of variable subject realisation in chapters 3 and 5. As a general introduction to 
the concrete morphosyntactic phenomenon under investigation, different kinds 
of pro-forms as a grammatical and communicative phenomenon are described 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-002
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(section 2.1.1), followed by an account of their role for information structure 
(section 2.1.2). The formalist perspective on the expression and omission of subject 
pronouns is addressed in section 2.1.3, introducing the distinction between pro-
drop and non-pro-drop, or null subject and non-null subject languages. 

2.1.1 Pro-forms

First and foremost, language is a communicative enterprise between speaker 
and hearer. Be it in dialogic and conversational, or narrative form, two major 
demands on successful communication are to grant informativity of utterances 
and ensure the interpretability of discourse. To achieve this goal, speakers need 
to structure their output beyond the sentence level with regard to both cohesion 
and coherence (Halliday and Hasan 1976).

Cohesion is defined as the “interpretation of some element in the discourse 
[being] dependent on that of another” (Halliday and Hasan 1976: 4), and supports 
the construction and configuration of meaning on the text level, i.e. coherence. 
Cohesion can take the form of reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, also 
subsumed under grammatical cohesion, and lexical cohesion (Halliday and Hasan 
1976: 6). Especially grammatical cohesion is relevant for the investigation here, 
since languages show systematic differences regarding their usage of linguis-
tic means to achieve cohesion. As cohesive devices, pro-forms have the textual 
function of acting as covert links between sentences and clauses (Wales 1996: 4). 
According to Quirk et al. (1985), pro-forms are 

words and word-sequences which are essentially devices of recapitulation or anticipating 
the content of a neighbouring expression, often with the effect of reducing grammatical 
complexity. (Quirk et al. 1985: 76)

Cataphora, the anticipation of reference, is more common for written rather than 
spoken language, which is the object of the present investigation, thus the follow-
ing discussion is largely restricted to anaphora (the recapitulation of reference), 
as in (2.1).

(2.1) Did you paint the portrait in the studio?
 Yes, I did it there. (Chu 1998: 282)

The use of pro-forms reduces linguistic material and thereby condenses infor-
mation; their use is thus more common in registers with lower informational 
density and shared situational context (Biber et al. 1999: 235). Semantically light 
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verbs like do (see also 2.1) and nouns like thing, person, etc. which are referenti-
ally vague, can act as pro-forms; the most common pro-forms, however, are pro-
nouns, such as I and it, in 2.1 (Wales 1996: 5). The functional categories of pro-
nouns introduced here are personal or referential pronouns, generic pronouns, 
and syntactic pronouns.

Personal pronouns are the “most prototypical” pronouns (Wales 1996: 1). 
In English, personal pronouns formally distinguish several categories, namely 
person, and partly number, gender and case (generative “phi-features”, Huang 
2014: 174). They typically refer to specific language-external referents (Biber et al. 
1999: 328). One crucial difference within this category is between first and second 
vs third person pronouns, as speech participants vs third party referents. Further-
more, the interpersonal first and second person pronouns are used primarily in 
their situational context, with shifting reference throughout interactive speech 
situations (Wales 1996: 3, see also the shift in form, with continuous reference, 
from you to I in 2.1).

Substitutional use is the most central function of third person pronouns. 
Typically, the occurrence of pronouns, as opposed to the usage of a full noun 
phrase, is accounted for by avoiding “redundancy of expression” (Quirk et al. 
1985: 82). Third person pronouns can take the form of personal pronouns he / she 
/ they, but also inanimate it, or demonstratives this / these and that / those. While 
first and second person pronouns are usually exophoric, i.e. referring deictically 
to speech-external entities, third person pronouns can denote both exophoric 
and endophoric, or textual, reference (Wales 1996: 44). According to Halliday 
and Hasan, the first instance of it in (2.2) refers to the physical act of curtseying, 
constituting extended exophoric reference. The second instance, referring to the 
whole of the Queen’s statement, or a fact rather than a thing, illustrates textual 
reference, although the difference is admittedly gradual (Halliday and Hasan 
1976: 52).

(2.2) [The Queen said:] ‘Curtsey while you’re thinking what to say. It saves   
 time.’
 Alice wondered a little at this, but she was way too much in awe of the  
 Queen to disbelieve it. (Halliday and Hasan 1976: 52)

In terms of their relative frequencies, the main anaphoric elements in conver-
sational speech are personal pronouns, followed by definite NPs, while demon-
strative pronouns are comparatively rare compared to other registers (Biber et al. 
1999: 237). Especially in dialogues, the cohesive function of pronouns can also be 
fulfilled by a null variable (alternatively referred to as gap, ellipsis or zero, Hall-
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iday and Hasan 1976: 142). According to Chomsky (1981: 65), who terms this the 
avoid pronoun principle, 

[this] might be regarded as a subcase of a conversational principle of not saying more than 
is required, or might be related to a principle of deletion-up-to-recoverability, but there is 
some reason to believe that it functions as a principle of grammar. (Chomsky 1981: 65) 

These determinants of recoverability are addressed in sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3.
A less specific meaning is carried by the impersonal or generic usage of per-

sonal pronouns; this generalised exophoric reference to “people in general” can 
be made by one, or, more informally, plural pronouns of all persons (2.3).

(2.3) Science tells us that the earth goes round the sun.
 You can never tell what will happen.
 They say it’s going to snow today. (Quirk et al. 1985: 353–354)

Purely syntactic pronouns (or: expletives, pleonastic, or dummy pronouns) con-
stitute a cross-linguistic rarity (Newmeyer 2005). English uses it and there as 
expletive pronouns. Camacho’s (2013: 16–17) “taxonomy of expletives” provides 
four sub-categories (2.4). While the syntactic pronouns in a. (weather ‘it’) and b. 
(extraposition expletive), have “some kind of referential capability”, c. and d., 
raising and existential expletive are “purely expletive” (Camacho 2013: 16).

(2.4) a. Here it always rains.
 b. It surprised me [that Santos won].
 c. It seems that she knows the truth.
 d. There are some visitors at the door. (Camacho 2013: 16)

Pleonastic pronouns are semantically empty and fulfil an exclusively syntactic 
function, whereas the use of referential pronouns is strongly determined by the 
information status of their referent. The following section introduces basic terms 
and concepts used to analyse these relations at the interface of syntax, semantics 
and pragmatics. 

2.1.2 Pronouns and information structure

Information structure (Halliday 1967) or information packaging (Chafe 1976) refer 
to the way linguistic structure is employed to mark differences in the semantic 
categories of givenness and newness. Sentences are typically built according to 
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this two-fold division by placing given before new information (Halliday 1967: 
205); corresponding oppositions are theme or topic, and rheme, comment or focus 
(for a more comprehensive account, see Lambrecht 1994: chapter 1). Structurally, 
these semantic notions are commonly associated with subject and predicate. 

The use of referential pronouns is crucially determined by information pack-
aging. Givón (1995) identifies iconic principles underlying the choice of referring 
expressions as processing signals. Following the quantity principle, more coding 
material is devoted to information less predictable for the hearer (Givón 1995: 
49–50). The referential form is thus chosen based on the speaker’s hypothesis on 
the cognitive status of the referent in the hearer’s mind (see also Chafe 1976: 30). 
Lambrecht presents a twofold classification of this cognitive status of referents as 
more or less identifiable and activated. High degrees of identifiability and activa-
tion are achieved by three major means: 
a. introduction into the linguistic context; 
b. physical presence in the extra-linguistic context; 
c.  retrievable from long-term memory as part of encyclopaedic knowledge. 

(Lambrecht 1994: 79–80)

For communicatively successful reference to language external entities, espe-
cially when absent from the immediate context, those referents usually have to 
be introduced into the linguistic context by full NPs in various syntactic func-
tions. According to Ariel (1994), the accessibility hierarchy of referring expressions 
governs the linguistic codification of referents by universal psychological princi-
ples of cognitive accessibility. The decisive factor for the choice between nominal 
and pronominal expression is the “assumed familiarity” of the respective refer-
ent, as modelled in Prince’s taxonomy of given – new information, which classifies 
referents according to two cross-cutting distinctions, based on the dimensions 
“discourse” and “hearer” (Table 2.1, adapted from Prince 1992: 301). (2.5) is pro-
vided by Ward and Birner (2004) as an illustration of this taxonomy.

Table 2.1: Prince’s taxonomy of given and new information

Hearer-old Hearer-new

Discourse-old Evoked: it (non-occurring)
Discourse-new Unused: the president Brand-new: a speech

(2.5) The president gave a speech today, and in it he offered a new tax plan.
 (Ward and Birner 2004: 156)
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In English, the function of personal pronouns (vs full NPs) is not unlike the use 
of definite articles with NPs, and only possible for “hearer-old” referents, as 
opposed to indefinite articles, or bare NPs for “brand-new” referents (see e.g. 
Wales 1996: 11). Further distinctions are drawn on the basis of the different dis-
course status: While the definite NP the president is discourse-new, it can be 
identified via Lambrecht’s “encyclopaedic knowledge” and is thus treated as 
“hearer-old”. The indefinite NP a speech represents the least familiar entity. Con-
sequently, as the direct object it is located at the right periphery of the clause after 
the more familiar referent, and is further elaborated in the second part of the 
sentence. Once it is evoked, i.e. both hearer-old and discourse-old, reference via 
the anaphoric pronoun it is possible. Givón’s topicality hierarchy orders different 
structural means of reference according to their degree of givenness, or topicality 
(Figure 2.1, Givón 1983: 17).

high topicality

zero anaphora > weak pronouns > strong pronouns
right detachment > neutral order (+ definite) > left detachment

Y-movement > clefts > indefinite NPs

low topicality

Figure 2.1: Givón’s topicality hierarchy

Givón (1983: 18) states that the more continuous and predictable the referent, the 
less overt expression it needs to receive; highly salient antecedents possibly even 
license zero anaphora. The investigation here is mainly concerned with the deno-
tation of referents via zero anaphora and pronouns, i.e. at the high-accessibility 
end of the topicality scale.

In a cross-linguistic study on referring expressions, including English and 
Chinese, Gundel et al. (1993: 275) model givenness as an implicational hierarchy 
of types of cognitive status, with decreasing givenness from left to right (Figure 
2.2).

GIVEN NEW
in focus > activated > familiar > uniquely identifiable > referential > type identifiable

Figure 2.2: Gundel et al.’s givenness hierarchy
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With decreasing givenness, the scope of potential referents increases and thus 
becomes more ambiguous. Gundel et al. predict that the choice of anaphoric 
expressions is determined by the cognitive status of the referent: the more ambig-
uous the referent, the more explicit the referring expression, i.e. “in focus” ele-
ments can be realized by anaphors with the least phonological and morpholog-
ical content, while “type identifiable” elements require full lexical NPs (Gundel 
et al. 1993: 282; this is also confirmed by Gundel et al. 2010). Gundel et al. (1993: 
291–292) find that in each language of their cross-linguistic comparison, the two 
polar referential expressions are the most commonly employed choices. Overt 
pronouns in languages allowing for zero anaphora can thus be interpreted as 
the marked case, carrying a specific contrastive or emphatic function. However, 
pronoun realisation is usually variable, so accounting for null vs overt pronomi-
nal anaphora from such discourse-based perspectives bears the danger of circu-
larity: a pronominal slot is empty, therefore its referent is deduced to be accessible 
enough for omission (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 20). In an attempt to more 
objectively operationalise givenness, the relative degree of cognitive accessibility 
of a referent is modelled as a function of antecedent-anaphor linear distance, or 
potentially interfering elements between antecedent and anaphoric expression 
within the text (e.g. by Ariel 1990, Givón 1983). High familiarity and activation 
status are natural concomitants of referential first and second person pronouns 
– both of them refer to physically present discourse participants. While different 
degrees of familiarity and activation are thus more meaningful for third person 
pronouns, distance to antecedent and possibly interfering referents are relevant 
for all pro-forms (see also Travis 2007).

The discourse status of its referent is also relevant for the syntactic role of 
subjects. The subject of a sentence is commonly defined as one of the two main 
constituents of a clause, e.g. by Biber et al. (1999: 122), as “the noun phrase that 
has a ‘doing’ or ‘being’ relationship with the verb in that sentence”. It can be 
identified via case marking in inflectional languages, and its role in syntactic pro-
cesses like passivisation, reflexivisation, and government of the verb form (Kibrik 
2001: 1413). Subjects are prototypically associated with the semantic role of agent. 
However, numerous examples of non-agentive subjects exist, e.g. instrument, 
recipient or affected subjects (Biber et al. 1999: 124), which requires the distinc-
tion between syntactic and psychological subject, visible e.g. in passive construc-
tions like The man was bitten by the dog, where the syntactic subject represents 
the patient, while the psychological subject constitutes in the post-verbal prep-
ositional phrase. However, concerning its role in discourse, typically the subject 
coincides with the topic of the sentence, even in passive constructions (see e.g. 
Keenan 1976, Taboada and Wiesemann 2010). Following principles of informa-
tion packaging, the principle of end-weight specifically, in SVO languages like 
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English the syntactic function of subject is usually filled by familiar referents, 
hence pronouns occupy the huge majority of subject slots (about 90%, vs 10% 
full NPs in ICE-GB; Biber et al. 1999: 237).

The choice of anaphoric expression is based on the language specific forms 
of anaphors, but is assumed to follow Givón’s cross-linguistically valid quantity 
principle. In contrast, the role of non-referential or syntactic pronouns is less uni-
versal, and its connection with information structure is more indirect. Syntacti-
cally, the most explicit introduction of new referents in English consists of the 
existential construction with there be in its presentational function (2.6, see e.g. 
Ward et al. 2002). In this construction, there acts as a pleonastic, purely syntactic 
subject, while the semantic correspondent to the subject function in the basic 
sentence pattern is displaced to post-verbal position.

(2.6) There was a thing called a carvery which had a vast menu 
 <ICE-GB:021#146:C>

The existential construction enables the shift of the noun phrase to the post-verbal 
focus position, bypassing the restrictions imposed by the rather strict word order 
of English; syntactic structures with similar compensatory functions include 
raising constructions and extrapositions, which also require expletive pronouns 
as subjects in English (Ward and Birner 2004: 154, see 2.4 above). Existential pres-
entational sentences like (2.6) introduce addressee-new entities, often followed 
by a relative clause further specifying the referent, and “promoting” them to topic 
status (Lambrecht 1988: 149). In accordance with Givón’s topicality hierarchy, the 
introductory NP is usually indefinite. Indefiniteness is not an absolute constraint, 
though: definite NPs can also add (relatively) new information, either by serving 
as reminders, new subtypes, or specified by an identifying description (Ward et 
al. 2002: 1440). While these explicit presentational constructions are typical in 
narratives, in conversation new topics commonly evolve naturally as subtypes of 
previous topics, with less overt syntactic marking.

Many investigations on information packaging are based on the analysis of 
narratives, partly evoked in experimental settings to keep the content constant 
(e.g. Chafe’s famous “Pear Stories”, Chafe 1980). Conversational data often 
behaves more unpredictably, so not all observations from studies on narratives 
are equally valid for this text type (see also Travis 2007, Travis and Lindstrom 
2016). Typically, the constructions illustrated above are more prominent in mon-
ologic or written language, where direct feedback between producer and recipi-
ent of the message is precluded, while informal and dialogic speech additionally 
draws upon non-canonical structures, intonation and ellipses to mark contrast, 
focus and givenness (Hirschberg 2004). 
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From these considerations of information structure, it is possible to identify 
referential continuity as a likely enabling factor for zero anaphora. The follow-
ing section is concerned with a complementary perspective on anaphora and the 
cross-linguistic distribution of null anaphora in the form of null subjects, intro-
ducing the syntactic typological parameter pro-drop. 

2.1.3 Pro-drop

Generative linguistics has played a formative role in the debate on null subjects. 
Although the present study is not formalist in nature, generative treatments of 
the phenomenon offer a range of possible explanations for subject omission that 
can be operationalised as potential predictors in the empirical investigation pre-
sented in chapter 3 and chapter 5.

Formal accounts of grammar distinguish between language types based on 
syntactic parameters. Macro-parameters refer to a specific syntactic setting of a 
language that entails further structural properties (Chomsky 1981). Employing 
the metaphor of an “on/off-switch”, parameter setting is analysed as an essential 
process of L1 and L2 acquisition (see e.g. Hyams and Wexler 1993, Rizzi 2000a on 
L1; Phinney 1987, White 1985 on L2, see also section 4.2.2). One of these so-called 
macro-parameters is the pro-drop, or Null Subject Parameter (NSP). Since its pos-
tulation in Perlmutter (1971), Chomsky (1981), and Rizzi (1982), it has become one 
of the most thoroughly discussed theoretical issues in linguistics (see e.g. Jaeggli 
and Safir 1989b for a variety of accounts, Biberauer et al. 2010 for more recent 
approaches in the minimalist framework; Camacho 2013 for an overview).

In its original form, the NSP established the contrast between non-pro-drop 
and (canonical) pro-drop languages. According to the (extended) projection prin-
ciple (EPP), all sentences require an overt grammatical subject (Chomsky 1982: 
10). Depending on theoretical background, for empty subject slots three possibili-
ties satisfy this principle: little pro as an empty category, zero as deleted pronoun, 
or inflection as pronominal (Camacho 2013: 60). The necessary condition for 
empty subjects in tensed clauses is the formal licensing, i.e. on the syntactic level, 
while identification is the sufficient condition, describing the semantic issue of 
recoverability of the referent of little pro (Rizzi 1986: 518–522).

In canonical null subject languages (NSLs), this is granted via inflectional 
marking or “rich agreement” (Chomsky 1981: 241; see also Rizzi 1986, Taraldsen 
1978). The prototypical examples for this language type are Romance languages 
like Spanish or Italian, which specify both person and number via verbal mor-
phology (2.7). 
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(2.7) a. __ vai al mare?
go-2.SG to-the sea

‘Are you going to the beach?’

b. __ non mangiamo carne.
not eat-1.PL meat

‘We don’t eat meat.’
(D’Alessandro 2015: 202)

The complementary language type of a “well-behaved” non-pro-drop language is 
mainly represented by languages like English or French, which exhibit a dimin-
ished system of inflectional marking. This language type is predominantly found 
in Europe; in fact, Haspelmath (2001) categorises [– pro-drop] as a feature of 
“Standard Average European”. In contrast, null subjects are pervasive in some 
highly analytic languages like Chinese or Korean, the so-called radical pro-drop 
languages (Huang 1984, see also section 4.1). From this observation stems Jaeggli 
and Safir’s (1989b: 29–30) “uniformity of the paradigm hypothesis”, an attempt 
to delimit the amount of morphology considered “rich” enough for licensing zero 
(see also Camacho 2013: 27). According to this “morphological uniformity hypoth-
esis” (MUH), languages with uniform morphological (non-)marking license null 
subjects, while languages with a mixed system do not. While much research has 
been devoted to the morphological uniformity hypothesis, the results remain 
inconclusive (see e.g. Neeleman and Szendrõi 2007 for an overview, Sato and Kim 
2012 and Sato 2014 on the morphological uniformity hypothesis confronted with 
evidence from Singapore English).

The NSP as a macroparameter is designed to entail other properties of the 
NSL as well, e.g. that-T effect, free inversion, thematic and non-thematic zero, 
and rich agreement (Rizzi 1982). This has been shown to be inadequate descrip-
tively faced with cross-linguistic evidence, first by Gilligan (1987; criticism of the 
“classical version” of the NSP is also summarized in Huang 2000: 57–60). Gilligan 
confronts the predictions made by the postulated clusters of properties of NSLs 
with a cross-linguistic sample of more than 100 languages. One of the remain-
ing strong correlations is the referentiality generalization, i.e. languages with 
thematic null subjects also have expletive null subjects. However, unlike Nicolis 
(2008) claims, this is not a universal correlation (one exception is Dominican 
Spanish, see Camacho 2013: 36). 

Parameters are also assumed to play a role in L1 acquisition. The investiga-
tion of child language shows that null referential subjects are commonly attested 
in all language types up to age three (see Hyams 1986, Hyams and Wexler 1993). 
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However, Hyams’ (1986) original assumption of a universal initial default setting 
to [+ pro-drop] has encountered criticism, most fundamentally by Valian (1990), 
who argues for a more nuanced approach incorporating variable input from adult 
language. Rizzi (2000b) analyses child null subjects as a root phenomenon, a 
structural restriction also shared by languages like Corsican and Brazilian Portu-
guese, but not attested universally.  

Compared to the formerly dominant Principles and Parameters paradigm, 
more current approaches within the Minimalist Programme are rather concerned 
with microparametric, or language internal variation (Camacho 2013: 9). Their 
aim is to account for the attested conflicts of parametric predictions with cross-lin-
guistic observations. Two interrelated presently relevant fields of investigation 
have been of specific interest in the last years: 1. Revising the EPP to account for 
different degrees of pro-drop, i.e. different frequency of null subjects, by broad-
ening the classification matrix (e.g. Biberauer 2008, Biberauer et al. 2010), and 2. 
the investigation of contact varieties and creole languages, and typological shifts 
in these (e.g. Modesto 2008 on Brazilian Portuguese, Camacho 2013 on Domini-
can Spanish; Bayer 2013, Lisser et al. 2015, Meyerhoff 2000 and Nicolis 2008 on 
Creole languages).

The initial binary system of pro-drop vs non-pro-drop languages has been 
considerably broadened since its first incarnation, first incorporating isolating 
languages like Chinese as radical pro-drop, later adding subclasses of intermedi-
ate types, or, as Holmberg terms it, different null subject parameters (Holmberg 
2010). Subtypes of NSL are usually distinguished on the basis of possible types of 
null subjects, especially referential status, or person. Biberauer (2010) provides a 
“typology of NSLs” (summarised in Table 2.2).

Table 2.2: Typology of null subject languages

Pro-drop type Example Null subjects Verb agreement

Consistent / canonical Italian yes rich inflection
Expletive / semi German yes, but only expletives some inflection
Partial Finnish sometimes (restricted) some inflection
Discourse Chinese yes (and null objects) no inflection

Expletive subjects are rare cross-linguistically (Newmeyer 2005); while they are 
obligatory in languages like Norwegian, Danish, Swedish and English, even lan-
guages that possess them often express them variably in different contexts (e.g. 
Icelandic, also German and Yiddish impersonal expletives, which are obligatory 
only clause-initially, Camacho 2013: 44). Expletive- or semi-NSL grant the licens-
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ing of pro, but not identification, therefore only permitting expletive, but not ref-
erential null subjects; this is also referred to as topic-drop languages (Liceras and 
Díaz 1999).

Partial NSLs like Finnish allow null subjects in “certain restricted contexts” 
(Roberts and Holmberg 2010: 11). They commonly omit generic pronouns (Holm-
berg et al. 2009). Omission of referential subjects usually depends on inflectional 
marking (e.g. different marking for Hebrew persons, or Irish synthetic vs ana-
lytic forms, Camacho 2013: 93). A general tendency for a split between the speech 
act pronouns first and second vs third person is observed by e.g. Cole (2010), 
Frascarelli (2007), and Sigurðsson (2011). Such a “split system” is also described 
by Meyerhoff (2000) for Bislama, which, in contrast to Finnish and Hebrew, 
favours third person null subjects (see also Camacho 2013: 29). 

Furthermore, even within NSLs, the fulfilment of the sufficient condition for 
null subjects does not necessarily entail a zero variant. This results in vast differ-
ences of rates of null subject realisation. The amount of null subjects in spoken 
language ranges from 79% in Polish, 72% in Italian, 76% in Javanese, 53% in Can-
tonese, and 11% in Finnish, all of which are classified as “null subject languages 
of some sort” (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 22). 

Language internal variation is also attested for canonical NSLs, e.g. by Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis (2015) for dialect and genre variation in Spanish, where 
rates for first person zero vary from approximately 50% to 75% (see also contri-
butions in Wratil and Gallman 2011 on language-internal variation). While the 
overall rates of subject omission clearly differ between genres, it remains open 
whether the constraints on omission still remain constant across regional and 
stylistic varieties of a language, or are systematically different, as suggested by 
Roberts and Holmberg (2010: 5).

The accounts of null subjects in various languages above yield the follow-
ing possible determinants of subject omission: referential status of the omitted 
pronoun, i.e. possibly a higher likelihood of omitted expletives; and the favouring 
of null subjects in contexts of licensing morphology, i.e. third person singular 
present tense inflected verb forms in English.

Together with observations of processes in L1 acquisition, where null sub-
jects occur regularly for all language types, and the insights concerning partial 
pro-drop, it is obviously more appropriate to describe null subject vs non-null 
subject languages as a continuous scale, rather than a binary opposition. One 
part in positioning languages on this scale is the quantitative degree of variation, 
and the range of contexts in which null subjects are allowed in a given variety. 
Systematic quantitative investigation as provided in the present investigation can 
thus contribute to clarifying the status of languages and varieties on such scales, 
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and help to evaluate the status of proposed absolute and implicational univer-
sals.

2.2 Quantitative approaches

As discussed above, the generative account of subject pronoun omission, in the 
course of its general microparametric turn, has had to admit to the existence of 
mixed language types and language internal variation with regard to null sub-
jects. The investigation of such variation from a quantitative perspective has been 
the domain of variationist studies since the 1960s. Fundamentals of variation-
ist analysis are introduced in section 2.2.1, followed by a discussion of relevant 
research within this framework (section 2.2.2).

2.2.1 The variationist paradigm and grammatical variation

The search for order in the perceived chaos of language-internal variation has 
been an ongoing endeavour. Labov’s groundbreaking work on Weinreich et al.’s 
(1968: 99–100) “structured heterogeneity” provides methodological grounds for a 
prolific community of researchers within the variationist paradigm. 

Most functional categories can be expressed by two or more differing mor-
phological or lexical items, this is referred to as different variants of a linguistic 
variable, e.g. will vs shall vs going to as expressions of future in English (Torres 
Cacoullos and Walker 2009). The assumption is that hypotheses on the (non-)
occurrence of variants can be empirically tested by operationalizing and statis-
tical analysis (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 24). One pillar of this analytical 
framework is the principle of accountability (Labov 1982: 30), as phrased by Tag-
liamonte: 

This principle is fundamental to variation analysis; it dictates that all occurrences of the 
target variable must be taken into account, not simply one variant or another. […] In other 
words, you must include all non-occurrences as well. (Tagliamonte 2006: 72)

Accountability thus means assessing the whole range of variable contexts. This is 
only possible via the delimitation of the envelope of variation, a demarcation of 
variable vs categorical, i.e. invariant contexts of a variable, through the detailed 
inspection of the data that is to be analysed (Tagliamonte 2006: 88). Like other 
syntactic variables, the investigation of null pronouns necessarily demands a 
function-based approach to identifying the variable context (Sankoff 1988: 151). 
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A crucial interest in variationist analysis is the identification of variable rules 
in the form of factors systematically influencing the choice of specific variants to 
different degrees (e.g. Labov 1969, Sankoff and Labov 1979):

Thus, in order to determine the status of a form, it is not its current existence in a variety 
which is decisive, nor even its rates of occurrence. […] However, the distribution, i.e. pre-
cisely where it occurs in the language, as determined by the relative frequency of the feature 
across its different contexts of use, is taken to represent the underlying grammatical struc-
ture. (Tagliamonte 2008: 133, emphasis in the original)

The conditions of linguistic variants can consist of extra-linguistic factors such as 
speaker age, gender, class, education, etc., or different structural contexts, such 
as phonological or syntactic environments, as linguistic factors. Typically, the 
distribution of linguistic variants is determined by various factors, or constraints. 
To determine the variable grammars of different languages and language varie-
ties means to identify such regular patterns, the variable rules (Bayley 2013: 118). 

Within the envelope of variation, such probabilistic constraints can be iden-
tified via quantitative statistical methods (Travis and Lindstrom 2016: 104). The 
aim is to gain insight into the variable grammar “underlying the variable surface 
manifestations” (Poplack and Tagliamonte 2001: 94), even across “data sets of 
different sizes, with varying frequencies of forms” (Poplack and Tagliamonte 
2001: 93). The classic variationist tool is multiple logistic regression, often in the 
form of a dedicated statistical package, GoldVarb, but increasingly conducted in 
open-source software R with additional software packages (this alternative and 
its advantages are discussed, amongst others, by Bayley 2013, Johnson 2009, 
Sankoff 2008, Tagliamonte 2006, Wagner 2012). This statistical procedure eval-
uates and weights the contribution of different predictors, or factor groups, and 
their individual factor levels in a multivariate analysis (see also section 3.3.5). 

Multivariate analysis provides the analytical measures of statistical signifi-
cance, relative factor strength, and constraint hierarchy (Tagliamonte 2008: 132–
133). Especially for low-frequency phenomena, constraint rankings, i.e. the rela-
tive importance of individual factor levels, can serve as a crucial methodological 
tool that enables the comparison of variable grammars across varieties (Poplack 
and Tagliamonte 2001: 94).

The investigation in chapter 3 follows these methodological guidelines and 
presents a multivariate analysis of the variable occurrence of null and overt 
subject pronouns in British English. Null subjects as variation between pronoun 
and zero expression are considered a case of (near) synonymous variants of a lin-
guistic variable and have thus inspired a wealth of research, especially in canon-
ical null subject languages. Central insights from these studies are presented in 
the following section.
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2.2.2 Variationist studies on null subjects

Most quantitative research on null subjects has been conducted on canonical 
null subject languages, but recently also on contact varieties thereof, and partial 
null subject languages. Especially Spanish and its varieties have inspired a rich 
selection of quantitative research from various perspectives on subject personal 
pronouns (SPP; for exhaustive research overviews, see e.g. Bayley 2013, Carvalho 
et al. 2015, Flores-Ferrán 2007). These studies can also serve as empirical models 
for studies on non-NSLs like English (as discussed in section 2.3.2). A selection 
of variationist analyses concerned with the establishment of variable rules for 
null subjects in canonical and partial NSLs is presented below, chosen by their 
relevance for the present investigation, especially with regard to their description 
and choice of linguistic factors, and their assessment of the cross-linguistic valid-
ity of their findings (Englebretson and Helasvuo 2014, Erker and Guy 2012, Travis 
2007, Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2012). Especially interesting here are studies 
concerned with partial NSLs (Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 2016), and with the con-
sequences of language contact on subject realisation (Nagy et al. 2011, Nagy 2015, 
Otheguy et al. 2007, Silva-Corvalán 1994, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2010, 2015). 

Research on Spanish null subjects has identified several recurring factors 
determining subject realisation. A common insight is the rather peripheral role 
of extra-linguistic factors like gender, age and social class (Flores-Ferrán 2007: 
625). The most influential structural and discourse factors are switch reference, 
discourse connectedness, “i.e. continuity of subject, tense, and mood from the 
preceding tensed verb”, reference chains, subject person and number, seman-
tic features of the verb, and tense-mood-aspect of the verb phrase (Bayley 2013: 
17). Due to the syntactic structure of Spanish, investigation is exclusively con-
cerned with referential personal pronouns; however, the definition of the varia-
ble context is not always made sufficiently transparent concerning the inclusion 
of e.g. non-specific personal pronouns, or set expressions like discourse markers 
(Flores-Ferrán 2007: 628). 

Predictably, contexts that help referential identification of the null element 
favour subject omission, such as referential continuity, e.g. in the form of refer-
ence chains, and a high degree of discourse connectedness (e.g. Silva-Corvalán 
1994). Conversely, dialects that exhibit high rates of neutralising morphological 
distinctions of verb forms, e.g. between different persons, also show higher rates 
of overt subject pronouns (e.g. Bayley 2013: 16–17, Cameron 1996). 

Concerning subject person and number, a common observation is the higher 
preference of plural forms for null subjects (e.g. Bayley and Pease-Alvarez 1997). 
The most frequent overt subject pronoun is first person singular yo ‘I’ (Flores-Fer-
rán 2007), although different distributions have been observed for Caribbean and 
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South American Spanish, which favour overt second person singular and third 
person singular respectively (Otheguy and Zentella 2012). This calls into question 
universal, discourse-based explanations, and hints towards variety-specific pat-
terns of subject realisation dependent on person.

For semantic features, among others Silva-Corvalán (1994) and Travis 
(2007) identify the tendency for overt subjects with “verbs of mental activities or 
states” and “communicative activity” (Flores-Ferrán 2007: 634). The correlation 
observed between overt first person subjects and psychological or cognitive verbs 
is explained by 

the role they play in expressing epistemicity, as it is through use of the first person that 
speakers can weaken or strengthen their stance towards an utterance, by using expressions 
such as (yo) creo and (yo) pienso (‘I think’). (Travis 2007: 113)

Further evidence for cognitive verbs as a separate class is provided by the exist-
ence of a turn-position effect which is only valid for this category (Travis and 
Torres Cacoullos 2012: 741). Within the class of psychological verbs favouring 
overt subjects, Travis and Torres Cacoullos identify central prototypical con-
structions, most prominently yo creo (‘I think’) as a high-frequency blueprint for 
further analogical yo + cognitive verb realisations (Travis and Torres Cacoullos 
2012: 743).

Frequency is also central to a recent approach by Erker and Guy (2012), which 
tackles the influence of the verb phrase on subject pronoun realisation from a 
different angle, “the role of lexical frequency in syntactic variability”. In their 
analysis of New York Spanish conversations, they model lexical frequency as a 
discrete rather than a continuous effect. Verb forms are divided into the classes 
low and high frequency, defined as “individual verb form constitut[ing] at least 1% 
of the corpus” (Erker and Guy 2012: 536), resulting in 13 high-frequency forms in 
Erker and Guy’s data set. New York Spanish is a contact variety and potentially 
exhibits higher pronoun realisation rates due to its contact with English (see also 
Otheguy et al. 2007). Overall, high frequency verbs show rather low pronoun real-
isation rates. Erker and Guy explain this by a conserving effect of high frequency 
forms that are processed as chunks and thus not affected by language contact 
to the same degree as low frequency forms (Erker and Guy 2012: 531–532). Fur-
thermore, their findings point towards a “non-orthogonal influence” of lexical 
frequency, i.e. frequency is not an independent, direct effect, but interacts with 
other constraints: “each of the core constraints is weaker and less predictive of 
SPP use among infrequent forms and stronger and more predictive among fre-
quent forms” (Erker and Guy 2012: 546). So far, the validity of their observation 
is inconclusive, with Bayley et al. (2013) unable to verify their claim. However, 
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Wilson (2014) provides further evidence supporting the conclusions of Erker and 
Guy. 

Another structural constraint observed for Spanish subject pronouns consists 
of priming, or persistence, effects. Travis (2007) investigates genre effects on first 
person pronouns specifically. Despite widely differing subject realisation rates in 
conversations compared to narratives, the linguistic constraints are identical in 
both genres and remain constant for both New Mexican and Colombian Spanish 
(Travis 2007: 115). Furthermore, both genres show two distinct priming effects: 
overt subjects are primed by specific lexemes, whereas null subjects are struc-
turally primed (Travis 2007: 104). The lesser duration of the priming effect in the 
conversational data is attributed to the lower continuity of TAM marking of verb 
phrases compared to narratives (Travis 2007: 131). In their investigation of Colom-
bian Spanish, Travis and Torres Cacoullos (2012) find two distinct priming effects, 
both by previous coreferential, and immediately preceding token irrespective of 
reference (Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2012: 729–730). While overt coreferential 
priming for further overt realisation can be considered a lexical effect of sorts 
(Travis’ 2005 “yo-yo effect”), the triggering effect of null realisation for further 
omission is “an apparently purely structural effect” (Travis and Torres Cacoullos 
2012: 730).

While this set of factors is well-researched from a variationist perspective for 
the canonical null subject language Spanish, empirical research on other language 
types is rather lacking so far. A decidedly cross-linguistic, discourse-based angle 
is adopted for Englebretson and Helasvuo (2014, a special issue of the Journal of 
Pragmatics, vol.63). The contributions focus on the variable expression of first 
and second person pronouns in natural conversation, spanning a wide range of 
different language types, i.e. Peninsular Spanish, European Portuguese, English, 
Swedish, Javanese, and Finnish (Englebretson and Helasvuo 2014: 1–4). Like the 
present study, contributions in the volume are concerned with language-internal, 
micro-level variability, and aim to enlighten conditions for speakers’ choice of the 
non-typical variant for the respective language. A common finding is that 

subject expression or ellipsis is often locally contingent and construction specific, and 
maintained through frequency effects, grammaticalization, and local priming. (Englebret-
son and Helasvuo 2014: 3)

The variable realisation of first person singular pronouns in the partial NSL 
Finnish is investigated by Helasvuo and Kyröläinen (2016). This study is espe-
cially relevant here for its methodological currency and transparency, and inves-
tigates many of the same factors as the present study. Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 
analyse about 2,000 first person singular subjects in spoken Finnish with regards 
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to “constructional”, and “discourse and cognitive” factors (Helasvuo and Kyröläi-
nen 2016: 268). Constructional factors are concerned with properties of the verb 
phrase, such as verb semantics, argument structure, tense-mood-aspect marking, 
and polarity (Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 2016: 269–272), while discourse and cog-
nitive factors are operationalised as referential distance, syntactic complexity, 
lexical frequency of the verb, turn length and persistence (Helasvuo and Kyröläi-
nen 2016: 274–277). Amongst the tested random effects speaker, verb, and conver-
sation, random variation between individual speakers is most informative. The 
strongest structural effect on subject realisation is found for the discourse factor 
persistence, emphasising the importance of the sequential organisation of con-
versations. Other statistically significant effects favouring null subjects, although 
with a much smaller effect size, are found for low referential distance, short syn-
tactic units, intransitive verb phrases, and motion verbs, especially compared to 
psychological verbs, which strongly favour overt subject pronouns (Helasvuo and 
Kyröläinen 2016: 282–284). Several structural factors known for canonical null 
subject languages can thus be confirmed for the partial null subject language 
Finnish.

An interesting testing ground for the cross-linguistic validity of constraints on 
null subjects are studies of language contact between NSLs and non-NSLs. While 
Otheguy et al. (2007), and Otheguy and Zentella (2012) encounter higher rates of 
overt subject pronouns for Spanish in New York, Silva-Corvalán (1994) finds no 
such evidence for Spanish in Los Angeles. In order to analyse the possible effect 
of English on New Mexico Spanish, Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2010) stress the 
importance of more detailed investigation of the constraints on null subjects in 
contact varieties, rather than merely reporting subject realisation rates. These are 
known to vary widely between both regional and stylistic varieties of Spanish, 
while structural constraints remain largely constant (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 
2010: 189–190). In order to separate contact effects from cross-linguistic tenden-
cies, a crucial point in the analysis is the identification of structural conflict sites 
between the languages in contact (see also Poplack and Meechan 1998). In the 
resulting grammatical system of the contact variety, these conflicts can manifest 
as differences in the direction or strength of effects (Poplack and Tagliamonte 
2001: 101). While Torres Cacoullos and Travis find no clear differences in linguis-
tic constraints between non-contact and contact varieties, a stunning insight 
of their study is the validity of priming even across language boundaries, i.e. 
English I favours overt yo in instances of code-switching (Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis 2010: 205). 

Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015) consider subject pronouns a “paradig-
matic case for grammatical convergence in studies of US Spanish” and aim to 
provide an inter- vs intralinguistic comparison of constraints. They consider 
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cross-linguistic factors like discourse cohesion, activation, accessibility and inter-
actional, pragmatic factors. Their aim is to provide “foundations for the study of 
pronoun expression in Spanish in contact with English” by detailed investigation 
of the structural constraints in both languages involved in the contact situation, 
an approach very similar to the present study (see also section 2.3 below, and 
section 4.4.2). A first major difference is found in the variable context for pronoun 
expression, which is much more limited in English than in Spanish. 

Nagy et al. (2011) and Nagy (2015) provide a whole collection of cross-lin-
guistic comparisons, investigating the null subject “heritage languages” Canton-
ese, Italian and Russian in contact with English in Toronto. Subject continuity 
is the most widely attested factor group. While no detailed data is available on 
the homeland varieties of the respective languages, Nagy et al. find no changes 
between different generations of speakers of the different heritage languages, 
indicating that subject realisation is not used as a sociolinguistic marker (Nagy 
et al. 2011: 143).

To sum up, the variationist investigation of null subjects in canonical null 
subject languages assumes a near-synonymous relation of overt and null pro-
nominal subjects. Analysing determinants of variation reveals that extra-lin-
guistic factors like age and gender are not as relevant as structural factors, while 
dialect and genre variation yield clear differences in the rate of subject realisa-
tion, but hardly affect the linguistic constraints.

The analysis of contact varieties shows that contact between typologically 
different languages possibly, but not necessarily influences subject pronoun real-
isation. These contact effects are only revealed in a detailed assessment of lin-
guistic constraints in the languages in contact, as well as in the resulting contact 
variety. A crucial notion is that of structural “conflict sites”, which are measur-
able in the resulting differences in the constraint hierarchy between substrate, 
superstrate and contact language. 

Unlike factors specific to the inflectional language type of Spanish, namely 
discourse connectedness and identifiability of (null) subject referent via morpho-
logical marking, and variety-specific patterns for different persons, factors deter-
mined by principles of language processing, i.e. switch reference as an operation-
alisation of mental accessibility of the referent, lexical frequency of the verb, and 
priming, can be assumed to be valid cross-linguistically and therefore for (varie-
ties of) English as well. A further candidate universal is the strong association of 
overt first person pronouns with psychological verbs.

The increasing number of quantitative studies on non-canonical NSL, includ-
ing contact varieties and partial NSLs like Finnish, has opened the way to the 
evaluation of the cross-linguistic validity of structural determinants established 
for canonical null subject languages, as attempted in the present study. Previous 
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descriptive (section 2.3.1) and variationist (section 2.3.2) approaches to null sub-
jects in English are discussed in the next section.

2.3 Null subjects in L1 English

In generative frameworks, English is usually cited as the “well-behaved” non-
null subject language; still, in specific circumstances null arguments can be 
found. The following section provides an assessment of the status of English as a 
non-NSL (section 2.3.1), followed by an account of the state of empirical research 
regarding null subjects in L1 English (section 2.3.2).

2.3.1 English as a non-null subject language?

Although English started out historically as a “German-style topic drop lan-
guage”, its historical development largely eliminated the regular possibilities for 
null subjects (see e.g. Walkden 2013). Still, the fact that null subjects do occur in 
actual spoken English has triggered a number of studies in the generative para-
digm and in descriptive accounts of Standard spoken English. 

Despite their supposed ungrammatical status, null subjects have their place 
in descriptive grammars of English. Quirk et al. state that “of the clause elements 
other than the verb, the subject is the most important in that […] it is the element 
that is most often present” (Quirk et al. 1985: 725). However, even in Standard 
present-day adult English, a certain amount of null subjects can be found. They 
are obligatory in non-finite subordinate clauses (generative “big PRO”), and 
quasi obligatory in imperatives (Biber et al. 1999: 219). Null subjects are optional 
but canonical in coreferential coordinations (2.8).

(2.8) This gay guy who came into the pub completely fell in love with Ben 
 and Ø was like declaring his undying love. (Biber et al. 1999: 156)

Although they are not strictly grammatical, the omission of sentence initial sub-
jects is frequently reported for informal spoken language (see e.g. Zwicky and 
Pullum 1983 on “informal style deletion”, 2.9).

(2.9) Ø got in last night and Ø still haven’t unpacked 
 (Zwicky and Pullum 1983: 156)
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Biber et al.’s Longman Grammar (1999) treats null subjects as a kind of ellipsis 
found especially in conversation. They state that this situational ellipsis “takes 
place when the subject of a declarative clause is omitted, normally at the start of 
a turn” (Biber et al. 1999: 1105). An analysis of the British and American English 
conversational sub-corpora of the Longman Spoken and Written English Corpus 
reveals a non-negligible amount of utterance-initial null subjects in both Stand-
ard varieties, provided as estimated occurrences per million words (Table 2.3 
adapted from Biber et al. 1999: 1105–1106).

Table 2.3: Frequency of initial ellipsis in AmE and BrE conversation; occurrences per mil. words

Ellipsis of AmE BrE overall

Subject 1,000 3,000 2,000
Subject + operator < 1,000 1,000 1,000

Including subject + operator omission (see also 2.10 c.) raises the number of 
null subjects in Biber et al.’s corpora to more than 1,000 for American English 
and 4,000 for British English, respectively. Apparently, null subjects are more 
common in British than in American English. This is especially evident for spe-
cific lexemes. A case in point is provided by the verb form depends, which is 
found without overt subject in 30% of all cases in American English, and 60%, 
i.e. the majority of its occurrences, in British English (Biber et al. 1999: 1106). 

Given these findings, Liu (2008: 275) criticises the “clear-cut” categorisation 
of English as non-NSL, especially with regard to the insufficient development of 
grammars and teaching material targeted towards speakers of null subject lan-
guages. He cites the following examples as evidence for null subjects in informal 
spoken English (2.10).

(2.10) a. What’s concubine?
Ø Don’t know, get a dictionary.

b. Do you want me to go hire a video camera while I’m at it?
Yeah, Ø be great.

c. Ø Know what I mean?
d. What happened to John?

Ø Had an accident.
e. Ø Sounds good to me. 

(Liu 2008: 280)
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Liu argues that instances of null subjects in English like above possibly serve as 
positive evidence for learners with a null subject L1, hindering or delaying pre-
sumed parameter resetting in the acquisition process (Liu 2008: 285, see also 
section 4.2.2 below).

Given the importance of parameter setting for first language acquisition, 
combined with the relatively high frequency of null subjects in early child 
English, this domain is a productive field of study. Hyams (1994) and Rizzi (1994) 
both claim that null subjects in child English are restricted to the first position of 
non-wh root clauses and constitute instances of German-style topic-drop rather 
than Spanish pro-drop. Xiao (2002) goes as far as classifying early L1 English as 
topic- rather than subject-prominent, manifesting in frequent empty subjects and 
dislocation processes (see also section 4.1). These observations support genera-
tive characterisations of null subjects as a root phenomenon (but see Haegeman 
and Ihsane 1999: 126).

The specific register of diaries is another source of studies on English null 
subjects, analysed e.g. by Haegeman and Ihsane (1999, 2001), Teddiman and 
Newman (2007), and Weir (2012). While embedded null subjects are clearly less 
common than root null subjects in their diary data, Haegeman and Ihsane observe 
them in various types of subordinate clauses, such as declarative complement 
clauses with and without that, interrogative complement clauses, relative clauses 
and adjunct clauses (Haegeman and Ihsane 1999: 129, 2.11).

(2.11) Next time Ø see him Ø must be alive. 
 (Haegeman and Ihsane 1999: 128)

Haegeman and Ihsane (2001: 333) report higher acceptability for such cases from 
speakers of British English compared to American English, which is in line with 
Biber et al.’s observations on the frequency of null subjects in either variety (see 
Table 2.3 above). Teddiman and Newman (2007) draw upon a corpus of online 
diaries to elucidate the distribution of null subjects in this rather informal written 
variety. They confirm findings by Nariyama (2004) on higher omission rates for I 
and it compared to other pronouns, and suggest lexical preferences for the omis-
sion-favouring initial position. Barring the conventionalised expression thank 
you, especially frequent with initial null subjects are different forms of the verbs 
get, go, and look. Weir (2012) contrasts null subjects in spoken English with 
those found in diaries. While he analyses diary drop as instances of topic-drop, 
he concludes that the phenomenon is a purely phonological “left-edge deletion” 
in spoken language given its restriction to initial position. This assumption is, 
however, deduced from introspection rather than actual language data. 
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In lieu of authentic speech, the fictional representation of dialogue is used 
e.g. by Nariyama (2004), who, besides conversation, investigates TV scripts and 
casual letters. The most frequently omitted elements in all text types are I and 
it. Nariyama identifies four “triggers of subject omission”: anaphoric deletion 
(subject present in preceding sentence, can be reconstructed through linguistic 
information), deixis (subject can be reconstructed via non-linguistic context), 
dummy it deletion, and conventional expressions such as gotta go or dunno (Nar-
iyama 2004: 252–253). In her analysis of spoken Northeast English, Bailey (2011) 
confirms the higher frequency of I and it as omitted forms, and reports a clear 
preference for overt you. Bailey corroborates her insights from sociolinguistic 
interviews with complementary questionnaires of acceptability judgments on 
various types of null subjects.

While the studies on English null subjects discussed above present recurring 
observations on types of null subjects encountered in different registers and vari-
eties, none of these studies provides systematic quantitative evidence in the form 
of statistical evaluation of significance, or a multivariate factor analysis. More-
over, either only null, but not overt subjects are discussed, making it difficult 
to evaluate the validity of structural claims, or the quantitative basis concern-
ing omission rates and types of null subjects is not made sufficiently clear. The 
following section discusses more representative, corpus-based studies with an 
explicitly variationist orientation.

2.3.2 Quantitative research on null subjects in English

Following years of almost exclusively generative approaches, researchers within 
usage-based and variationist paradigms have only recently paid attention to 
English null subjects, spawning a stunning number of studies in the last years. 
Factors identified as significant in these studies are used as a guideline and 
testing ground for the present investigation.

Of special interest here is the study by Teddiman (2011) who investigates null 
subjects in ICE-GB, including the sub-corpus “conversation (S1A)”, i.e. the same 
data as the present study. Furthermore, her study provides empirical evidence 
for hitherto rather anecdotal observations on the frequent co-occurrence of spe-
cific verbs and verb forms with null subjects in English. Measuring bidirectional 
association of utterance-initial verb forms with null subjects, she finds differing 
usage patterns in different genres of ICE-GB. ICE-GB conversations exhibit strong 
associations of the verb forms sounds, looks, depends, feels, and seems with null 
subjects. Additionally, she reports a preference of the negated auxiliaries can’t, 
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doesn’t, don’t and didn’t, as well as non-negated must and could for subject omis-
sion (Teddiman 2011: 79).

A set of studies in the variationist quantitative paradigm is provided by Cote 
(1996), Harvie (1998), Leroux and Jarmasz (2006), Torres Cacoullos and Travis 
(2014), Travis and Lindstrom (2016), and Wagner (2012, 2018) on different varie-
ties of North American English. 

Cote (1996) uses the Switchboard corpus to extract approximately 400 subject 
tokens, with a 1:1 overt to zero token ratio. However, the method of extraction 
remains rather unclear. Harvie’s (1998) analysis of Canadian English conversa-
tions uses a 2:1 overt to zero ratio, extracting the overt tokens from “contextually 
related adjacent clauses” (Harvie 1998: 18), a procedure also followed by Leroux 
and Jarmasz (2006) for their investigation of convergence effects between English 
and French in Canada. Cote (1996) focusses her investigation on effects on the 
discourse level. She finds a strong correlation of null subjects with utterance 
length, i.e. a pronoun omission favouring effect of short, especially one-utterance 
turns, and a higher amount of null subjects at turn boundaries. A similar effect 
for initial position is reported by Harvie (1998), who additionally confirms the 
universal effect of reference continuity for her data. While she describes a pref-
erence for null subjects to occur with negated forms, negation is not statistically 
significant; neither are the structural factors subject type (person, and referential 
vs dummy), clause type, and contrast in her analysis. Leroux and Jarmasz (2006) 
confirm the favouring effect of factors like coordination, initial position, and 
immediately preceding null token on English null subjects, but find no evidence 
for convergence between English and French with regard to null subjects, sug-
gesting “to extensively study this variable across typologically distinct languages 
in the hope of defining the extent of its possibly universal nature” (Leroux and 
Jarmasz 2006: 12). 

Most informative for the present investigation are the detailed variationist 
analyses provided by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014, 2015), and Travis and 
Lindstrom (2016) on US English, and Wagner (2012, 2018) on Newfoundland 
English. They are modelled on previous studies on Spanish and other canonical 
NSL, and systematically investigate the categorical and quantitative constraints 
on null subjects in the non-NSL English. Furthermore, they are distinguished 
by their transparent study design, making them a suitable starting point for the 
analysis in chapter 3.

Both Wagner (2012, 2018) and Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) restrict their 
analysis to first person contexts, arguing that 
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we cannot assume that all persons will pattern in the same way; first and second person, 
for example, have different information status from third person, and [first person singular] 
has a unique role in interaction as a reference to the speaker. (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 
2014: 20)

However, given the frequent inclusion of wider pronominal contexts in the 
studies discussed in section 2.2.2, it is possible this particular selection is due 
to economic as much as conceptual reasons, an aspect Wagner (2012: 110–111) 
addresses openly. Rather than excluding contexts beside first person reference, 
the present study aims to operationalise these differences and integrate them into 
the analysis in chapter 3.

Torres Cacoullos and Travis transfer their insights from studies on Spanish 
subject realisation to the investigation of subject pronouns in spoken American 
English (see section 2.2.2). Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) analyse first person 
singular null subjects in 249,000 words from the Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken 
American English (SBCSAE) with the aim to test the generative hypothesis that 
null subjects in non-canonical NSL are different from canonical null subjects 
beyond mere differences in frequency (Roberts and Holmberg 2010: 5). They find 
a total of 151 null subject tokens, compared to 9,000 overt first person singular 
pronouns, 6,600 of which occur “in the transcripts with at least one unexpressed 
I” (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 22). Apparently, almost a third of the texts, 
and accordingly a similar share of speakers represented in the data, show categor-
ical overt subject realisation. This is strong evidence for the role of inter-speaker 
variation when investigating this non-standard grammatical feature for English. 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis exclude the invariant texts from their analysis, but 
do not address individual speaker variation any further. While they argue for the 
central role of accountability and point out the necessity for a comprehensive 
analysis to consider overt as well as null tokens, their database for the follow-
ing analysis follows the approach to create a subset of data with an artificial 2:1 
overt to zero pronoun ratio (including the preceding or following coreferential 
overt token). As argued by Wagner (2018: 3), it is not entirely clear how suitable 
such an artificial ratio is for the following statistical evaluation and the repre-
sentativeness of their results. What is clear is the obvious economic advantage 
of this approach – representing the actual distribution of the variants in the data 
requires the coding of thousands of additional overt pronoun tokens. 

Torres Cacoullos and Travis identify a highly restrictive variable context for 
English null subjects, i.e. the initial position in declarative main clauses, and 
coreferential coordination. For these contexts they consider the linguistic con-
straints coordination, priming, subject position in utterance, as well as speaker 
turn, subject continuity, polarity, semantic class of the verb, and tense (Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 27). The latter five factors are not statistically signif-
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icant, and, with the exception of subject continuity, not addressed in any more 
detail. While subject continuity shows a favouring influence on pronoun omis-
sion, it is not statistically significant, and not an independent effect in their analy-
sis. Strong correlations of subject continuity are identified with the factors coordi-
nation and priming. Although these are not quantified as statistical interactional 
terms, coreferential coordination implies subject continuity by definition, as does 
priming, since it is defined as the “realisation of the previous coreferential [first 
person singular] subject” (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 25). 

Besides the strong favouring effects of coordination, initial position and 
immediately preceding null token, Torres Cacoullos and Travis identify a set of 
“lexically specific” constructions for null subjects. Within the schema of coordi-
nated verbs, the more specific expressions [ I go1sgi and Ø verb1sgi ] and [ I verb1sgi 
and Ø quotative verb1sgi ] emerge as particular constructions, a finding similar 
to those on Spanish (e.g. Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2012, see also section 2.2.2). 
They conclude that 

the crosslinguistic generalization lies in the existence of such constructions, in that par-
ticular constructions have also been revealed to play a role in subject expression in other 
languages, but at the same time, the constructions themselves are language specific. (Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 32)

The investigation by Travis and Torres Cacoullos (2014) is concerned with stressed 
vs unstressed first person pronouns, a distinction commonly accounted for by 
similar principles of information management as the difference between overt 
and null realisation (see section 2.1.2). While they find that accessibility as an 
“information flow property” is crucial for stress on pronouns, it manifests differ-
ently than constraints on overt and null realisation: stress is not dependent on 
switch reference between adjacent clauses, but on referential distance (one or 
less vs two or more intervening clauses, Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2014: 384). 
The focus of Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015) lies on the effects of English-Span-
ish language contact (see also section 4.6.2). Their results confirm the limited 
effect of reference continuity for English null subjects, especially compared to 
structural priming, and the language specific status of the initial position con-
straint (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2015: 92). This contrastive approach to null 
subjects is developed further in a forthcoming paper on “variationist typology” 
(Torres Cacoullos and Travis forthc.). 

Travis and Lindstrom (2016) provide the first detailed study on English to 
incorporate pronouns beyond first person contexts. They contrast different genres 
with regard to constraints on subject realisation in English, comparing third 
person singular human specific subjects in the SBCSAE with the English “Pear 
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Stories” (Chafe 1980). It is shown that subject omission rates are much higher in 
narrative than in conversational speech (22% null subjects in narratives vs 4% in 
conversation, Travis and Lindstrom 2016: 104). The findings of Torres Cacoullos 
and Travis (2014) on first person subjects, i.e. the restriction to initial position or 
coordination in declarative main clauses, are confirmed for third person. Despite 
the widely differing null subject rates in the two text types, they find that, as in 
Spanish, the constraint hierarchy remains constant across genres. It is thus only 
realisation rates that change between genres of the same variety, not the under-
lying grammatical system.

Wagner (2012, 2018) investigates the traditional L1 dialect Newfoundland 
English, known for its relatively liberal use of null subjects (Clarke 2004: 312). 
Analysing 34 interviews from the Pouch Cove corpus (approximately 280,000 
words of conversation) yields 376 first person null subject tokens. First person 
is by far the most common context in this text type. Criticising the non-transpar-
ent token selection process of earlier studies, Wagner’s publications are the only 
studies so far to take into account all null and overt subject tokens in the data 
under investigation rather than an artificially created subsample. This results in 
more than 8,000 tokens analysed overall, with a subject omission rate of 4.4%. 
This rate is remarkable since Wagner does not include coreferential coordination, 
a main source of null subject tokens in most studies on English, and thus pre-
sents clear evidence for the higher frequency of null subjects in the Newfound-
land dialect. This is also represented in a wider variable context than attested in 
the studies discussed above, as Wagner (2012) does report, and include in the 
statistical analysis, null subjects in subordinate clauses, and non-initial position 
However, null subjects are rare in subordinated clauses, and not part of the fol-
low-up analysis of the same data in Wagner (2018), raising the deletion rate to 
7.2%.

In the following multivariate analysis, Wagner tests a wide variety of linguis-
tic constraints known from previous investigations for her data, i.e. subject conti-
nuity (switch reference), clause type, turn position, turn length, preceding token, 
verb type and verb frequency. Additionally, the less well-known factor “verb 
phrase complexity”, found relevant mainly in studies on first language acquisi-
tion (especially Bloom 1990), is included. Analysing verb phrases as accumula-
tion of sense units, she reports a clear correspondence of increasing complexity 
of the verb phrase with a higher likelihood for subject omission, accounted for by 
limited resources in language processing. Especially Wagner (2018) stresses the 
relevance of this factor, which might account for observations like the favouring 
effect of negation on null subjects, or be related to effects of verb types like aux-
iliaries or modal verbs. 
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Non-linguistic factors like speaker gender, age, and religion are not found 
significant for the Newfoundland data. Additionally, including speaker as a 
random intercept in a mixed-effects model only marginally improves model sig-
nificance (Wagner 2018: 21). Besides verb phrase complexity, the linguistic con-
texts most decisive for subject realisation in Newfoundland English are preceding 
null token, initial position, and short turns. A slight favouring effect for overt first 
person pronouns is reported for perception verbs, such as think, tell, hear, or 
know, a finding in line with earlier research. No measurable effect is reported 
for verb frequency. While Wagner (2012) models persistence rather idiosyncrati-
cally by crossing the factor groups turn boundary, switch reference and preceding 
token, the latter factor takes clear precedence in influencing pronominal realisa-
tion, while the cross-linguistically influential factor switch reference is not sig-
nificant in isolation; these tendencies are also reported by Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis (2015), and confirmed by Wagner (2018). 

The preceding section has shown that there is growing interest in the quan-
titative investigation of non-canonical cases of null subjects, and increasingly so 
for the presumed non-NSL English specifically. Postulated categorical restrictions 
on null subjects in English, especially the supposed restriction to declarative 
main clauses, are possibly more appropriately modelled as strong probabilistic 
constraints. There are indeed very rare cases of embedded null subjects, which 
are additionally influenced by variety-specific preferences and aversions. Given 
the dominance of North American English in the presently available analyses, 
and the observed differences between US and GB with regard to null subjects, the 
detailed analysis of British speech data presented in chapter 3 offers the possibil-
ity to evaluate Biber et al.’s (1999), and Hageman and Ihsanen’s (2001) observa-
tions on differences in usage and acceptability between US and British English. 
Beyond being an end in itself, given the role of British English as the historical 
superstrate of the Asian Englishes investigated, this clarification is also a neces-
sary prerequisite for the comparative analysis in chapter 5. 

Contrastive analysis of different languages and contact varieties stresses the 
importance of detailed structural analysis, as demanded by Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis: 

The systematic quantitative analysis of variation in speech thus enables shared and lan-
guage-specific patterns to be discerned. More such studies are called for to allow for the 
characterization of viable cross-linguistic generalizations on subject realization. (Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 32)

Concerning structural constraints on English null subjects, cross-linguistic ten-
dencies like referential continuity, and especially structural priming, are largely 
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confirmed to be valid for English as well, while results on verb semantics and 
polarity are inconclusive and possibly related to factors like collocational pat-
terns, verb frequency, and verb phrase complexity. Due to the current lack of sys-
tematic investigation, it is difficult to evaluate the status of the structural factors 
subject person, and reference or specificity. Besides, the occurrence of lexically 
specific or conventional expressions favouring null subjects calls for further 
quantitative evidence.

Frequently made observations more specific to English include a strong pref-
erence of null subjects for coordination and utterance-initial position, and a pre-
dominance of omitted I and it compared to other pronoun forms. The present 
study aims to contribute to the clarification of language specific and cross-lin-
guistically valid patterns of subject pronoun realisation, by investigating the 
manifestation of such structural constraints in a sample of British English conver-
sation in chapter 3, followed by an investigation of the status of these constraints 
in contact varieties of English in Asia in chapter 5. 
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3 Empirical baseline: Null subjects in Spoken 
British English

Now you see most things in English are possible <,> 
Some things are simply not as likely as others <ICE-GB:024#148–149:A1>

Since to date there is no multivariate study on Standard British English available, 
the first step of this research is to establish the frequency and conditions of null 
subjects in spoken British English as a baseline. The aim is to provide transpar-
ent, reproducible results, to serve as the basis for further comparative analyses, 
e.g. with other L1 varieties of English, or different genres, which is missing from 
the research literature so far. In the following chapters 4 and 5, these findings will 
be matched with the three Asian contact varieties of English.

This chapter follows the tradition of variationist analysis in performing a 
quantitative statistical analysis of possible structural determinants of “near-syn-
onymous” expressions, in this case the syntactic function of subject fulfilled by 
either pronoun or zero. The envelope of variation of the variable is circumscribed 
in section 3.1, the structural factors analysed are introduced in section 3.2., fol-
lowed by a descriptive account of the data and an assessment of extra-linguistic 
factors in section 3.3.

The analysis tests predictions and linguistic factors proposed and established 
by earlier studies, as discussed in chapter 2, and their impact on the realisation 
of subject pronouns in British English. The statistical tool is logistic regression, 
conducted by the open source software R in combination with various dedicated 
software packages (for a complete list, see references). Its results are presented in 
section 3.4 for the full data set, and in section 3.5 for first person contexts specifi-
cally. Discussion and interpretation of the results is provided in section 3.6.

3.1 The envelope of variation: Coding decisions and examples

Defining the envelope of variation is the crucial first step underlying each vari-
ationist analysis (Tagliamonte 2006: 86–87). This section argues and illustrates 
what constitutes a null subject in this study, the variable context that is taken into 
account, and the operationalisation of null to overt subject ratios. The procedure 
consists of two steps: first, a priori exclusions are undertaken based on previous 

1 Sidney Greenbaum

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-003
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empirical accounts of null subjects, followed by a detailed inspection of the data 
concerning the distribution of null subjects. The fact that the investigation in this 
chapter serves as the basis for a comparative analysis adds another level of com-
plexity: several analytical categories are inspired by research on Asian languages 
and varieties; they are required for the comparison in chapters 5 and 6 (see also 
sections 2.2, 4.1, and 4.4). Therefore, the envelope of variation is circumscribed 
less orthodox than for an analysis of British English alone.

In accordance with the consensus in previous research (e.g. Li et al. 2012, 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014), null subjects in this study are defined as the 
absent pronoun of a finite verb phrase. This excludes for example participles in 
non-finite sub-clauses, which do not require overt subjects in English (generative 
“big PRO”, Chomsky 1981: 56), but also instances of subject + verb or operator 
omission. Following the assumption by e.g. Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 
21), and Nariyama (2004: 243, but cf. Wagner 2012: 114–115) that subject + VP 
ellipsis behaves differently from subject-only omission, this excludes null sub-
jects in subject + aux omission (3.1). Also excluded are overt pronouns without 
VP, a phenomenon encountered mainly in connection with copula deletion (3.2)

(3.1) A Are you running late nights working hard for exams or?
B Yeah
A Ø Burning the candle at both ends quite a bit, are you? 

<ICE-GB:087#160-162>
(3.2) I Ø damn stupid lah. <ICE-SG:085#74:B>

The unit of analysis is the complete clause. Thus, subject pronouns in false starts 
and fragmentary utterances are excluded (marked bold in 3.3). Pronouns in repe-
titions are counted only once (the first instance in 3.4, see also Tagliamonte 2006: 
93).

(3.3) I can’t sleep properly ever, cos I when I go to bed at night 
 I I have to st my arm won’t straighten you see. <ICE-GB:052#73:B>
(3.4) Well it’s it’s it’s just so base. <ICE-GB:022#198:1:D>

Further contexts were excluded from the analysis because they are invariant in 
the (non-)occurrence of subject pronouns, and thus constitute categorical rather 
than probabilistic constraints on null subjects (Travis and Lindstrom 2016: 104), 
e.g. imperatives as canonical contexts for null subjects in English, and tag ques-
tions as invariant contexts for overt pronouns. Discourse markers like I think 
and you know are found invariant in ICE-GB after inspection of the data (see also 
Tagliamonte 2006: 90 on “formulaic utterances”). They are distinguished from 
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matrix clauses (3.5) via their position as parentheticals or postposed tags (3.6; see 
also Wagner 2012: 125).

(3.5) Hopefully it will improve Neil a bit 
 but I think he’s happier where he is now.<ICE-GB:025#285:B>
(3.6) That was my big one of my biggest achievements I think 
 to do that sort of thing. <ICE-GB:028#147:A>

Unlike in the study by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 22–23), the compara-
tively marginal cases of null subjects in subordinate clauses and questions are 
part of the present analysis (see also sections 2.1.3 and 3.3). For one, they are not 
categorically invariant (see also Wagner 2012: 119), and moreover, as discussed 
in chapter 5, these contexts are part of the comparison with the Asian varieties. 
Wagner (2012) also includes subordinate clauses, but like Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis (2014) identifies questions as invariant syntactic context. This is probably 
due to the focus of both studies on first person pronouns – null subjects in ques-
tions are most commonly second person pronouns (Wagner 2012: 115). 

While earlier studies on English are restricted to either first person pronouns, 
or do not include the full range of overt pronouns (or both, see also section 2.3.2), 
this study seeks to present the full picture of null subjects in English by including 
all persons. Overt pronouns were extracted (semi-)automatically, zero pronouns 
manually by reading through the transcripts and marking empty subject slots. 
Coding for the structural factors introduced in the following section was done 
manually by the present author, ensuring consistency in coding and interpreta-
tion, and covers the whole range of overt subject pronouns.

Rates of subject omission are calculated as the ratio of overt pronouns within 
the envelope of variation and zero, excluding invariant contexts and full NPs in 
subject position. Accountability is a crucial methodological principle of varia-
tionist analysis (see also section 2.2.1). However, most investigations of null sub-
jects in English do not take the complete range of overt pronominal subjects into 
account, but rather operate on more or less clearly defined subsets, commonly a 
balance of 1:1, or 1:2 zero to overt pronouns, which is obviously a huge distortion 
of linguistic reality (see also section 2.3.2). While this approach is understandable 
from an economic point of view, it is not clear how reliable conclusions based 
on these skewed null subject rates are; the present study thus follows Wagner’s 
stance in including the full set of pronominal subjects into the quantitative anal-
ysis (Wagner 2012: 131–132). 
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3.2 Analytic categories: Linguistic factors

A widely shared result of studies on null subjects is the crucial role of linguistic 
factors for subject realisation. Regional dialect and genre or style being constant, 
as is the case in the present study, structural constraints take clear precedence 
over social determinants in canonical, “radical” and non-null subject languages 
(see e.g. Travis 2007 for Spanish, Li et al. 2012 for Chinese, Wagner 2012 for New-
foundland English). While the exact circumscription of linguistic factors differs, 
a number of recurring, de facto standard categories have been established in 
numerous earlier investigations on null subjects in various languages (e.g. the 
summary in Bayley 2013 for Spanish, see also section 2.2.2). Most of these factors 
are also part of the main empirical models for this study, i.e. Wagner (2012), 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014), and Li et al. (2012), with additions to test the 
influence of cross-linguistic tendencies and substrate-induced properties in the 
Asian varieties.

This section introduces the linguistic contexts that are analysed, clarify-
ing their status in the present study and sketching the expected outcome. For 
the sake of transparency and replicability of results, the categories used in the 
present study are discussed in detail, and illustrated by examples from ICE-GB. 
The most common category, or factor level, is chosen as the reference level for a 
factor group in the statistical modelling by default, unless contrasts relevant for 
the purpose of the present study are represented better by a different selection 
(Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 2016: 278).

3.2.1 Coreferential coordination

One canonical context for null subjects in Standard English is the second subject 
slot in coreferential coordination (3.7; see also Biber et al. 1999: 156; on an alter-
native view of conjoined verbs as single clauses with two predicates, see e.g. Hud-
dleston et al. 2002: 238). There is no unanimous agreement on the inclusion of 
this context, with Wagner (2012: 79) claiming that “[these examples…] are omni-
present and usually not classified as null subjects”. In contrast, Travis and Lind-
strom (2016: 108) argue that the variable occurrence of pronouns in coordina-
tion remains unaccounted otherwise, concluding that “the variability in English 
subject expression that exists in both coordinated and non-coordinated contexts 
must be accounted for in order to obtain a full understanding of this phenom-
enon”. Null pronouns are indeed very common in these contexts; 59 out of 113 
coreferential coordinations in the present data set appear without overt subject 
pronoun (3.7). Within the class of coordinated subjects, Torres Cacoullos and 
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Travis (2014: 28) identify temporal contiguity of the verbal action as a semantic 
factor favouring zero, whereas sequential situations favour overt pronouns (3.8).

(3.7) If they become hungry they eat the book
 and Ø read the uh <,> and Ø read the instructions on the baked tins. 
 <ICE-GB:025#315:A>
(3.8) Quite incredible we caught the evening boat 
 and we got there 
 and we changed some money. <ICE-GB:021#70-71:C>

Hendiadys, “[the realisation of] a single conceptual idea by two distinct constit-
uents” (Hopper 2002: 146), is instantiated in English on a scale of more or less 
conventionalised expressions, the most lexicalised being Quirk et al.’s “pseu-
do-coordinations” try and…, go and…, etc. (1985: 979, see also Barth-Weingarten 
and Couper Kuhlen 2011: 279). Related to this are the “lexically specific” coordi-
nations detected by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 31), which are responsible 
for a large share of null subjects in their data. They identify two kinds of verbal 
schemas. One kind evokes Hopper’s (2002: 152) “core hendiadic construction”, 
go and …, with motion verbs as first constituent, [ I go1sgi and Ø verb1sgi ]. It is 
found both as fixed expression with go (3.9), but also with other inflected forms 
of go (3.10). The other schema contains quotative verbs as the second conjoined 
element ([ I verb1sgi and Ø quotative verb1sgi]; 3.11).

(3.9) And they go and Ø have a teabreak. <ICE-GB:027#157:C>
(3.10) Uhm <,> I went and Ø watched the rugby. <ICE-GB:025#231:A>
(3.11) And he rang and Ø said that she was very ill. <ICE-GB:028#126:A>

Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 32) argue that the existence of lexically spe-
cific constructions favouring null subjects is valid cross-linguistically, but that 
the expressions themselves are language specific. One aim of the present study 
is thus to find out whether in a language internal comparison these co-occur-
rence patterns turn out to be variety specific, both with regard to a comparison 
of Standard Englishes (ICE-GB vs US English, analysed in Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis 2014) and contact varieties, as addressed in chapter 5. 

Coreferential coordination is one of the most significant factors in Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis (2014), and is also expected to predict most occurrences 
of null subjects in British English. All clauses were thus coded for presence or 
absence of coreferential coordination, with absence, i.e. no coordination, as the 
reference level.
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3.2.2 Clause type

One of the strongest structural claims by generativists about English null subjects 
is that they are a root phenomenon, i.e. they occur in declarative main clauses 
exclusively (e.g. Haegeman and Ihsane 1999: 126, see also section 2.3.1). However, 
this supposedly categorical constraint has repeatedly been refuted in the analysis 
of natural language data (e.g. in specific registers like diaries, Haegeman and 
Ihsane 2001, and in regional dialects, e.g. Ihalainen 1991, Wagner 2012). Espe-
cially second person zero can be encountered in questions, most likely in connec-
tion with operator drop, in examples like Know what I mean? (Biber et al. 1999: 
1105; see also Wagner 2012: 115). 

All clauses are marked as either declarative main clause (m), subordinate 
clause (s), or question (q). In an attempt to gain more insight into the nature of 
null subjects rather unexpected in this syntactic context, subordinate clauses are 
further distinguished into the categories general (3.13), relative clause (3.14) and 
if-clause (3.15). However, the low overall token number of null subjects outside 
declarative main clauses (3.12) makes these finer categories untenable; for sta-
tistical analysis they are thus collapsed into the more general category subordi-
nate clause. As commonly noted, spoken language uses non-canonical question 
structures, e.g. without operator or marked solely by intonation (see Biber et al. 
1999: 211–212); since examples like You know what I mean? are a common and 
acceptable form for questions in informal speech, instances like (3.16) are also 
included as questions. 

(3.12) Ø Feels alright now. <ICE-GB:089#115:A>
(3.13) Ø Don’t think Ø makes that much difference. <ICE-GB:022#291:A>
(3.14) They had two spinster ladies Ø lived there called Miss Mahon. 
 <ICE-GB:028#225:A >
(3.15) Or if Ø wanted to be a prison officer for instance. <ICE-GB:084#190:B>
(3.16) What do you think the term anamnesis means?
 Ø Got any idea? <ICE-GB:053#133:A>

The overall occurrence of the clause types distinguished here varies signifi-
cantly across different persons, for both overt and zero pronouns. As shown in 
Figure 3.1, first person pronouns in general are underrepresented in subordinate 
clauses, and especially questions. A Chi-square test reveals that the differences 
between persons in clause types are highly significant (χ² = 307.61, df = 4, p < .01). 
That Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) confirm the categorical restriction of null 
subjects to declarative main clauses for spoken American English is thus possibly 
a mere concomitant of their focus on first person pronouns. 
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Figure 3.1: Percentage of clause types by person in ICE-GB conversations

As the most common context for both overt and null pronouns, main clause is the 
reference level for this factor group. 

3.2.3 Position

Another common observation about English null subjects is their preference for 
utterance initial position (e.g. Biber et al. 1999: 1105–1106, Cote 1996, Harvie 1998, 
Thrasher 1974; see also section 2.3.2). In canonical sentences, English subjects 
occupy the preverbal position, quite commonly at the very beginning of the utter-
ance, shifting the informative weight to the right. In spoken language, this is mir-
rored by reduced prosodic weight on the left edge (Quirk et al. 1985: 895–899). 
Due to the prosodic weakness of this initial position, subject omission in spoken 
language has been interpreted as an exclusively phonetic phenomenon (see e.g. 
Weir’s 2012 discussion of “left-edge deletion”). 

Subject position here refers to the word number in an utterance. While this 
factor can theoretically be modelled as a continuous numerical measure, in 
reality Wagner’s (2012: 120) positions 1, 2, 3, and >3 are clearly sufficient. Non-ini-
tial subjects are usually preceded by interjections (3.18) or adverbials (3.19). A cor-
relation between coordination and position >3, which is otherwise rather unlikely 
for an SVO language like English, is expected. 

(3.17) Ø Can’t afford it. <ICE-GB:030#62:C>
(3.18) OK Ø got it. <ICE-GB:026#96:A>
(3.19) And then Ø went out to the theatre. <ICE-GB:025#235:A>
(3.20)  He runs and Ø holds two poles. <ICE-GB:085#125:A>
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Initial position (3.17) is the default for overt and zero subjects in English and thus 
the reference level. Two further structural contexts related to the factor group 
position are introduced below. 

One factor that is at least partly related to position is turn boundary. Null 
subjects are discussed as a turn taking device, e.g. by Oh (2005, 2006). How this 
factor presents depends very much on the nature of a conversation, i.e. the degree 
of interactivity and the number of speaker changes. Turn boundary is a binary 
factor group. 

Also on the level of conversational turns, short turns have been shown to 
favour null subjects e.g. in Cote (1996: 89) and Wagner (2012: 120). Turn length is 
measured in number of clauses within a speaker turn. Originally coded as a con-
tinuous factor in the present study, the factor levels were conflated to a four-way 
distinction (turns of 1, 2, 3, or 3+ clauses before a speaker change).

3.2.4 Person 

As elaborated in section 2.1.1, different persons fulfil widely different functions 
in discourse. The most detailed studies on English null subjects so far have only 
addressed first person pronouns, presupposing that constraints are different for 
different persons a priori (Wagner 2012, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014; but cf. 
a recent study by Travis and Lindstrom 2016 on third person pronouns). To gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of null subjects in English, the present study 
includes all three persons. 

Restricting the scope of the investigation potentially disguises issues like 
varying co-occurrence patterns of individual verbs or verb classes with different 
persons (Wagner 2012: 126–127). This leads to a skewed picture: factors found 
valid for individual persons are possibly mere artefacts of lexical variation, rather 
than truly syntactic variation. Supposedly general tendencies drawn from analy-
ses of first person exclusively might thus not be valid beyond this context. More-
over, investigating the potential role of verbal marking for subject realisation is 
only possible with the inclusion of third person singular pronouns. 

A further issue facilitated by the inclusion of all persons, which is presum-
ably central for the varieties in chapters 4 and 5, is specificity and referentiality. 
While first person subjects are almost exclusively used as referential pronouns 
for animate subjects – usually discourse participants – second and third person 
pronouns show more variable usage. Second person pronouns can be used, like 
first person, for animate referents, but also with generic reference. Third person 
pronouns have the most diverse forms as well as functions. They can be refer-
ential, both internal and external to the discourse situation, or non-referential. 
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While number is a commonly used category in studies on null subjects, it is not 
included the present investigation due to the inclusion of non-referential pro-
nouns. Further issues with reference are addressed in the next section.

Several studies have found a favouring effect of first person for zero, and of 
second person for overt subjects (Bailey 2011, Flores-Ferrán 2007). The goal here 
is to test whether person itself is a relevant factor, but also to see to which degree 
constraints established for English first person subjects in Wagner (2012, 2018) 
and Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) are valid for second and third person pro-
nouns as well.

3.2.5 Specific reference

Referential status and specificity of a pronoun are closely intertwined with the 
preceding factor. Specific referential subjects refer to concrete persons or enti-
ties, they have an identifiable individual or set of referents. For first and second 
person pronouns, referential is identical to animate, or human reference. There 
is no instance of generic we in the present data set. For second person pronouns, 
the distinction is made between referential (3.21) and generic usage (marked bold 
in 3.22); third person is distinguished between referential (3.23) and non-ref-
erential, more specifically existential (marked bold in 3.24), dummy pronoun 
(3.25), and generic usage (3.26). Weather predicates, another common source of 
non-thematic subjects, are surprisingly rare in the British data set, and none of 
them occurs with a null subject.

(3.21) Have you got an example in mind of a text grammar? <ICE-GB:024#99:A>
(3.22)  There is a theatre in war you know […]
  You have the principal players the scenery you know the whole thing.
 <ICE-GB:052#14-17:B>
(3.23) I’ve almost finished [this book]i

 [It]i ’s very interesting. <ICE-GB:053#98-99:A>
(3.24) Well books there were books but there were no magazines 
 no newspapers no
 Ø Weren’t as many. <ICE-GB:084#6:B>
(3.25) It would be very useful for the project if he did that. <ICE-GB:024#94:B>
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(3.26) 1 But there’s a lot of people you get who who won’t accept that 
aren’t willing to argue 

2 They knock on your door on Saturday mornings
3 and Ø get you out of bed 
4 and Ø say 
5 do you want to buy our pamphlet yeah. <ICE-GB084#117–119:A>

For the statistical analysis in section 3.4, the factor specific reference is recoded 
as a binary distinction between referential (as the reference level) and non-refer-
ential. Generic and non-referential pronouns are less specific semantically than 
referential subjects (or even semantically empty, as in the case of existentials; see 
also section 2.1). A decrease in semantic content is potentially associated with 
less overt linguistic material cross-linguistically. It is thus expected that non-ref-
erential pronouns favour zero expression, although more so in the Asian varieties 
than in Standard English (see also sections 4.1 and 4.2). 

3.2.6 Switch reference

Switch reference, i.e. the change of subject referent from the immediately preced-
ing subject, is one of the most widely acknowledged factors in studies on null 
subjects (see e.g. Bayley and Pease-Alvarez 1997, Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy 
and Zentella 2012, Silva-Corvalán 1994 and Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2010 on 
Spanish, Harvie 1998 and Wagner 2012 on English). Due to its basis in general 
principles of cognitive processing, its role in subject realisation is supposedly 
universal. 

Addressing issues raised by Wagner (2012: 73–74), the initial coding of this 
factor indicated the amount of both functional and formal identity or switch from 
the arguments of the preceding clause, regardless of speaker changes. Similar 
classifications are used by e.g. Meyerhoff (2000, on Bislama), Jia and Bayley 
(2002), and Li et al. (2012, both on Chinese). Concerning functional or referential 
switch, a tripartite distinction is introduced: 

 – reference maintenance: the subject referent is identical with the subject of 
the preceding clause;

 – partial switch: the referent is switched from subject of the preceding clause, 
but present in a different argument, e.g. the direct object; or shares partial 
reference with the preceding subject, e.g. the switch from we to I;

 – full switch. 
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Contrasts marked in the form of the preceding item are: 
 – preceding noun; 
 – preceding pronoun with different form (e.g. a switch from you to I after a 

change of speaker, but potentially with the same underlying referent);
 – preceding pronoun with identical form; 
 – preceding zero.

Compared to new referents, which tend to be expressed with overt subjects, ref-
erence maintenance or continuity is deemed more accessible cognitively. It there-
fore requires less linguistic coding, consequently favouring omission (as e.g. pre-
dicted by accessibility theory, see section 2.1.2). The strongest triggering effect for 
overt pronouns is reported by Li et al. (2012) for partial rather than full switch. 
While they do not further discuss this finding, this is possibly due to an increased 
potential for ambiguous reference in these contexts.

The classification containing both functional and formal considerations 
turned out too fine-grained for the data analysed here; especially partial switch is 
quite rare and contains too few tokens to allow for further distinctions. The factor 
switch reference was thus simplified to the three levels reference maintenance 
(m), partial switch (p), and full switch (s, as the reference level). The influence of 
preceding forms is introduced as the separate factor persistence in the following 
section.

3.2.7 Persistence

Lexical and structural persistence have been shown to play a role in syntactic 
variation in numerous experimental and corpus-based studies (e.g. Gries 2005 
on dative alternation, Szmrecsanyi 2005, 2006 on future markers, comparative 
markers and genitive constructions). Apparently, overt as well as null forms 
trigger further occurrences, and even clusters of the same variant in neighbouring 
utterances (see e.g. Poplack 1980 on redundant plural marking in Puerto Rican 
Spanish, Poplack and Tagliamonte 1993 on verb phrase marking in earlier Black 
English). Persistence is also observed to influence subject pronoun realisation, 
and can be considered a universal factor (e.g. Travis 2005, 2007 on Spanish, 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014 on US English, see the discussion in Wagner 
2012: 178–189 for a comprehensive account of persistence effects from different 
methodological perspectives). Unlike accessibility, persistence, or priming, is 
considered a quasi-mechanical effect rather independent of reference continuity 
by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 25) and Wagner (2012: 189–190). It therefore 
includes both referential and non-referential pronouns. Its measure is the form of 
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the immediately preceding subject token, either as full NP (3.27), pronoun (3.28), 
or zero. 

(3.27) This fish had swallowed the fly before it died. <ICE-GB:055#223:B>
(3.28) I had sardines once with a fly on it
 I was just about to tuck into it
 and I noticed this great fly soaked in tomato sauce
 <ICE-GB:055#221–222:B>

While the factor persistence as modelled here only takes into account the imme-
diately preceding token, there are several instances of multiple null subjects 
clustering in immediate proximity, providing further evidence for the contextual 
influence of zero tokens, even beyond subject continuity (3.29).

(3.29) 1 Well I really want to get it finished by Christmas
2 I’ve got so much history of art to do
3 Øi Got the draft
4 And uhm so I’m to be finished by Christmas 
5 Øj Came to January
6 Oh Øi really want it finished by February definitely. 

<ICE-GB:084#218–224:C>

Preceding zero is thus expected to trigger further instances of null subjects. 
Since the huge majority of subjects are pronouns, preceding pronoun is the most 
common context and constitutes the reference level for this factor group.

3.2.8 Verb phrase

While an effect of the finite verb phrase on subject omission is a common insight 
of numerous studies, its conditions have been modelled differently, with several 
interdependent measures, including verb semantics (Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 
2016, Otheguy et al. 2007, Silva-Corvalán 1994, Travis 2007, Travis and Torres 
Cacoullos 2012), verb phrase complexity (Wagner 2012, 2018), morphological 
marking (Tamaredo and Fanego 2016), and lexical frequency (Bayley et al. 2013, 
Erker and Guy 2012). 

In canonical null subject languages morphological marking is highly influ-
ential. This is not only due to identifiability of the omitted subject by person and 
number marking, but also by a condition that has been termed “discourse con-
nectedness”, referring to stable person and number, as well as tense and mood 
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marking of a verb phrase (Bayley 2013: 18). Due to the low amount of inflectional 
marking in English, this measure is not considered here. 

Verb phrase complexity, based on cognitive processing complexity, is mod-
elled as the number of “sense units” encoded synthetically or analytically in the 
verb phrase (Wagner 2012: 129–130). It is found significant for Newfoundland 
English by Wagner (2012, 2018). In the present study, verb type and Wagner’s VP 
complexity correlate, as the most complex types of VP obligatorily contain auxil-
iary and / or modal verbs in English.

The more prominent factor across previous studies, however, has been the 
semantic type of the verb associated with null subjects. Clear contrasts are found 
between the behaviour of lexical verbs (l) expressing actions (verbs of motion, 
etc., e.g. come, go, make, take, …) and psychological verbs (p) (e.g. verbs of per-
ception, mental state, expression etc., think, know, guess, mean, see, hear, …), 
with the latter favouring overt subjects (Wagner 2012: 127). Two further verb 
classes investigated here are the semantically weak primary auxiliaries (x) be, do, 
have, and the modal auxiliaries (m).

Lexical verbs, as the most prototypical verb type semantically, are used as 
the reference level for this category. Auxiliary and modal verbs possibly favour 
null subjects, not least due to their role in syntactic and processing complexity 
of the verb phrase. Psychological verbs are expected to trigger overt subjects. The 
stronger tendency for overt subject pronouns with these verbs especially for first 
person contexts is explained by a subjectivity effect and the epistemic role of this 
verb class (Travis 2007: 116). Based on the cross-linguistic findings for this factor, 
these verb type effects can be considered universal. 

In the present data set, 15 verbs meet the criteria defined for “high-frequent” 
lexemes by Erker and Guy (2012: 536) as accounting for 1% or more of the tokens 
in the corpus. Even for this comparatively small data set, the frequencies of indi-
vidual lexemes approximate a Zipfian distribution (Figure 3.2). While the effect of 
high-frequency verbs as a sub-class found by Erker and Guy (2012) could not be 
confirmed so far (e.g. Bayley et al. 2013), the role of single high-frequency verb 
tokens, and their potential skewing effects within the broader verb categories 
here, cannot be ignored (see also Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2010: 194 on the 
effect of the high-frequency constructions (yo) sé ‘I know’ and (yo) creo ‘I think’ 
on the class of psychological verbs in Spanish). The role of individual verb tokens 
favouring null subjects is addressed in sections 3.3.3 and 3.4.3, and these collo-
cates are expected to turn out language, or even variety specific in the compari-
son presented in chapter 6.
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Figure 3.2: Raw frequencies of high-frequency lexemes in ICE-GB conversations 

An overview of all linguistic factors investigated, including their reference levels 
and raw token frequencies for all contexts, is provided in section 3.3.4, Table 3.3.

3.3 Overview ICE Great Britain: Descriptive statistics and 
methodology

This section provides an overview of the data structure, a summary of raw fre-
quencies and descriptive statistics, followed by an introduction of the statistical 
method used for analysis, binary logistic regression.

3.3.1 Distribution of null subjects in the data set

Twenty files from the “informal conversation” register of ICE-GB, i.e. approx. 
40,000 words, are subjected to detailed statistical analysis. Including all pro-
nominal subjects in variable contexts results in 4,272 tokens, with a rate of 3.04% 
zero pronouns (4,148 pronouns, 130 zero). A broad count on the remaining 70 
transcripts of direct conversations within the sub-corpus ICE-GB:S1A reveals this 
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distribution to be similar across the files within this register. The null subject 
rate here lies between that reported in Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 22, esti-
mated roughly 2% for first person singular in US English conversations), Travis 
and Lindstrom (2016: 103, roughly 4% for third person singular in US English 
conversations) and Wagner (2012: 100, 4.4% for first person singular and plural in 
Newfoundland English interviews), although the latter study was conducted on a 
variety known for rather liberal use of this feature.

An alternative measure is null subjects per 1,000 words (approximately 
3.25 in the present study, 4.56 in Wagner 2012 for all persons in Newfoundland 
English). Teddiman’s (2011) investigation is also based on the ICE-GB conversa-
tion files, but only counts utterance initial zero. She reports 1.44 initial null sub-
jects per 1,000 words (Teddiman 2011: 77), a number fairly close to the 1.2 initial 
null subjects per 1,000 words found here. The overall null subject rates found 
for the present data set are thus within the spectrum of preceding studies on the 
phenomenon in spoken English. 

Each of the 20 files contains between one and up to twelve zero tokens, 
although most files are in the range of three to eight zero tokens (per approxi-
mately 2,000 words; Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3: Histogram of null subjects per file in ICE-GB conversations

More remarkable is the fact that there are considerable differences between speak-
ers. The role of individual speakers in modelling language variation has gained 
importance in recent variationist investigation (Wagner 2012: 133–134). Figure 
3.4 shows the individual drop rates as percentage of null subjects as defined in 
section 3.1, each dot representing one speaker (ordered by null subject rate). 
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Figure 3.4: Percentage of null subjects per speaker in ICE-GB conversations

Of the 66 speakers, almost one quarter (16 speakers) shows categorical overt 
subject realisation (i.e. at value “0” in Figure 3.4). Since their usage is invariant, 
they were excluded from the analysis. Not only do individual speakers contrib-
ute widely different amounts of overall subject tokens (between 10 – 190), they 
also vary in subject omission rates. Most of the remaining speakers are gathered 
around an average of approximately 4% null subjects, with a handful of outliers 
showing much higher deletion rates. 

Excluding the 16 invariant speakers (and thus their pronominal subject 
tokens as well) results in 50 speakers with 3,418 total tokens (3,338 overt pro-
nouns), raising the null subject rate to 3.8%. These numbers form the basis for 
further descriptive statistics presented below, and the multivariate analysis in 
section 3.4. 

3.3.2 Extra-linguistic factors

ICE-GB provides information on classic sociolinguistic factors such as region of 
origin, speaker gender, and speaker age. In terms of region, there is no consider-
able regional distribution; the huge majority of speakers come from the regions 
“London” or “UK South”. 
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31 speakers are male, 19 female. Figure 3.5 shows a comparison of null subject 
rates per speaker between these two groups. 

Figure 3.5: Percentage null subjects by gender ICE-GB

Boxplots are a convenient way to present such comparisons, as they provide 
several descriptive measures in graphical form. The bold line represents the 
median value of null subject rates in either group, the boxes represent the range 
within which the middle 50% of the observations fall (the interquartile range 
[IQR]). The whiskers represent values within the limits 1.5*IQR respectively. Outli-
ers, i.e. speakers exhibiting values beyond this limit are represented by the single 
dots (Field et al. 2012: 145). Given that the median value for the amount of null 
subjects in each group is practically identical, and the range and number of out-
liers are similar for both groups, it is clear that speaker gender is unlikely to have 
an influence on subject realisation; this is also confirmed by a Chi-square test  
(χ² = 0.59, df = 1, p = .44). 

The ICE-GB metadata provides four age groups. Speakers are represented 
rather evenly across groups, with the exception of the oldest group 66+. It con-
tains only one speaker with variable subject usage, who is thus subsumed under 
46+, resulting in three age groups (18–25: 14 speakers, 26–45: 18 speakers, 46+: 
14 speakers). A great amount of variance concerning null subject rates is encoun-
tered in the age group 18–25, the other groups show more homogeneous behav-
iour (Figure 3.6). 
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Figure 3.6: Percentage null subjects by age group ICE-GB

Still, the three groups are very close in their median values, and a Chi-square test 
comparing the distribution of null subjects is not significant (χ² = 1.26, df = 2, p = 
.53). These results confirm earlier findings on the lesser significance of extra-lin-
guistic factors for subject realisation.

3.3.3 Collocation

Individual speakers have been shown to influence variation; similar observations 
are made for individual verbs (Tagliamonte 2006: 223). While it is conceptually 
not entirely clear how empty categories can be explained in terms of co-occur-
rence patterns compared to overt elements, empirically the preference of individ-
ual lexemes for null subjects is evident (e.g. Teddiman 2011, Travis 2007). 

Different measures are used to weigh the association strength of co-occur-
rence patterns (for an overview, see Levshina 2015: chapter 10). The affinity of 
different verbs to zero subjects can be measured by “attraction” and “reliance” 
scores (Schmid 2000). Attraction is the relative frequency of a verb in a given con-
struction compared to the overall uses of the construction in the corpus, while the 
reliance score bases the comparison on all uses of the respective verb (Levshina 
2015: 228). A rather infrequent verb with a high relative amount of null subjects 
will thus exhibit a high reliance, but a low attraction score, while a high-frequent 
verb with an accordingly high absolute number of null subjects, which is low 
proportionally to its overall use, will show the opposite. Cases in point here are 
pull (four occurrences total, two of them with zero = high reliance score) and do 
(354 occurrences total, 20 of them with zero, of 130 overall zero in the corpus = 
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high attraction score), respectively. Figure 3.7 shows a two-dimensional plot of 
the attraction and reliance scores of verb lemmas in the British data set (apart 
from pull, only verbs with at least five total and at least one zero subject tokens 
are included). 

Figure 3.7: Attraction and reliance scores of verbs to ICE-GB null subjects

Given their high absolute token numbers, the verbs most attracted to null sub-
jects are those defined as the class of high-frequent verbs in section 3.2.8 (indi-
cated by capital letters in the graph). While do as an outlier exhibits the highest 
attraction, but a low reliance score, the high-frequent lemmas see, go, and get 
more predictably occur with null subjects. 

Collostructional analysis measures bidirectional collocational strength using 
log transformed p-values of Fisher’s exact test (logpvF, Stefanowitsch and Gries 
2005). This measure is well suited for low frequencies as well (Levshina 2015: 
233). It is provided by Teddiman (2011) as a possible contributing factor for utter-
ance initial subject omission in ICE-GB. The conventionalised cut-off point is 
a p-value of 1.3 for attraction of a verb form with a given construction, and -1.3 
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for repulsion (these values represent -log10(0.05) and log10(0.05), respectively). 
Table 3.1 shows verb forms significantly attracted to null subjects.

Table 3.1: Verb forms attracting null subjects ICE-GB 

GB Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

sounds 10 5 15 4.246
see 8 4 12 3.475
doesn’t 9 4 13 3.325
pulls 1 2 3 2.568
go 16 4 20 2.566
went 31 5 36 2.370
gets 2 2 4 2.276
don’t 126 10 136 2.102
get 17 3 20 1.668
can’t 48 5 53 1.666
saw 8 2 10 1.453
got 23 3 26 1.367
goes 10 2 12 1.304

Verb forms with the highest collocational strength confirm the results for verb 
lemmas presented in Figure 3.7, with some additional insights. Apparently, con-
tracted negation, especially with the auxiliaries do and can, has a favouring 
effect on null subjects. For modal and primary auxiliaries, it is only negated forms 
that show a statistically significant attraction. Due to the correlation of negation 
with these verb types, polarity is not investigated as an independent factor in the 
following analysis. The lexemes go, get and see are prevalent with null subjects 
in various forms (base, third person, past), while the highly attracted form sounds 
is the only significantly attracted form of the lexeme sound. This points towards 
different distribution of these two types: go, get and see are apparently used 
more flexibly in constructions favouring null subjects (e.g. coordination, see also 
section 3.4.3), while the high attraction value for sounds is more indicative of a 
formulaic pattern with an initial omitted element (3.30).

(3.30) D I suppose it’s to be free tempo, isn’t it?
B Ø Sounds funny to me. <ICE-GB:026#326–327>

This also explains the strong significance of this verb form in Teddiman (2011: 
79), who only considers utterance-initial contexts. On the other hand, her strong 
collexemes looks, depends, feels, seems are dropped by the inclusion of all con-
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texts, whereas negated auxiliaries, especially can’t and doesn’t, are more robust 
collocates of null subjects.

Table 3.2 presents the verb forms on the other end of the scale, which signi- 
ficantly repel null subjects.

Table 3.2: Verb forms repelling null subjects ICE-GB 

GB Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

is 157 0 157 -1.828
’re 162 0 162 -2.02
’s 544 0 544 -7.604

While most verbs block null subjects in ICE-GB, the only forms showing statisti-
cally significant repulsion are forms of be, especially contractions (see also Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 22). The role of individual verbs for specific construc-
tions like coordination, or in co-occurrence with different persons, is addressed 
in section 3.4.3.

3.3.4 Summary: Subject tokens and linguistic factors

Table 3.3 provides an overview of the linguistic factors used for the multivariate 
analysis in section 3.4, including the raw token numbers and percentages for each 
subcategory. The first level of each categorical variable is the reference level of 
the respective factor. 

Obviously, not all categories of null subjects are equally common. The con-
texts provided as strong predictors, or even as categorical constraints for English 
subject realisation, are indeed underrepresented, especially the categories subor-
dinate clause and question (within the factor group clause), and non-initial posi-
tion. Together with coordination, these factors are expected to be English-spe-
cific. In contrast, factors based on cognitive principles of information processing 
and semantic aspects, such as switch reference, persistence, and verb phrase, are 
supposedly universal. Person and specific reference are factors possibly boosted 
by the substrates of the varieties analysed in chapters 4 and 5, or specific to 
contact languages. 
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Table 3.3: Linguistic factors and token numbers ICE-GB

# zero % zero # overt % overt # total

Subject 130 3.75 3,338 96.25 3,468

and no 71 2.12 3,284 97.88 3,355
yes 59 52.21 54 47.79 113

Clause type main 120 5.20 2,189 94.80 2,309
subordinate 8 0.98 810 99.02 818

question 2 0.59 339 99.41 341

Position 1 48 4.21 1,091 95.79 1,139
2 5 0.72 688 99.28 693
3 4 1.36 291 98.64 295

>3 73 5.44 1,268 94.56 1,341

Turn boundary no 108 4.28 2,413 95.72 2,521
yes 22 2.32 925 97.68 947

Turn length 1 12 2.72 429 97.28 441
2 18 3.89 445 96.11 463
3 12 2.65 440 97.35 452

>3 88 4.17 2,024 95.83 2,112

Person first 49 4.16 1,129 95.84 1,178
second 13 1.84 695 98.16 708

third 68 4.30 1,514 95.70 1,582

Specific reference referential 102 3.91 2,506 96.09 2,608
non-referential 28 3.26 832 96.74 860

Switch reference switch 29 1.54 1,855 98.46 1,884
partial 8 2.53 308 97.47 316

maintenance 93 7.33 1,175 92.67 1,268

Persistence pronoun 105 3.47 2,917 96.53 3,022
NP 14 3.71 363 96.29 377

zero 11 15.94 58 84.06 69

Verb type lexical 66 9.94 598 90.06 664
psychological 23 5.15 424 94.85 447

auxiliary 26 1.41 1,820 98.59 1,846
modal 15 2.94 496 97.06 511
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Given the provenance of the different factor groups, they are thus divided into 
three sources of factors for the feature pool of the Asian varieties (Table 3.4).

Table 3.4: Sources of linguistic factors

Origin Factor groups Predicted factor level
favouring null subjects

English
Coordination and-y
Clause type main clause
Position initial

Contact
Person possibly third person
Specific reference non-referential

Universal
Switch reference reference continuity
Persistence preceding zero
Verb type lexical verbs

These distinct categories are especially relevant for the comparison with and 
between the contact varieties of English in chapters 5 and 6.

3.3.5 Statistical method

With the help of logistic regression, a widely used statistical tool in sociolinguis-
tics, the influence of the explanatory factor groups (or predictors) and the individ-
ual factors (alternatively: factor levels) on the realisation of the binary response 
variable is measured. The output of the logistic regression model compares the 
chances of the variant zero to be chosen in one type of linguistic context with 
the chances for the variant pronoun in the same context (Levshina 2015: 254, for 
more details see also Baayen 2008: chapter 6 and Field et al. 2012: chapter 8). In 
the model built here, all predictors are categorical variables. Within the different 
factor groups, each individual factor level is measured against the reference level. 
This setting is called dummy or treatment coding, the default for logistic regres-
sion in R (Levshina 2015: 259).

The method of (multiple) logistic regression can be conducted with various 
software tools. Using the open-source software R and specialised additional 
packages is increasingly common in sociolinguistic studies. The procedure is 
closely related to the “classic” variable rule (“Varbrul”) analysis with the dedi-
cated software “GoldVarb” (e.g. Sankoff 2008), but provides various advantages, 
e.g. greater variability with regard to predictor classes, and higher flexibility by 
integrating open source extensions and updates, as argued by e.g. Helasvuo and 
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Kyröläinen (2016), Levshina (2015), Tagliamonte and Baayen (2012), Wagner 
(2012), and especially Johnson (2009). 

Conducting logistic regression analysis with R and its extensions also pro-
vides the possibility of building random intercepts and random slopes into the 
model (Baayen 2008: chapter 7); this is especially useful for variation between 
individual speakers or verb tokens, which could affect the dependent variable, 
but are not considered key factors of variation (Gries 2013: 333–334). However, 
due to the relatively low frequency of the phenomenon investigated here, models 
with added random intercepts for “speaker” and “verb token” could only be com-
puted with great loss of reliability (see Table B.1 and Table B.2 in Appendix B), 
hence the discussion of these aspects in the preceding sections. 

The following section presents the results of the logistic regression analysis 
of the British English data, based on the data and linguistic factors described 
above.

3.4 Null subjects in ICE Great Britain: Logistic regression 
model

This section establishes the comparative baseline for null subjects in English by 
fitting a logistic regression model to analyse the influence of the linguistic factors 
on null subjects in British English. After an evaluation of the model and a descrip-
tion of the model selection process, the results of the minimal adequate model are 
presented. All analyses were performed with R Version 3.3.0, a list of additional 
software packages used is provided in the references. This model will then be 
compared to the model fits for the Asian varieties in chapter 5. 

3.4.1 Model selection

The initial maximal factor model contains ten categorical predictors with a total 
of 30 levels, tested on the binary dependent variable subject realisation. Overt 
pronoun is the reference level for the dependent variable, the model thus meas-
ures the comparative likelihood of zero pronoun in different contexts. Table 3.5 
shows the Wald statistics for the maximal factor model, i.e. the statistical signifi-
cance for all factor groups. 

P-values <.01 indicate high statistical significance. This is the case for four 
factor groups (coordination, position, persistence, and verb type). The factors 
clause, person, and reference still fall safely into the range of p <.05, the con-
ventional cut-off for statistical significance. Turn boundary is clearly not relevant 
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for the observed variation. There are two borderline categories – turn length and 
switch reference – hovering close to the .05 limit. The (relative) lack of statisti-
cal significance for switch reference is somewhat surprising – switch reference 
is a well described factor in earlier cross-linguistic studies. However, the role of 
switch reference is less clear for English null subjects (see sections 2.3.2, 3.2.6). 

Table 3.5: Wald statistics of factor group significance ICE-GB

Factor group Chi-Square d.f. p

and 102.00 1 <.0001
Clause 6.36 2 0.0415
Position 23.08 3 <.0001
Turn boundary 0.38 1 0.5397
Turn length 7.30 3 0.0630
Person 8.96 2 0.0114
Specific reference 5.90 1 0.0151
Switch reference 5.38 2 0.0678
Persistence 10.02 2 0.0067
Verb type 46.41 3 <.0001

Total 279.47 20 <.0001

To determine the best model fit, the maximal factor model is evaluated with the 
help of a bidirectional stepwise selection procedure (step up / down analysis, 
Levshina 2015: 267). This means that each factor group is added (step up) or 
erased (step down) one by one. Each reduced model is compared to the full model 
with regard to the diagnostic measures deviance and the Akaike Information Cri-
terion (AIC, Field et al. 2012: 316–318). The matching results for forward and back-
ward selection show that the factor groups turn length and switch reference both 
improve the model, but only marginally so (details of the model comparison are 
provided in Table B.3 and Table B.4 in Appendix B). 

Model selection requires a balance of interpreting seemingly objective diag-
nostic values, and conceptual considerations. Due to the theoretical relevance 
of switch reference as an underlying cognitive principle (which is not assumed 
for turn length to the same degree), it is kept in the model, in spite of its tenuous 
p-value. This elimination process yields the minimal adequate model (see Table 
3.6) – the remaining eight predictors (with 24 factor levels) significantly influence 
the outcome of subject realisation. After a presentation of indicators to evaluate 
model fit, in the discussion of the minimal adequate model the influence of the 
different factor levels is assessed in detail, as are possible, and actually observed, 
interactions between factor groups. 
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3.4.2 Model evaluation

Several indices for model significance, or goodness of fit, exist, and the minimal 
adequate model for British English satisfies the most common criteria (Levshina 
2015: 258–259; a more detailed overview is presented in Table B.5 in Appendix 
B). The Model Likelihood Ratio Test (LRT) indicates the general significance of 
the model as compared to the intercept-only model, i.e. a model without any pre-
dictors. With a p-value <.01, this model is highly significant (LR χ² = 395.45, df = 
16). A commonly used measure for goodness-of-fit of the model is the concord-
ance index C, with a desired outcome of > 0.8 (Gries 2013: 304), which the present 
model achieves easily (C = 0.87). 

Another indicator for the validity of logistic regression models is Nagelkerke’s 
R, also called pseudo-R², measuring the predictive power of a model from 0 (no 
predictive power) to 1 (perfect prediction, Levshina 2015: 259). An R² index of 0.39 
is interpreted as the percentage of variation accounted for by the model (see e.g. 
Field et al. 2012: 317–318, Wagner 2012: 137). However, this diagnostic measure 
stems from linear regression originally; to which degree it is valid to evaluate 
logistic regression models is not resolved conclusively (see e.g. Levshina 2015: 
259).

A serious problem for models with many predictors is overfitting, i.e. gener-
ating significance and too optimistic discrimination indexes through the sheer 
number of possible influencing factors. Overfitted models perform well on the 
given sample, but poorly on any new data beyond that. Their insights cannot be 
generalised, accordingly their scientific value is very limited. The model is thus 
validated by bootstrapping, i.e. repeated resampling from the observed data set 
(200 runs in this case, of which 142 successfully completed, the full output can be 
found in Table B.6 in Appendix B). The model is then fitted to these random new 
data sets. From the average of these test-runs, the ability of the model to accom-
modate new data can be measured (Levshina 2015: 166–167). 

Overfitting is signalled by high optimism levels, indicating the amount of over-
estimation to be subtracted from the naïve estimates; this results in the bias-cor-
rected index values, which are necessarily lower than the original. The slope opti-
mism for the present model is 0.04, below the recommended 0.05. (Levshina 2015: 
167). With a value of 0.85 (compared to the original 0.87), the corrected C is still 
above 0.8, indicating excellent model fit. The same is valid for the corrected R² 
(0.37 vs the original 0.39). The model is thus expected to generalise well beyond 
the data investigated here. 

Table 3.6 provides a summary of the minimal adequate model. Following 
common convention, factor levels are marked for significance with asterisks, 
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based on their p-values.² The model does not exhibit unusually high standard 
errors of a factor level, which may point to insufficient data, or signal an inter-
dependence with another factor (multicollinearity; more on this below, see also 
Field et al. 2012: 322). 

The default setting for categorical variables in R is treatment coding, i.e. com-
paring the levels spelled out in the output to the respective reference levels of the 
individual factor groups, usually the most common realisation (as discussed in 
section 3.3.5 above). The approximation of factor strength and direction of effect 
as compared to the reference level of each factor, are indicated by the coefficients. 
These measures of relative factor weight are given as log odds ratios centred 
around zero. This means positive values show a favouring effect of the respective 
factor level on null subjects, whereas negative values represent a disfavouring 
effect, i.e. the tendency for overt pronoun realisation in the respective context 
(e.g. Levshina 2015: 260–263; on alternative scales, see Gries 2013: 299–301).

Table 3.6: Logistic regression model ICE-GB

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.6127 0.3081 -8.481 <.0001 ***

and: y 3.6451 0.3641 10.011 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -1.1142 0.443 -2.515 0.0119 *
Clause: question -0.071 0.7648 -0.093 0.9260
Position: 2 -2.5866 0.5411 -4.78 <.0001 ***
Position: 3 -0.8274 0.5909 -1.4 0.1614
Position: >3 -0.6519 0.3091 -2.109 0.0349 *
Person: second -1.0376 0.4081 -2.542 0.011 *
Person: third -0.0103 0.2834 -0.036 0.9711
Reference: non-referential 0.8244 0.3273 2.519 0.0118 *
Switch: partial 0.2913 0.4697 0.620 0.5352
Switch: maintenance 0.6402 0.2765 2.315 0.0206 *
Persistence: NP 0.594 0.3828 1.552 0.1207
Persistence: zero 1.4388 0.5194 2.770 0.0056 **
Verb type: psychological -0.6673 0.3154 -2.116 0.0344 *
Verb type: auxiliary -1.8788 0.278 -6.759 <.0001 ***
Verb type: modal -0.9201 0.3439 -2.675 0.0075 **

Some possible interactions between factor levels are addressed in section 3.2. 
Besides unusually high standard errors, Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) scores 

2 *** < .0001, ** < .01, * < .05, . < .1
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can identify multicollinearity between predictors (Levshina 2015: 272–273). While 
logistic regression is rather robust to correlation, in its most extreme form, multi-
collinearity can lead to complete separation of the data set, leading to unreliable 
estimates of the affected predictors in the model (Helasvuo and Kyröläinen 2016: 
281). 

Table 3.7: Estimated variance inflation factors ICE-GB

Factor level vif

and: y 2.1
Clause: subordinate 1.38
Clause: question 1.12
Position: 2 1.22
Position: 3 1.16
Position. >3 2.03
Person: second 1.35
Person: third 1.75
Reference: non-referential 1.75
Switch: partial 1.27
Switch: maintenance 1.59
Persistence: NP 1.33
Persistence: zero 1.06
Verb type: psychological 1.28
Verb type: auxiliary 1.32
Verb type: modal 1.2

To rule out multicollinearity, VIF scores should be below 3 (Helasvuo and Kyröläi-
nen 2016: 281); while some categories, e.g. coordination or position, show slightly 
increased interaction values, judging from Table 3.7, multicollinearity is not a 
problem for this model. To test their influence on the model fit, several interac-
tions between factor groups were built into the model and compared to the origi-
nal model. The only interaction that significantly improves the model is between 
person and verb type (see also section 3.2.4; the full model including the inter-
action term can be found in Table B.11 in Appendix B; the implications of this 
interaction are discussed in section 3.4.3.8 below.). 

The following sections discuss the contribution of the individual factor 
groups in detail. To ease comparison with earlier sociolinguistic studies, espe-
cially those on null subjects in spoken English by Wagner (2012, 2018), Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis (2014), and Travis and Lindstrom (2016), the discussion of 
the individual factors contains VarbRul/Rbrul style factor weights (Tagliamonte 
2006: 141–143). These are calculated as probabilities of null realisation, based on 
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the log odds for factor levels achieved via sum coding, i.e. comparing the likeli-
hood of individual factor levels with the group average (“factor weights”; Johnson 
2009: 361–362). This scale is centred around 0.5, with values >0.5 indicating a 
favouring effect of the factor level on null realisation, while values <0.5 show a 
pronoun preserving effect of the respective context (Gries 2013: 301). Following 
variationist convention, the factor levels are ordered by decreasing factor weight.

3.4.3 Results by factor groups

Now that the statistical significance of the minimal adequate model has been 
evaluated, it is time to inspect the relative influence of the different factor levels. 

3.4.3.1 Coreferential coordination (“and”)
The first factor in the analysis, coreferential coordination, is also the one that has 
by far the greatest favouring influence on null subject realisation – as was to be 
expected, given the status of this context as the only canonical variable realisa-
tion in Standard English (Table 3.8).

Table 3.8: Results for factor group coordination ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

y 1.823 113 0.522 0.861 72
n -1.823 3,355 0.021 0.139

Although conjunction is the most likely context for null subjects, and in fact 
almost 50% of all null subjects in ICE-GB occur in this context, omission is not 
obligatory, especially in sequential or discrete situations (3.31, see also section 
3.2.1).

(3.31) I was in the navy five days after I was eighteen
 And I was on board a ship six days after I was eighteen. 
 <ICE-GB:028#242:A>

Coreferential conjunction is highly significant as a factor group (see Table 3.5), 
and its presence as a weighting factor level towards subject omission exhibits 
the highest factor weight. Its influence is so strong that a monofactorial model 
containing coreferential conjunction as the only predictor was contrasted with 
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the full model here (provided in Table B.7 in Appendix B); however, the full model 
does prevail significantly with regard to its explanatory power. 

Generally, coordination is more common with lexical verbs as the second 
element. Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 31) identify two “lexically specific 
constructions” for American English favouring null pronouns, i.e. [ I go1sgi and Ø 
verb1sgi ] and [ I verb1sgi and Ø quotative verb1sgi ]. Indeed, instances like (3.32) 
and (3.33) are common in ICE-GB.

(3.32) And they go and Ø have a teabreak. <ICE-GB:027#157:C>
(3.33) If they come to us and Ø say ‘we have to leave’. <ICE-GB:027#62:B>

Figure 3.8 and Figure 3.9 provide the attraction and reliance scores of verb lemmas 
with the first and second verb slot in coreferential coordination, respectively. The 
primary auxiliaries have and be are overrepresented due to their extremely high 
token frequency; to support clarity, they are not represented in the graphs below.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

0
10

20
30

40
50

Attraction score

Re
lia

nc
e 

sc
or

e

ask

CAN

drive

eat

KNOW

live
make

might

multiply

must

openpack

pull

revere

start

stay

take

tend

turn

WANT

catch

DO

give

pick

play

put

runstop

buy

ring

SEE

WOULD

come

GO

GET

Figure 3.8: Attraction and reliance scores of verbs in position AND1 ICE-GB
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Figure 3.9: Attraction and reliance scores of verbs in position AND2 ICE-GB

The first verb slot in coordinations features a wider variety of verb tokens than 
the second. As predicted, the motion verbs come and go exhibit high reliance and 
attraction scores to this position within the coordinative construction. see and 
get are other verbs likely to be found in this context. 

While go and get are also strongly associated with the second verb slot in 
coordination, say as the most frequent quotative verb is only found in this posi-
tion. The strong attraction of these verbs to the coordinative construction explains 
why they are not found as collexemes for null subjects in Teddiman (2011), who 
only considers utterance initial contexts (see also section 3.3.3). While colloca-
tional analysis is better suited for larger data sets than the present one, the ten-
dencies observed in Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) concerning lexically spe-
cific constructions can be supported. 

3.4.3.2 Clause
Although the assumed restriction to declarative main clauses is one of the strong-
est claims for English null subjects, clause is barely statistically significant as a 
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factor group (see Table 3.5). Compared to the reference level main clause, both 
questions and subordinate clauses disfavour null subjects, but only subordinate 
clauses show a statistically significant effect. 

Table 3.9: Results for factor group clause ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

main 0.395 2,308 0.052 0.598 27
question 0.324 341 0.006 0.58
subordinate -0.324 819 0.010 0.328

The disfavouring effect of subordinate clauses is similar in weight to that found 
in Wagner (2012: 148, Table 3.9). Due to the low absolute numbers of null sub-
jects in subordinate clauses, no specific types of subordinate clauses are further 
investigated. However, it should be noted that the tendency observed in Wagner 
(2012: 167) for “the most frequent combination […] ‘mental stance verb’ + that-
clause (complement or relative)” as a likely context for null subjects in subordi-
nate clauses is not found in the present data set. 

While null subjects outside declarative main clauses are not as impossible 
as the literature predicts, they are certainly rare enough to not consider them a 
systematic feature of spoken British English.

3.4.3.3 Position
Utterance initial position is not only favoured for subjects in general, but also for 
null realisation (Table 3.10). In comparison, all other utterance positions favour 
overt pronouns. Position is a highly significant factor group, with a strong effect 
of the reference level initial position.

Table 3.10: Results for factor group position ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

1 1.016 1,139 0.042 0.734 56
>3 0.365 1,341 0.054 0.59
3 0.189 295 0.014 0.547
2 -1.570 693 0.007 0.172

The strong prediction for null subjects in initial position only might call for a 
mere binary distinction between initial vs non-initial position (which is the clas-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



76   Empirical baseline: Null subjects in Spoken British English

sification found in e.g. Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014). This, however would 
bury a rather interesting effect that can be observed with regard to the more 
exact position of the omitted pronoun – it is least likely in second position, i.e. 
preceded by one lexical item only, whereas the disfavouring effect is less strong 
for position 3 and >3. 

3.4.3.4 Person
Person as a factor group is only slightly significant in the model. The most 
common context overall is third person pronouns, which also exhibit the highest 
rate of subject deletion (Table 3.11). 

Table 3.11: Results for factor group person ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

first 0.349 1,178 0.042 0.586 25
third 0.339 1,582 0.043 0.584
second -0.688 708 0.018 0.334

The most significant result here is that second person is least common not only 
overall, but also for zero pronouns. Half of these are generic uses of second 
person pronouns, while they make up less than 20% of all second person pro-
nouns (Figure 3.10). 

Figure 3.10: Referential vs non-referential second person pronouns ICE-GB
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This result is in line with Bailey’s (2011: 29) acceptability rates for sentences con-
taining null subjects, which are considerably higher for generic compared to spe-
cific second person pronouns. 

One surprising insight is that first and third person pronouns behave more 
similarly, given their different functional load, compared to second person, which 
at first glance seems to share more functions with first person as designators of 
participants in the interaction. To enable a comparison with Wagner (2012) and 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014), the behaviour of the subset of first person 
pronouns is discussed in more detail in section 3.5. 

Wagner (2012: 126–127) raises the issue of different collocational patterns of 
the three persons. Given the preference of individual lexemes for null subjects, 
this aspect is possibly relevant for variation between persons. Apparently, first 
and second person have more distinct co-occurrence patterns than third person. 
Think is associated with first person contexts very strongly, as are other psycho-
logical verbs such as know, mean, remember, but also modal verbs can, would, 
will and could (the interaction of person and verb type is further discussed in 
section 3.4.3.8).

3.4.3.5 Specific reference 
A factor closely connected to person is that of subject reference. In the final anal-
ysis, the initially more fine-grained distinctions within non-referential pronouns 
are collapsed to a binary “referential – non-referential” distinction, with referen-
tial pronouns as the reference level. 

Table 3.12: Results for factor group specific reference ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

non-referential 0.412 860 0.033 0.602 20
referential -0.412 2,608 0.039 0.398

There is a favouring effect of non-referential status for pronoun omission (Table 
3.12), the factor group is, however, not very significant statistically (Table 3.5). 
Figure 3.11 shows interaction effects between the factor groups person and ref-
erence within the regression model. The visualisation shows all subject tokens 
distributed across the two factor groups person and specific reference, and their 
probability for subject omission (Levshina 2015: 269). The bold line shows the 
probability of the crossed factors, the light grey bars represent the confidence 
bands, while partial residuals are shown as dots above and below (Breheny and 
Burchett 2017: 3). 
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Figure 3.11: Interaction graph person by reference ICE-GB

As obvious from the graph, third person pronouns form the great majority of 
non-referential pronouns, while the combination of first person pronouns with 
non-specific reference (i.e. generic we) is not encountered in the present data set. 
A look at the subset of referential pronouns only shows a slight tendency towards 
singular null pronouns (4.3% vs. 2.9% for plural; however, this difference is 
found not statistically significant in a Chi-square test with χ² = 2.12, df = 1, p = .15).

3.4.3.6 Switch reference
The role of switch reference for English null subjects is apparently limited (see 
also Wagner 2012: 147, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 27). The factor group is of 
restricted statistical significance, and barely made it into the final minimal model 
of the present analysis (Table 3.13). 

Table 3.13: Results for factor group switch reference ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

maintenance (m) 0.330 1,268 0.073 0.582 16
partial (p) -0.019 316 0.025 0.495
switch (s) -0.311 1,884 0.018 0.423
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The absence of a strong switch reference effect is rather unusual from a cross-lin-
guistic perspective. Both partial and full switch have a slight favouring effect on 
overt pronoun realisation, but the effect is comparably weak, and accordingly the 
range of the factor groups is low. Switch reference obviously correlates with coref-
erential coordination, which automatically excludes the factor level full switch 
(Figure 3.12). 

Figure 3.12: Interaction graph switch reference by coordination ICE-GB

Besides this interaction, the difference in the height of the horizontal lines 
between column n (no coordination) and y (coordination) in the graph illustrates 
the major effect of coordination on probability of subject omission.
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Due to the high frequency of pronouns in subject position, as compared to both 
zero and full NPs, preceding pronouns are the default case, and thus the reference 
level for the factor group persistence. Although it has been questioned concep-
tually whether zero elements can function as a structural primer at all (Wagner 
2012: 182), persistence is a highly significant factor group (Table 3.14). 
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Table 3.14: Results for factor group persistence ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

zero 0.761 69 0.159 0.682 35
NP -0.084 377 0.037 0.479
pronoun -0.678 3,022 0.035 0.337

Similar to earlier studies, immediately preceding zero favours further subject 
omission, which has been described as a kind of mechanical priming effect (e.g. 
by Travis 2005, Travis and Torres Cacoullos 2012). On the other hand, full NPs, 
as more explicit clarification of reference, also have a favouring effect on subject 
omission compared to pronouns, although this effect is smaller, and less signif-
icant than for preceding zero. Figure 3.13 shows how null subject rates increase 
from preceding pronoun to NP to zero across all levels of switch reference. 

Figure 3.13: Interaction graph switch reference by persistence ICE-GB
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discourse (see also sections 3.2.6 and 2.1.2). The combination preceding zero with 
partial switch is highly uncommon.

The strength of the favouring effect of a preceding zero subject, compared 
to the weaker effect of reference maintenance on subject omission, supports the 
interpretation of persistence as a mechanical rather than a semantic process. 

3.4.3.8 Verb phrase
As discussed in section 3.2.8, the influence of the verb phrase on subject reali-
sation can be modelled in different ways. Here, two (somewhat complementary) 
approaches will be addressed, based on semantic and syntactic features of the 
verb, and complexity of the verb phrase. 

Wagner (2018) stresses the influence of verb phrase complexity for subject 
realisation. Her model also includes verb type, and it is not entirely clear how she 
handles the obvious correlation of higher complexity with the verb type auxiliary. 
For the present data, verb type offers more explanatory value, as can be seen 
from the comparison with a model containing verb phrase complexity as a factor 
group (see Table B.8 in Appendix B). Verb type is one of the most significant factor 
groups in the model discussed here (Table 3.15).

Table 3.15: Results for factor group verb type ICE-GB

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

lexical 0.867 664 0.099 0.704 44
psychological 0.199 447 0.051 0.55
modal -0.054 511 0.029 0.487
auxiliary -1.012 1,846 0.014 0.267

Lexical verbs are clearly the most favourable context for null subjects, followed 
by psychological verbs. There is a large decline in null subject rates for both types 
of auxiliaries, especially primary auxiliaries be, do and have (this is also found 
by Wagner 2012: 154). The disfavouring impact of primary auxiliaries on null sub-
jects is one of the strongest effects in the whole model. Given their extraordinary 
frequency in discourse, the low null subject rate of these three lexical items sig-
nificantly lowers the overall percentage of subject omission. This effect is also 
described by Bailey (2011: 39–40). One factor is the common tendency for clit-
icisation for be and have, which blocks subject deletion (Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis 2014: 22, see also Table 3.2 in section 3.3.3).

Figure 3.14 shows the expected correlation of different persons with different 
verb types, especially a higher co-occurrence of first person with psychological, 
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and third person with lexical verbs (see e.g. Wagner 2012: 126–127). It also shows 
a comparatively high co-occurrence of second person zero with psychological 
verbs, and the hindering effect of the combination third person with primary 
auxiliary on null subjects. 

Figure 3.14: Interaction graph verb type by person ICE-GB

The interactional patterns between person and verb are quite obvious from Figure 
3.14. However, it also reveals the non-attestation of second person zero in combi-
nation with modal auxiliaries. This gap makes the integration of this interaction 
into the model computationally difficult, in spite of its conceptual value and its 
attested improvement of explanatory power (the model including the interaction 
person : verb type is provided in Table B.11 in Appendix B). 

To test the influence of individual lexemes within verb classes, a model with 
verb token as random intercept was computed (glmer). The effects of factor levels 
primary and modal auxiliary are decreased in this model (see Table 3.16, the full 
model is provided in Table B.2 in Appendix B). As described by Torres Cacoullos 
and Travis (2010), the behaviour of high-frequent individual lexemes clearly influ-
ences the outcome of the larger categories forming the factor group verb type. 
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Table 3.16: Comparison of log odds for verb type glm vs glmer

factor level glm logodds p-value glm glmer logodds p-value glmer

psychological -0.667 0.0344 * -0.467 0.2709
auxiliary -1.879 <.0001 *** -1.289 0.0051 **
modal -0.920 0.0075 ** -0.859 0.0908 .

3.4.4 Overview results ICE Great Britain

Figure 3.15: Predicted probabilities for factor levels ICE-GB
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Figure 3.15 provides an overview of the effects of all factor groups in the minimal 
adequate model, showing the predicted probabilities (y-axis) of all factor levels 
(x-axis, the order is based on the order of factor levels in the model; for more 
details, see Fox 2016).

Mind that the scale of the graphs is adjusted to optimally display contrasts 
within each individual factor, so this graph does not accurately represent the 
weight of the different factor groups, but rather the relation and direction of 
effects of the different factor levels. The vertical lines represent confidence bands 
for each factor level, and are naturally more pronounced for contexts with lower 
token numbers (Fox 2016).

The following section presents a separate analysis for first person contexts. 
Interpretation and discussion of results for both models are provided in section 
3.6.

3.5 Null subjects in ICE Great Britain: First person contexts

Two issues motivate a separate analysis for this subset of data: first person is the 
context for which relatively comparable studies on English exist; on the other 
hand, person has been presupposed as an influential factor a priori in preceding 
studies. Due to its comprehensive design, the present study is in the unique posi-
tion to test this assumption.  

3.5.1 Overview: Subject tokens and linguistic factors first person

The assumption that constraints on first person pronouns are different from 
those on second and third person is evaluated by testing the influence of the 
same structural factors on the more restricted context. To analyse first person 
contexts, a few modifications from the analysis of the full data set are necessary. 
Obviously, the factor groups person and reference are not relevant here. More-
over, since questions constitute an invariant context for first person pronouns 
(see also Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014) the factor level is excluded from the 
factor group clause. This exclusion results in a total number of 901 overt and 
null subject tokens for analysis, with a null subject rate of 4.88%, analysed for 
eight possible structural determinants. Due to the rather low token numbers, the 
factor levels full and partial switch reference are merged, yielding the commonly 
employed binary distinction between continuous and switch reference. English 
null subjects in non-initial position are extremely rare, except in coreferential 
coordination, where the position is usually >3; the factor levels Position: 2 & 3 are 
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combined to cover non-initial, non-coordinated subject tokens. Table 3.17 pro-
vides an overview of the remaining categories and token numbers for first person 
pronouns for each factor level.

Table 3.17: Overview linguistic factors first person ICE-GB

# zero % zero # overt % overt # total

subject 44 4.88 857 95.12 901

and no 26 2.99 843 97.01 869
yes 18 56.25 14 43.75 32

Clause type main 43 5.62 722 94.38 765
subordinate 1 0.74 135 99.26 136

Position 1 18 4.26 405 95.74 423
2 & 3 4 1.68 234 98.32 238

>3 22 9.17 218 90.83 240

Turn boundary no 38 5.94 602 94.06 640
yes 6 2.30 255 97.70 261

Turn length 1 2 2.78 70 97.22 72
2 7 6.09 108 93.91 115
3 6 4.55 126 95.45 132

>3 29 4.98 553 95.02 582

Switch reference maintenance 30 8.77 312 91.23 342
switch 14 2.50 545 97.50 559

Persistence pronoun 36 4.34 794 95.66 830
NP 3 6.00 47 94.00 50

zero 5 23.81 16 76.19 21

Verb type lexical 17 11.89 126 88.11 143
psychological 10 3.56 271 96.44 281

auxiliary 11 3.27 325 96.73 336
modal 6 4.26 135 95.74 141

3.5.2 Results first person

The model building and selection process follows the same procedure elaborated 
in sections 3.3.5, 3.4.1 and 3.4.2. Table 3.18 shows the Wald statistics indicating 
the statistical significance of the different factor groups for first person subjects. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



86   Empirical baseline: Null subjects in Spoken British English

Table 3.18: Wald statistics of factor group significance first person ICE-GB

Factor group Chi-Square d.f. p

and 29.94 1 <.0001
Clause 4.11 2 0.0425
Position 5.00 3 0.1720
Turn boundary 1.64 1 0.1999
Turn length 4.97 3 0.1742
Switch reference 0.90 2 0.0012
Persistence 15.06 2 <.0001
Verb type 8.65 3 <.0001

Total 80.68 16 <.0001

As for the complete model, turn length and turn boundary are found not signifi-
cant for subject pronoun realisation. In contrast to the full model, where switch 
reference is included with marginal significance, in the model for first person 
pronouns it bears no statistical significance at all. Surprisingly, position, one of 
the most significant factor groups for the full data set, is not significant here, 
potentially due to low token numbers in position 2 & 3 and the resulting merge 
of the two subcategories; this is even more likely given the stark decline of omis-
sion rates for second position in the full data set, and the following increase of 
null subject rates for position 3, and especially >3. Coordination and persistence 
remain highly influential factor groups, verb type and clause are kept in the 
model as well with clear statistical significance. Following the exclusion of the 
non-significant factor groups, Table 3.19 presents the minimal adequate model 
for first person null subjects in ICE-GB. 

Despite the relatively low overall token numbers, thanks to the robust pro-
cedure the logistic regression model can be fitted to the first person subset with 
p < .01 in the Model Likelihood Ratio Test. Given the smaller data set, diagnostic 
values are necessarily lower than for the full model, with a concordance value C = 
0.83, and 31% variation explained (R² = 0.31), which are still acceptable. Random 
resampling and bootstrapping largely confirm these diagnostics, with a corrected 
C of 0.81 and corrected R² of 0.26 (the full output is provided in Table B.14 in 
Appendix B).
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Table 3.19: Logistic regression model first person ICE-GB

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.6736 0.3657 -7.311 <.0001 ***

and: y 3.4712 0.4426 7.842 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -1.8672 1.0349 -1.804 0.0712 .
Persistence: NP 0.9470 0.6498 1.457 0.145
Persistence: zero 2.4521 0.6710 3.654 0.0003 ***
Verb type: psychological -1.2887 0.5046 -2.554 0.0107 *
Verb type: auxiliary -1.0269 0.4677 -2.196 0.0281 *
Verb type: modal -0.8773 0.5604 -1.565 0.1175

The variance inflation factors show no apparent interactions (Table 3.20).

Table 3.20: Estimated variance inflation factors first person ICE-GB

Factor level vif

and: y 1.07
Clause: subordinate 1.02
Persistence: NP 1.06
Persistence: zero 1.11
Verb type: psychological 1.49
Verb type: auxiliary 1.43
Verb type: modal 1.33

Compared with the model for the full data set, first person lacks significance for 
switch reference and position. Significant factor groups for first person pronouns 
yield the following constraint ranking:

 and > Persistence > Clause > Verb type

Table 3.21 provides a comparison of the significance of the different factor groups 
for the full and the reduced first person data set of ICE-GB conversations.

Table 3.21: Comparison of factor group significance all vs first person ICE-GB

Factor groups Full set Range First person Range

and *** 72 *** 72
Clause ** 27 . 32
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Factor groups Full set Range First person Range

Position *** 56 – –
Turn boundary – – – –
Turn length – – – –
Switch reference 16 – –
Persistence ** 35 *** 53
Verb type *** 44 ** 25

As in the full set, coordination strongly favours zero for first person. Subordi-
nate clauses favour overt pronouns, although due to the low token numbers, this 
result is not very informative for the reduced set of first person contexts. 

Figure 3.16: Predicted probabilities for factor levels first person ICE-GB 
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Persistence is even more important than in the full model, immediately preceding 
zero has a high omission triggering effect on first person pronouns. Verb phrase 
plays a smaller role concerning the strength of the factor group. The pronoun 
favouring effect of primary and modal auxiliaries is similar to the full model. A 
difference is found in the behaviour of psychological verbs: in combination with 
first person subjects their pronoun-preserving effect is indeed larger than for the 
full set, as predicted by e.g. Travis (2007).

Figure 3.16 provides an overview of the direction of effects in the first person 
model. The comparison to the full data set shows the same direction of effect at 
work for the factor groups coordination, clause type and persistence. Categorical 
differences between first vs second and third person pronouns thus cannot be 
confirmed for these factors, with the exception of questions as invariant context. 
On the other hand, the stronger pronoun-favouring effect for psychological verbs 
is confirmed for first person contexts; empty pronouns are even less likely for 
psychological verbs than for primary auxiliaries (see Figure 3.15). The vote is less 
clear for the statistically non-significant factor groups; their influence might just 
lie below measurable amounts, given the limited number of tokens included in 
this subset. 

3.6 Summary and discussion

Quantitative investigation of null subjects in Standard English has been severely 
lacking until very recently. The present study joins the ranks of Torres Cacoullos 
and Travis (2014), Travis and Lindstrom (2016), and Wagner (2012, 2018) in the 
attempt to systematise the variationist analysis of this low-frequency syntactic 
phenomenon in standard and contact varieties of English, following the approach 
of Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015) to contact varieties of Spanish. This section 
provides an evaluation of the results presented in the preceding sections 3.3, 3.4, 
and 3.5, including a comparison with previous studies on traditional L1 varieties 
of English. These results provide the basis for the comparative analysis of contact 
effects on English null subjects in chapters 5 and 6.

3.6.1 Discussion full data set

The present investigation of null subjects in informal spoken English shows that 
this non-standard grammatical phenomenon can meaningfully be described 
by means of a variationist analysis, in spite of its low frequency (as outlined in 
section 2.2). The observation of Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014), and Travis 
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and Lindstrom (2016) that the envelope of variation is narrower for English is 
only partly confirmed: null subjects outside their predicted contexts of coordi-
nation, initial position, and declarative main clauses are found rarely, but they 
do occur (see section 3.1). The majority of the investigated 130 null pronouns are 
found in the predicted contexts, i.e. main clause (120), coordination (59), and 
utterance initial position (48), although none of these restrictions is categorical. 
These differences in attestation are partially afforded by the wider scope of the 
present study compared to earlier investigations, and underline the relevance of 
this more inclusive approach (section 3.2, see also section 2.3).

It is further confirmed that extra-linguistic demographic factors like speaker 
gender and age do not contribute significantly to the variable realisation of 
subject pronouns, confirming findings by Wagner (2012). The group of younger 
speakers shows more internal heterogeneity, and exhibits more variation towards 
higher deletion rates. In terms of overall null subject rates, the age groups are still 
very similar. However, the role of individual speakers for subject realisation rates 
is not negligible; almost one quarter of the speakers in the present data set pro-
duces invariant overt subject pronouns. Integrating speaker as a random effect 
is certainly a promising course of action, but requires higher token numbers to 
be computed reliably. The overall subject deletion rates found in this study are 
similar enough to those reported for spoken English in the literature to plausibly 
assume an accurate representation in the data here (see sections 3.3.1, 3.3.2, and 
2.3.2). Confirming observations by Biber et al. (1999: 1105–1106), and Haegeman 
and Ihsane (2001: 333) on the higher tolerance of British English towards null 
subjects, the omission rates found here are apparently higher than those reported 
in Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014: 22) for spoken American English, and closer 
to those found in Newfoundland English by Wagner (2012: 100–101), a variety 
described as particularly in favour of null subjects. 

Collexemes and high-frequency verb tokens show an influence on subject 
realisation. Considering both verb lemmas and verb forms with unidirectional 
and bidirectional attraction measures, a number of verbs emerge as high attrac-
tors for null subjects in British English, especially negated auxiliaries like doesn’t, 
don’t, can’t (section 3.3.3), and high-frequency tokens attracted to the coordina-
tive construction like go, get, come, see for the first, and say for the second verb 
slot (section 3.4.3.1). This confirms findings by Teddiman (2011) on collocational 
patterns in British English, and by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) on “lex-
ically specific” coordinations favouring null subjects as a cross-linguistic ten-
dency, even beyond their investigated contexts of clause initial, and first person 
singular subjects, respectively.

The methodological issue of model evaluation is not resolved conclusively for 
logistic regression models (see e.g. Field et al. 2012, chapter 8), hence the report-
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ing of model diagnostics is not as established in sociolinguistic studies as would 
be desirable. Still, to evaluate model fit it is not sufficient to consider the signif-
icance of factor levels only; diagnostic measures of logistic regression models, 
including overall model significance, the validity of results beyond the given data 
set (such as the concordance index, or validation via repeated random resam-
pling), and a measure of the amount of variation explained (e.g. Nagelkerke’s 
R) provide useful information on the reliability of the reported results (see e.g. 
Levshina 2015: chapter 10; see also section 3.4.2). All in all, the logistic regres-
sion model presented in Table 3.6 provides a satisfactory account of the role of 
linguistic factors for British English variable subject realisation, especially when 
compared to model diagnostics of earlier studies (provided that they are even 
available).

The distinction between three sources of factors, English-specific, contact, 
and universal, is mainly intended as an evaluation tool for the comparison con-
ducted in chapters 5 and 6. For British English alone, these categories prove partly 
useful: The three major structural predictions for English null subjects are largely 
confirmed, as shown by the statistical significance of the three English-specific 
factor groups coordination, position, and clause in the multivariate analysis. In 
terms of weight of the factor groups, coordination bears the greatest statistical 
significance, followed by verb type and position. The statistical weight of clause 
is surprisingly low considering its status as an English-specific constraint and 
the apparent rarity of null subject tokens outside the context of declarative main 
clauses. Contact factors are of less statistical significance. Universal factors have 
diverging influence: factor-group significance is high for verb type, intermediate 
for persistence, and rather low, bordering on statistical insignificance, for switch 
reference. Other factors found to be influential in Wagner (2012), i.e. turn length 
and turn boundary, are not significant here. Overall, the English-specific factor 
groups provide the greatest explanatory value for the British English data set. 

Coordination is the factor group with the strongest influence, but position 
and clause also behave as expected (section 3.4). More surprising is the relative 
relevance of the contact factors person, and specific reference. However, the 
comparative lack of second person zero contributing most strongly to the signifi-
cance of the factor group person is probably not due to an underlying split-person 
system as found in partial null subject languages like Finnish, but rather based 
on communicative motivations and the role of second person as “genuine pro-
nouns”, especially compared to the more varied functions of third person pro-
nouns, and the apparent lower ambiguity of first person reference by physically 
present speakers in real-time, face to face conversation. The importance of overt 
specific second person reference in conversation is also attested for other lan-
guages (see sections 2.2 and 4.1), and corroborated by the following observation: 
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of the rare second person null pronouns, half represent non-specific, generic ref-
erence. The other source of non-referential null pronouns is based in large parts 
on utterance initial expressions like depends, seems, sounds, looks (see also Ted-
diman 2011). However, while it is present, the favouring effect of non-referential-
ity for zero expression is small, and statistically barely significant.

The cross-linguistically widespread factor switch reference is not as relevant 
for English as for other languages, in spite of a slight favouring effect of refer-
ence maintenance. This confirms findings by both Torres Cacoullos and Travis 
(2014) and Wagner (2012, 2018). Clear effects are measured for the other universal 
factor groups persistence and verb type. Preceding zero has a strong triggering 
effect for further zero subjects, especially for first person pronouns. Concerning 
different verb types, null subjects are most likely for lexical verbs, while primary 
and modal auxiliaries clearly favour pronouns. This seems to go against Wagner’s 
(2012, 2018 especially) relation of the occurrence of null subjects with increasing 
VP complexity, which is mainly achieved through auxiliaries. However, verb type 
as a factor group provides better explanatory value than VP complexity for the 
present data set (see Table B.9 and Table B.10 in Appendix B). 

3.6.2 Discussion first person

Differences of first person pronouns to the full set are addressed in section 3.5; 
this section is devoted to a comparison with earlier studies on first person null 
subjects in L1 varieties of English (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014, Wagner 2012, 
2018). While there is no entirely parallel comparison possible due to different 
study and variable designs, an explicit comparison with the results of the three 
major preceding corpus studies on English is attempted. Table 3.22 provides an 
overview of the shared factors in the four studies. 

The first crucial difference between the studies compared lies in the circum-
scription of the variable context. Coordinated contexts are not part of Wagner’s 
analyses. Given the central role of this factor in the other studies, this fact makes 
the omission rates for Newfoundland English even more remarkable, and con-
firms descriptions of the variety as rather liberal concerning subject omission. 
A further difference is found regarding the clause types analysed. While Wagner 
(2012) includes the rare null tokens in subordinate clauses, they are not part of 
her follow-up study on the same data (2018), and not included in Torres Cacoullos 
and Travis (2014). Contexts outside declarative main clauses are indeed marginal 
in the present study, especially in the subset of first person compared to the full 
data set; as argued in sections 3.1 and 5.1, their inclusion is not least for the benefit 
of the Asian varieties analysed in the following chapters.
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Table 3.22: Comparison of factor group significance first person contexts ICE-GB, US English, 
and Nfdl English

Wagner (2012) Wagner (2018) Torres C. & 
Travis (2014)1

ICE-GB 
first person

variety Nfdl Nfdl US British

tokens analysed 8,514 4,025 302 [6,700] 901
% zero 4.4% 7.2% 50% [2.2%] 4.9%

Coordination NA NA *** ***
Clause * NA NA .
Position . **2 ** –
Turn boundary – NA – –
Turn length ** ** NA –
Switch reference – . – –
Persistence *** *** ** ***
Verb type . * – **
VP complexity ** ** –3 –

NA = factor not included in the respective study, – no statistical significance, ./*/**/*** indi-
cating increasing significance, see also Table 3.6

1 The 151 null subject tokens analysed by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) are based on texts 
containing a total of 6,700 subjects; the multivariate analysis is based on a 1:1 ratio of 151 
tokens each for overt and null pronouns
2 subject slot
3 polarity

The only factor group that is identified as a highly significant predictor in all 
four studies is persistence. An interesting observation can be made regarding 
the nature of this factor group: it seems indeed to be independent of referential 
continuity. Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) model persistence as preceding 
null coreferential pronouns, Wagner (2012, 2018) and the present study include 
preceding null tokens regardless of reference. Still both types significantly influ-
ence subject omission. On the other hand, switch reference, indicating a reference 
maintaining function of null pronouns, rather than a more mechanical “priming 
effect”, is rendered insignificant in three of the studies, and barely significant in 
Wagner (2018). In spite of the conceptual problems of zero as a triggering (non-)
element, this persistence effect is apparently robust across L1 varieties of English.

Concerning the influence of verb type, insights are limited by the relatively 
low token numbers – studies on lexically determined variation in natural lan-
guages are notoriously in need of large volumes of data. It is likely that the lack 
of effect for this category in Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) is based on their 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



94   Empirical baseline: Null subjects in Spoken British English

selective sampling method, which excludes the large majority of overt pronomi-
nal tokens.

Verb phrase complexity, on the other hand, shows significance only for Wag-
ner’s Newfoundland data. A simplified version is present in Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis’ factor polarity, distinguishing between negated and non-negated verb 
forms (negation constitutes one of the “sense units” increasing VP complexity, 
Wagner 2018: 16). In the present study, the factor verb phrase complexity is con-
ceptualised following Wagner’s model, but does not show a statistically signifi-
cant effect, especially when compared to the factor verb type. One point to con-
sider regarding this difference in significance concerns the kinds of data analysed 
in the present study compared to Wagner (2012, 2018). Wagner’s corpus of New-
foundland English consists of interviews “[following] the traditional oral-history 
type/sociolinguistic interview method” (Wagner 2012: 100). Topics include family 
and local history, and the discussion of local stories, customs, and personal expe-
riences, commonly with reference to past events. This is possibly represented by 
a relatively high amount of more complex verb phrases in Wagner’s data (VP1 = 
30%, VP2 = 50%, VP3+ = 20%) compared to the present data set (VP1 = 43%, VP2 
= 44%, VP3+ = 13%), which consists largely of naturally occurring conversation. 
The influence of text type on subject realisation is also addressed in section 6.2.

Overall, the contrastive view on the four studies shows both the potential and 
the need for further empirical analysis of English null subjects based on analyti-
cal conventions that are only just emerging.

3.6.3 Conclusion

The preceding analysis has evaluated the status of common assumptions about 
English null subjects. Travis and Lindstrom’s (2016: 104) claim that “English is 
not special at all” with regards to null subjects cannot be affirmed enthusiasti-
cally. Null subjects in British English are most strongly determined by language 
specific and partly by universal constraints, while the influence of contact fea-
tures is more limited.

The comparison with previous research stresses the importance of transpar-
ent study design: different studies define the envelope of variation slightly, or 
even radically differently, their results are then not directly comparable. Exclu-
sions from the variable context are not always open to scrutiny, which makes it 
difficult to evaluate how justified they are. On the other hand, a study as inclusive 
in structural contexts as the present one deals with a rather mixed bag of cases 
and requires meticulous coding and thoughtful assessment of possible interac-
tions to tease apart the decisive factors from epiphenomena.
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The results achieved in this chapter do not offer great surprises concerning 
the linguistic predictors, but fill the research gap of sound quantitative investi-
gation of null subjects in Standard British English, and serve as a solid basis for 
the evaluation of these structural constraints in Asian varieties of English in the 
following chapters.
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4 Asian languages and varieties of English: 
Theory, description and comparison

[Those] instances of deviation from the norms of either language which occur in the speech 
of bilinguals as a result of their familiarity with more than one language, i.e. as a result of 
language contact, will be referred to as interference phenomena. It is these phenomena of 
speech, and their impact on the norms of either language exposed to contact, that invite 
the interest of the linguist. […] Great or small, the differences and similarities between the 
languages in contact must be exhaustively stated […] as a prerequisite to an analysis of 
interference. (Weinreich 1963: 1–2, emphasis in the original)

For the Asian contact varieties of English considerations about fundamentally dif-
ferent language types play a crucial role, since they are influenced by languages 
of a typologically different configuration with respect to subject pronouns. While 
English is often discussed as a prime example of a non-null subject language with 
a syntactic orientation (see section 2.3.1), Chinese is commonly presented as the 
prototype of a pragmatic or discourse-oriented language with ubiquitous null 
subjects. To fulfil Weinreich’s request cited above, the first part of the present 
chapter is devoted to a detailed description of null subjects and their conditions 
in these analytic NSLs.

Section 4.1 examines the role of subject pronouns in this language type, 
which is especially pervasive in Asia, covering formalist (section 4.1.1), function-
alist (section 4.1.2) and variationist (section 4.1.3) approaches. Chinese, the best 
described of these languages, serves as the representative.

Section 4.2 is concerned with processes of language contact and their 
outcome (section 4.2.1), the role of subject omission in learner and contact lan-
guages (section 4.2.2), English in contact (World Englishes, section 4.2.3), and null 
subjects in contact varieties of English (section 4.2.4).

The Asian Englishes under investigation here are introduced in section 4.3 
(India, section 4.3.1, Hong Kong, section 4.3.2, Singapore, section 4.3.3). Each 
subsection includes a sketch of the socio-historical background of their genesis, 
their linguistic ecology, i.e. the local substrates, and the traces they left in the 
morphosyntax of the respective variety. The structural descriptions also provide 
an overview of previous studies on the grammar and, as far as available, null 
subjects in the individual varieties.

The last section 4.4 is devoted to the productive field of comparative studies 
in World Englishes, arguing for the varieties in the present study as a meaningful 
unit of comparison (section 4.4.1) and clarifying the methodological principles 
for the comparative analysis in chapter 5 (section 4.4.2). 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-004
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4.1 Null subjects in Asian languages

Parallel to the description of canonical null subject and non-null subject lan-
guages (NSL) in chapter 2, this section presents an overview of the conceptualis-
ation of null subjects in non-canonical, or “radical pro-drop” languages (section 
4.1.1), its analysis as the wider reaching syntactic configuration of topic prom-
inence (section 4.1.2), followed by a discussion of relevant empirical research 
(section 4.1.3). Illustrative examples are mainly taken from reference grammars 
of (Mandarin) Chinese, the best described language of this type. 

4.1.1 Radical pro-drop

As introduced in section 2.1, the term radical pro-drop was coined to describe ana-
lytic languages that use variable subject pronouns without the licensing effect of 
verbal morphology (C.-T. Huang 1984). Judging from the 711 languages sampled 
in the World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS), optional and obligatory subject 
pronouns are similarly common cross-linguistically. Both types are much rarer 
overall than subject affixes, which imply canonical pro-drop3; overt subject pro-
nouns can thus be considered the typologically marked case. The feature shows 
a clear areal distribution: obligatory subject pronouns, i.e. non-NSLs, are pre-
dominantly found in (Northern) Europe (see also Haspelmath 2001) and West 
Africa, while optional subject pronouns without affixation, or radical pro-drop 
languages, are especially common in Australo-Pacific and East and Southeast 
Asian languages, including Sinitic languages (Dryer 2013).

In stark contrast to English as the paragon of non-pro-drop, and Spanish, 
Portuguese and Italian as the most cited canonical pro-drop languages, Chinese 
is usually discussed as the prototype of non-inflecting pro-drop (D’Alessandro 
2015: 203). Concerning the denotation of Chinese, Matthews provides the follow-
ing definition:

In a general sense, Chinese covers any of the languages and dialects belonging to the Sinitic 
language family and standing in a certain relationship to the logographic Chinese script. 
[…] Commonly, unless otherwise specified, ‘Chinese’ refers to the standard language, often 
without distinction between written and spoken forms. The term ‘Mandarin’ is used either 
to refer to the standard language, or to delineate a group of dialects spoken natively in 
northern and western parts of China. (Matthews 2010: 757)

3 WALS feature 101A: 82 languages have obligatory pronouns, 61 optional pronouns, 437 use 
affixes, see Dryer 2013.
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Both Chinese and Mandarin will be used in this sense, unless specified otherwise. 
Differences between varieties of Chinese are subtle in the domain of morphosyn-
tax and discourse structure; Chao even claims that “there is practically one uni-
versal Chinese grammar” (Chao 1968: 13). It is therefore common, and justified by 
the wide-reaching structural similarities, to use Mandarin Chinese as a reference 
variety for discussing grammatical phenomena, like the extent and conditions of 
null subjects (see e.g. Ansaldo 2010: 514; Bao 2012: 167, Matthews and Yip 1994: 
5). Examples from reference grammars of Chinese in the following sections are 
provided in Pinyin romanisation.

Zero anaphora is but one of several related features of these languages, which 
C.-T. Huang describes as having “maximal freedom for the use of zero pronouns” 
(C.-T. Huang 1984: 534). Like canonical NSLs, radical NSLs do not use expletive 
subjects (see also section 2.1) for existentials (4.1), extraposition (4.2), or raising 
(4.3). Instead of pleonastic pronouns, for weather predicates a full thematic noun 
phrase (yŭ ‘rain’) is obligatory (4.4).

(4.1) Yŏu yī-ben shù zài zhuōzi shàng.
have one-CL book on table top

‘(There) is a book on the table.’
(Chu 1998: 57)

(4.2) Shì Zhāngsān dà le Lĭsi.
is Zhangsan beat LE (CRS) Lisi

‘(It) is Zhangsan (who) beat Lisi.’
(Xiao 2002: 237)

(4.3) Kànshangqu Zhāngsān hĕn lèi.
seem Zhangsan very tired

‘(It) seems (that) Zhangsan is very tired.’ 
(Yuan 1997: 473)

(4.4) Xià yŭ le.
descend rain LE (CRS)

‘(It’s) raining.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 91)

Non-specific subjects can be encoded by generic full noun phrases (such as rén 
‘people’ or yiban rén ‘people in general’), but strongly favour zero expression 
(4.5).
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(4.5) Yóuyŏng yĭqián, .
swim before

yìbān yào xiān zuò zhŭnbèi yùngdòng.
generally ought first do preparation exercise

‘Before (one) swims, (one) generally must do warm-up exercises.’
(Chu 1998: 288)

For referential pronouns, zero anaphora is permitted not only for subjects (4.6 b, 
d, e, f), but is also widespread for objects (c - f), both in main (b - d) and embed-
ded clauses (e - f). 

(4.6) Speaker A / Question: .
Zhāngsān kànjian Lĭsi le ma?
Zhangsan see Lisi LE Q
‘Did Zhangsan see Lisi?’

Speaker B / Answer:
a. Tā kànjian tā le.

He see he LE
‘He saw him.’

b. Ø Kànjian tā le.
‘[He] saw him.’

c. Tā kànjian Ø le.
‘He saw [him].’

d. Ø Kànjian Ø le.
‘[He] saw [him].’

e. Wŏ cāi Ø kànjian Ø le
I guess see LE
‘I guess [he] saw [him].’

f. Zhāngsān shuō [Ø kànjian Ø le].
Zhangsan say see LE
‘Zhangsan said that [he] saw [him].’

(C.-T. Huang 1984: 533)
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Variant a. demonstrates the occurrence of both overt subject and object pronouns 
in Chinese. Although zero anaphora is considered the norm, and overt pronouns 
are described as the marked case (Li and Thompson 1979: 327), null subject rates 
in Chinese hover around 50% of all pronominal subjects (compared to up to 80% 
zero in canonical NSLs like Spanish, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 22). None 
of the variants (b – f) is acceptable in a non-NSL; null objects are not regularly 
part of canonical NSLs either. Reference in radical NSLs is thus consistently less 
explicit; identifying referents demands a greater amount of interpretive work 
from the hearer or reader. C.-T. Huang (1984: 531) refers to this different degree 
of audience participation as cool (i.e. content is left implicit, “much audience 
participation required”) vs hot languages (i.e. content is coded explicitly, “little 
audience participation required”). 

Syntactic constraints on zero pronouns in Chinese are only attested for the 
contexts following co-verbs (gēn ‘with’, 4.7), and as pivotal noun phrase in a 
serial verb construction (should be nĭ ‘you’, 4.8).

(4.7) *wŏ gēn Ø xué Yīngwén.
I with ___ learn English

(4.8) *wŏ quàn Ø bié hē jiŭ.
I urge ___ not drink wine

(Li and Thompson 1981: 675)

Zero anaphora in radical NSLs is licensed on discourse rather than sentence 
level, reflected in the alternative designation discourse pro-drop. Identification 
is granted via the ability of “zero-topic” to bind empty variables like null pro-
nouns (Huang 1984). In non-generative approaches, radical NSLs like Chinese 
have alternatively been described as pragmatic or discourse oriented (vs syntactic 
or sentence oriented, Tsao 1977, see Givón 1979a for a parallel classification of 
different “modes of communication”).

Chu (1998: 1) remarks on the somewhat vague definition of Chinese sentences 
as “expressing a complete thought”, and “having a predominantly liúshuĭjù (liter-
ally, ‘flowing-water sentence’) structure”. However poetic, vague or impression-
istic, these observations are common in academic descriptions of Chinese. An 
alternative widely employed classification of languages based on similar char-
acterisations, stressing discourse over syntactic factors, has been proposed by Li 
and Thompson (1976) and is discussed in the next section.
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4.1.2 Topic prominence

The universal status of the grammatical subject-predicate dichotomy has been 
challenged by typological research, which reveals the cross-linguistic frequency 
of a primarily discourse-semantic based configurationality. Besides the obliga-
tory linguistic expression of subjects in canonical declarative clauses, this affects 
reflexivisation, passivisation, verb serialisation and imperatives (Kiss 2001: 1442). 
Chao (1968) first applies the semantic notions of topic and comment to Chinese 
sentence structure. He determines them as the primary constituents of basic sen-
tence structure in Chinese, an interpretation that has been widely accepted ever 
since (see e.g. Xu 2015: 394). Topic and subject of a sentence usually coincide. 
In the absence of other topicalised elements the subject is the topic of the sen-
tence by default; subjects are sometimes even described as “grammaticalised 
topics” (Kibrik 2001: 1414). Disagreement occurs regarding the question of uni-
versality of subjects as a sentence constituent. Generative analysis of null sub-
jects in languages like Chinese assumes pro-drop via recoverability of the referent 
in discourse (rather than verbal phi-features, see Camacho 2013: 125–139 for a 
summary). In contrast, Li and Thompson (1976) challenge the universal status of 
the syntactic category subject. They argue for a “basic” topic-comment structure 
of sentences in topic-prominent languages like Japanese, Korean, and Chinese, 
in contrast with subject-prominent languages from the Niger-Congo and Indo-Eu-
ropean language families, including English (Li and Thompson 1976: 460). Sub-
ject-predicate structures in topic-prominent languages are then just a specific, 
non-obligatory subtype of the basic topic-comment structure.4 

Topic is defined as “what the sentence is about”, on a larger scope, it sets “a 
spatial, temporal, or individual framework within the main predication holds” 
(Chafe 1976: 50). Although topic is employed as a syntactic notion for topic-prom-
inent languages, its identification requires the discourse context (Chu 1998: 250). 
Li and Thompson’s (1976) seminal account of topic-prominent languages contin-
ues its formative influence on the description of non-inflectional NSL to this day. 
According to Li and Thompson (1976: 461–465), topics differ from subjects in the 
following respects: 
a. They must be definite; 
b. They need not be an argument of the predicative constituent (“selectional 

relations”);

4 Recent generative approaches have attempted to reconcile topic prominence and pro-drop, see 
e.g. Modesto (2008), who argues for pro-drop as a sub-parameter of the macro-parameter topic 
prominence.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Null subjects in Asian languages   105

c. The verb determines the subject, but not the topic (i.e. action verbs require 
“actor” as subjects, stative verbs “patient/experiencer”, etc.);

d. Topics carry a specific functional role (topics are the centre of attention, and 
constant across sentences);

e. They need not show verb agreement;
f. They must be in sentence-initial position;
g. They have no central role in grammatical processes like reflexivisation, pas-

sivisation, etc.

Some of these properties are related, e.g. analytic languages like Mandarin com-
monly employ word order to mark definiteness; initial position in this case consti-
tutes both topic- and definiteness-marking functions at once (Li and Thompson 
1981: 23). Topic-prominent languages permit sentences with both topic (nèi-zhī 
gŏu, ‘that dog’) and subject (wŏ ‘I’, 4.9), coincidental topic and subject (wŏ ‘I’, 
4.10), but also with topic (zhèi-ge tímù ‘this topic’) and without overt subject, e.g. 
when the subject is implied as non-specific referent (4.11).

(4.9) Nèi-zhī gŏu wŏ yĭjing kàn-guo le.
That-CL dog I already see-EXP LE (CRS)

‘That dog I have already seen.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 88)

(4.10) Wŏ xĭhuān chī píngguŏ.
I like eat apple

‘I like to eat apples.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 88)

(4.11) Zhèi-ge tímù zùi hăo buyăo tí chū lái.
This-CL topic most good don’t bring:up exit come

‘[This topic]i , (you’d) better not bring iti up.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 89)

While the topic-comment structure constitutes the basic sentence pattern in top-
ic-prominent languages, English usually employs syntactic movement to derive 
marked structures like prepositional phrases (4.12), left dislocation (4.11), and 
preposing, or topicalisation (4.13).

(4.12) Concerning / speaking of / as for [that dog]i, I’ve already seen iti.
(4.13) Applesi I like to eat Øi.
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Chinese-style topics on the other hand have no direct counterparts in English 
(Chafe 1976: 50). Lambrecht (1994: 30) describes the difference as one between 
linked and unlinked topic constructions. Chinese-style topics are usually related 
to the comment in a part-whole or set-subset relation (a few volumes out of a set 
of books, 4.14), whereas English topics are analysed as anaphorically linked to an 
overt (4.12) or empty (4.13) pronoun.

(4.14) Zhè tào shū, nĭ kĕyĭ ná zŏu jĭ bĕn.
this set books you may take away a-few volumes

‘You may take away a few volumes of this set of books.’
(Xu 2015: 395)

Topic-prominent languages are more common cross-linguistically than sub-
ject-prominent languages (e.g. Kiss 2001: 1442). Topic prominence, or the “prag-
matic mode” is also a feature of early child as well as adult learner interlanguage 
(Givón 1979b: 226–227, Fuller and Gundel 1987). Li and Thompson (1976: 466–471) 
list the following properties for topic-prominent languages:
a. Surface coding of topic, but not necessarily subject (by overt topic markers in 

Japanese, or initial position in Chinese);
b. Passivisation as either a marginal construction, or absent altogether;
c. Absence of dummy subjects;
d. Double subjects (4.17);
e. Control of co-referential constituent deletion by topic (4.15);
f. Tendency for verb-final clause structure;
g. Absence of constraints on topic constituents (4.16);
h. Basicness of topic-comment sentences.

Especially relevant here are features a. and c., which imply the possibility of null 
subjects. Testable contexts within the scope of the present study are also pre-
sented by properties e. (4.15) and g. (4.16, “time phrase as topic”).

(4.15) Niè kuài tiān .
that piece land

dàozu zhăngde hĕn dà, suŏyi Ø hĕn zhìqián.
rice grow very big so Ø very valuable

‘[That piece of land]topic, rice grows very big, so it (the land) is very valuable.’
(Li and Thompson 1976: 469)
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(4.16) Zuótian xuĕ xià de hĕn jĭn.
yesterday snow descend CSC very incessant

‘Yesterdaytopic it snowed incessantly.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 94)

According to Li and Thompson (1976: 25–26), double subjects are pervasive in top-
ic-prominent languages. Similar to Chinese-style topics, the two noun phrases 
(xiàng ‘elephant’, bízi ‘noses’) are usually related by a possession or subset rela-
tion (4.17).

(4.17) Xiàng bízi cháng.
Elephant nose long

‘Elephants’ noses are long / Elephants have long noses.’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 92)

Addressing the issue of double subjects, Chu (1998: 30) analyses the layered top-
ic-comment structure of complex sentences (square brackets indicating the first, 
round brackets the second layer; adapted from Chu 1998: 29).

(4.18) Zhè sānshí-ge xuésheng,
this 30-CL student, 

èrshíbā-ge bù jígé yīdìng dĕi bùkăo.
28-CL not pass Ø definitely Ø must make-

up-exam
‘Of these thirty students, 
twenty-eight failed (the test) (they) must take a make-up exam.’

[topzhè 30ge xuésheng] [com (top28ge) (com bù jígé) (com yīdìng dĕi bùkăo)]

Chu terms the designation “double subject” a “misnomer”; the first NP zhè sān-
shí-ge xuésheng (‘these thirty students’) is unambiguously analysed as topic, 
while the second NP èrshíbā-ge (‘twenty-eight ones’) can be analysed as either 
subject or topic, embedded within the comment. This layered structure, can – 
in theory – be infinite, and resembles embedding in the syntactic structure of a 
sentence. Equally, the actual depth of layering is limited by speakers’ cognitive 
capacities. The descriptive term double NP is thus preferable for these structures 
(Chu 1998: 31).
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A common discourse function of explicit referent introduction in Chinese is 
to build the point of departure for a topic chain (Li and Thompson 1981: 659). 
Following its establishment via an existential construction, in accordance with 
Givón’s “quantity principle” (see section 2.1.2), a stable referent can in subse-
quent discourse repeatedly be referred to by zero anaphora (4.19).

(4.19) Luòyáng yŏu ge míng gēnǚi ,
Luoyang had CL famous song-girl

Øi jiào Yáng Zhuluo,
called Yang Zhuluo

Øi cōnghuì guò rén,
intelligent surpass people

Øi yĭ yŭyán jiānqiăo guan yú yīshí.
with language sharp-

skillful
top at the-time

‘In Luoyang, there was a famous female singer by the name of Yang Zhuluo. 
She was extremely intelligent and was tops for her quick wit.’
(Chu 1998: 261)

The prerequisite for topic chains is a high degree of conjoinability between 
clauses, provided by the relative proximity to the antecedent gēnǚ (‘singer’) and 
the absence of competing referents (Li and Thompson 1979: 320). In contrast, 
this conjoinability is disturbed by interruptions like topic switch, the insertion of 
adverbials, or change from background to foreground information and vice versa 
(Y. Huang 2000: 327). (4.20) illustrates this switch, where a series of descriptive 
background clauses forms the topic chain. 

The lexical noun phrase in line 1 establishes the topical referent, the follow-
ing topic chain is connected by zero anaphora, until the switch to foregrounded 
action triggers an overt pronoun in line 4.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Null subjects in Asian languages   109

(4.20) 1 Bái Xiānsheng zài kètīng-lĭ děng Lĭsì, 
Bai Mr at living

room-in 
wait Lisi

2 Ø dài-zhe yănjìng, zài nàr kàn bàozhĭ, 
wear-DUR glasses at there read newspaper

3 Ø hăoxiàng yŏu diăn bu-nàifan, 
seem have a:little not-patient

4 tā shuō: “…”
he say

‘Mr Bai was waiting for Lisi in the living room. (He) was wearing glasses 
and reading a newspaper there. (He) seemed to be a bit impatient. 
He said: “…”’
(Li and Thompson 1981: 663)

Given Gundel et al.’s (1993) observation on the frequency of referential expres-
sions on the opposite ends of the givenness scale, in languages permitting empty 
categories zero anaphora is the default referential expression for given infor-
mation (see section 2.1.2). As the marked case, overt pronouns can therefore be 
interpreted as contrastive focus markers, or as “highlight[ing] the referent of the 
pronoun in the context in which it occurs” (Li and Thompson 1981: 674). This is 
especially needed when semantically compatible referents are mentioned in the 
immediately preceding discourse, leading to “potential referential interference” 
(Givón 1983: 11).

Null pronouns in Chinese occur freely and are not restricted syntactically. The 
restriction to declarative main clauses found for English is not attested, neither 
is the constraint to initial position. No account of a principled preference for spe-
cific persons or verb types can be found, while persistence effects are likely due 
to the widespread use of topic chains. The absence of expletive pronouns in top-
ic-prominent languages, and their lack of semantic value in English makes them 
a possible target for transfer. The same goes for generic pronouns, whose contri-
bution to sentence meaning is negligible. The use of overt pronouns largely for 
contrastive marking might lead to a high usage in possibly ambiguous contexts, 
such as partial switch reference. Evidence for this is also found in the empirical 
studies on spoken Chinese discussed in the next section.
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4.1.3 Quantitative research on Chinese null subjects

Quantitative analysis of null subjects in analytic NSLs is hard to come by; most 
accounts maximally provide rough estimates of subject omission rates, without 
further explanation or evidence. This section discusses two sociolinguistic studies 
on Mandarin Chinese conversational data (Jia and Bayley 2002, Li et al. 2012) 
that test conditions on subject omission found in canonical NSLs like Spanish 
for spoken Mandarin Chinese. Both involve a multivariate quantitative analysis 
comparable to the analysis in chapter 3. 

Jia and Bayley (2002) analyse the speech of adult educated native speakers 
of Mandarin, consisting of telephone conversations among family members and 
friends, and teacher speech in Chinese language heritage schools in the US. They 
investigate the realisation of subject pronouns with human referents, and test 
the influence of factors such as discourse context, sentence type, subject person 
and number, and switch reference. The rate of null subjects in variable contexts, 
i.e. excluding co-verbs, serial verbs and invariant formulaic expressions such 
as greetings, is 47% zero of 1,400 overall subject tokens (Jia and Bayley 2002: 
104). Jia and Bayley find that pronoun variation is systematically conditioned by 
multiple linguistic constraints. More specifically, overt pronouns are favoured by 
declarative sentences compared to questions and imperatives, switch reference, 
and first person singular. The latter two favouring conditions are widely attested 
in studies on inflectional languages as well. The overall distribution of null sub-
jects, especially the factor “person and number”, crucially depends on the dis-
course context: it is found that overt pronouns are favoured by referents “unex-
pected” in the specific discourse situation, i.e. second person singular referents 
in classroom, where the teacher is more likely to address the group as a whole, 
and second person plural referents in conversational speech, where the dialogic 
setting of telephone conversations makes second person singular reference the 
more predictable option (Jia and Bayley 2002: 110–111). 

Li et al. (2012) offer the most comprehensive multivariate analysis of Chinese 
null subjects to date. They analyse both animate and inanimate subject pronouns 
in free speech, including the Chinese Pear Stories, and classroom speech of both 
teachers and pupils. Factors include four social (age, occupation, gender, dis-
course context) and four linguistic categories (subject person and number, co-ref-
erence with subject of the preceding clause, specificity of subject referent, i.e. 
specific vs generic, and sentence type, Li et al. 2012: 92). Their overall null subject 
rate is 52.8% of 8,500 subject tokens. Overall, linguistic factors clearly outrank 
social factors. Most decisive are the factor switch reference, with partial overlap 
and complete switch most strongly favouring overt pronouns, and the factor 
person and number, with plural verbs favouring zero (Li et al. 2012: 103–104). As 
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expected, there is a favouring effect of non-specific reference for zero, although it 
is smaller than expected (Li et al. 2012: 112). 

Both studies succeed in showing that null subjects in Chinese are systematic, 
and conditioned by factors also found for canonical NSLs; their findings match on 
the favouring zero effect of singular reference, declarative clauses, and reference 
continuity. Switch reference is coded as a three-way rather than a binary factor 
in both studies, with significant results for Chinese subject realisation: partial 
switch tends to pattern with full switch, or trigger even higher overt subject real-
isation rates (Jia and Bayley 2002: 108, Li et al. 2012: 104). Both studies further 
prove the importance of taking into account the discourse context, especially 
concerning differences between persons with regard to contrasts between con-
versations and classroom speech. However, there are no marked differences in 
the frequency of null subjects between narratives and conversations. While the 
two studies are not completely equivalent to the following analysis, they provide 
additional significant factors to those discussed in section 2.3 on English null 
subjects, and thus point towards possible “conflict sites” worth testing, such as 
the referential status of the pronoun, person, and switch reference.

The preceding sections have shown how radically different Asian languages 
behave compared to English with regard to subject pronouns. In order to evalu-
ate the effect of typologically different substrates on the Asian contact varieties 
of English, the next section discusses key principles of language contact, before 
looking at the manifestation of these principles for the feature and varieties 
under investigation here.

4.2 Language contact and varieties of English

No language is an island; there is no living language entirely in seclusion. It is 
therefore not surprising that the structural and social impact of language contact 
has inspired a wealth of research, from Hugo Schuchardt in the late 19th century 
onwards. General principles of language contact and influential approaches to 
contact linguistics are sketched in section 4.2.1. The null subject parameter, as 
introduced in chapter 2 and extended to analytic languages in section 4.1, has 
received considerable attention with regards to its development in language 
contact, both in the context of second language acquisition, as well as its man-
ifestation in creole languages (section 4.2.2). English as a global language has 
come into contact with diverse language types. Section 4.2.3 introduces frame-
works of studying English in contact situations and its outcomes, the so-called 
World Englishes; followed by an account of null subjects in (other) varieties of 
English and English-lexifier creoles (section 4.2.4).
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4.2.1 Language contact and contact languages

One point of contention in the investigation of language contact has been the 
locus of contact – is it primarily the bilingual speaker, as Weinreich (1963: 1) states, 
or is the interaction of two grammatical systems the central investigative field 
for linguists (Matras 2009: 2)? In the end, it is a collection of linguistic features 
that usually forms the backbone of language description, but it is obvious that, 
besides general principles of language change and the typology of the languages 
involved (e.g. Heine and Kuteva 2005: 37), research on language contact needs to 
take into account the socio-historical circumstances of contact (e.g. Thomason 
and Kaufman 1988, Mufwene 2001) and issues of acquisition and learning (e.g. 
Winford 2003: chapter 7). The role of these aspects is discussed in turn.

Refuting earlier assumptions by e.g. Antoine Meillet, Edward Sapir, or Roman 
Jakobson (see Thomason 2001b: 63), decades of research on the processes and 
results of language contact have shown that “essentially any part of language 
structure can be transferred from one language to another” (Heine and Kuteva 
2005: 1). Depending on the research focus and structural level, this process has 
been termed transfer, interference, borrowing, calque, or replication (Lange 2012: 
33–43). The most neutral term “transfer” is used here, with specified exceptions 
where necessary.

Heine and Kuteva are specifically interested in the historical process of con-
tact-induced grammaticalisation via grammatical replication from the model lan-
guage (Heine and Kuteva 2005: 2). This replication describes not a mere copying 
of a grammatical category, but rather initiates creative adaption and development 
of innovative use patterns in the target (or: replica) language (Heine and Kuteva 
2005: 37). An example is the use of possession verbs as existential markers, illus-
trated by the Singlish got-construction. In a cross-linguistically common process, 
the Chinese possession verb yŏu (‘have’, 4.21) developed into an existential 
marker (4.22).

(4.21) Wŏ yŏu yī-bĕn xīn-de shū.
I have one-CL new-DE book

‘I have a new book’ 
(Chu 1998: 55)

(4.22) Ø Yŏu yī-bĕn shū zài zhuōzi shàng.
have one-CL book on table top

‘There is a book on the table’ 
(Chu 1998: 57) 
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Singlish speakers then “rely on the model provided by their L1 Chinese, thereby 
replicating the grammaticalisation process from possession verb to existential 
marker” (Heine and Kuteva 2005: 93; 4.23, see Lee et al. 2009 for a more detailed 
discussion of the origins and usage patterns of got in Singlish). 

(4.23) Here Ø got many nice houses.
 ‘There are many nice houses here.’ 
 (Lee et al. 2009: 295)

In their analyses of the multilingual ecology in Singapore (see also section 4.3.3), 
both Ansaldo (2009) and Bao (2010) emphasise the importance of rigorous assess-
ment of the substrate languages in language contact situations. Bao’s (2010, 2015) 
usage-based approach identifies certain instances of transfer, as observed e.g. 
in Singlish, as systemic, in the sense that an entire grammatical subsystem is 
affected. A crucial component in systemic transfer is the convergence of the sub-
strate languages involved, as shown for predicative adjectives and topic prom-
inence in substrates of Singlish by Ansaldo (2009: 141–143). According to Bao, 
in order for the transferred feature to be productive in the emerging contact lan-
guage, two further aspects are decisive: the frequency of usage in the input (Bao 
2010: 796), and the so-called lexifier filter: the condition is that the “morphosyn-
tactic exponence of the transferred system conforms to the (surface) structural 
requirements of the lexical-source language” (Bao 2010: 812). In order to identify 
the contexts required for successful transfer, detailed structural analysis of all 
languages involved is necessary (Bao 2010: 798, see also Siegel’s (2008) “func-
tional transfer” and Poplack’s “structural conflict sites”, as discussed in section 
2.2).

While the evaluation of typological distance or convergence between lan-
guages in contact is indispensable, it needs to be complemented by the socio-his-
torical perspective. Thomason and Kaufman’s (1988) influential large scale study 
assesses the range of possible structural effects in various contact scenarios. They 
critically address postulations of limitations on transfer based on typological 
contrasts alone, and strongly link the extent of structural borrowing to extra-lin-
guistic factors like amount of bilingualism and “cultural pressure” within a 
contact situation (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 67). Their borrowing scale maps 
the intensity of contact (from casual to intense) between speakers to the extent of 
structural borrowing (Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 74–76). 
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Table 4.1: Thomason and Kaufman’s borrowing scale

Degree of contact Effect on lexicon Effect on structure

Casual Content words
(non-basic vocabulary)

None

Slightly more intense Content words (non-basic 
vocabulary), function words

Minor structural borrowing: 
phonological features in loan-
words only, extension of functions 
for existing syntactic structures

More intense More function word, basic 
vocabulary, derivational affixes

Moderate structural borrowing: 
phonology, morphology, word 
order, syntax of clause-combining

Intense Heavy lexical borrowing “Anything goes, including struc-
tural borrowing that results in 
major typological changes in the 
borrowing language” (Thomason 
2001b: 71)

The extra-linguistic factors are both necessary, but by no means sufficient condi-
tions to heavy structural borrowing, going as far as “contact-induced typological 
change” (Thomason 2001a: 1641). 

Considering cultural pressure also means taking into account the different 
status of languages in contact situations. Uneven levels of power between speaker 
groups are reflected in the terms substrate and superstrate for the respective lan-
guages (Thomason 2001b: 75), this asymmetrical setting is common for English in 
historical contact situations (see also section 4.2.3).

Matras (2009: 312) stresses the need to distinguish between the emergence 
and propagation of structural innovations, identifying “directionality of bilin-
gualism” and “norm-directed pressure on speakers” as main factors for the stabi-
lisation of features. Although its exact role is contested, code-switching is widely 
acknowledged as a central mechanism of contact-induced language change 
(Thomason 2001b: 131–136). Language shift, i.e. the switch of a whole speech com-
munity to a new majority L1 after a prolonged period of bilingualism, commonly 
has far reaching structural consequences in the target language (Hickey 2010: 
151). Additionally, group SLA, where learners, in the absence of a substantial 
native speaker community of the target language (TL), interact primarily among 
themselves, promotes “the preservation of contact-induced changes or innova-
tions” (Winford 2003: 245). 
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The most radical result of multi-language contact in the absence of a single 
common language are mixed languages like pidgins and their nativised heirs, 
creoles, which have been described as “relexified” versions of substrate gram-
mars (see e.g. Thomason 2001b: 159–160). The present work follows the assump-
tion that, while languages are influenced by contact to widely varying degrees, 
there is more of a continuous scale than a radical division between contact vari-
eties of a language and creoles of the same lexifier (see e.g. Lim and Ansaldo 
2016, Mufwene 2001, 2008, Winford 2017). A case in point is Singlish, which has 
variously been described as “creoloid” (Platt 1975), or “almost a creole” (Gupta 
1991), based on structural similarities with creole languages such as copula omis-
sion, or variable morphological marking of verb phrases, despite the absence of 
a preceding pidgin.

The importance of both internal and external ecology for language develop-
ment is elaborated by Mufwene (2001). Using the analogy of language evolution, 
he describes the emergence of grammatical systems as a process of selection from 
a pool of competing features, contributed by the languages involved (Mufwene 
2001: 4–6). The structural changes caused by external factors are thus strongly 
influenced by the internal ecology, or structural characteristics (Mufwene 2001: 
192). Both aspects are linked inextricably in the speakers of the emerging lan-
guage.

Acknowledging the central role of bilingual individuals in contact-induced 
language change entails the consideration of their second language acquisition 
(SLA) process. Yip and Matthews state that “[t]he developmental patterns in bilin-
gual individuals parallel and reflect prominent features of contact varieties, such 
as Singapore Colloquial English, spoken by a community of adult bilingual speak-
ers at the societal level” (Yip and Matthews 2007: 2). For individual SLA, external 
factors like “motivation, degree of access to and interaction with TL speakers, 
opportunities to use the TL, [and] attitudes to the culture” are decisive for the 
outcome (Winford 2003: 225). During early stages of SLA, the primary mode of 
communication is the “pragmatic mode”, exhibiting features of pragmatic lan-
guages (Matras 2009: 71, see also section 4.1.2).

Besides transfer from their L1, learners usually employ strategies associated 
with simplification such as “reduction of [target language] structures, rule regu-
larization (via analogical levelling and (over-)generalization), and other strate-
gies aimed at achieving ease of perception and production”, which are parallel 
to processes found in first language acquisition and internally motivated lan-
guage change (Winford 2003: 217). Due to their lack of semantic contribution, 
the absence of inanimate and expletive pronouns in creoles is sometimes classi-
fied as a structural simplification (Siegel 2006: 21–22). A further parallel to first 
language acquisition is the influence of typological markedness on learnability: 
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typologically marked structures are acquired relatively late both by children and 
adult learners (Thomason 2001b: 52).

This section has sketched some general principles of grammatical transfer 
in different contact situations. It is obvious, as stated by Sharma (2012: 525), 
that “substrate, historical, or SLA forces are not entirely independent”, but 
rather exhibit intricate interactions. It has been shown that typological distance 
between languages is a possible, but not necessary obstacle for contact effects, as 
typological distance can in principle be overcome through intense contact, a high 
degree of individual and societal bilingualism, and suitable structural exponence 
in the lexifier. The optionality of overt subject pronouns in the substrate lan-
guages, and their status as a typologically marked feature, makes them a likely 
candidate for contact influence, especially in the case of expletive pronouns. The 
following section provides evidence how these processes manifest with regard 
to (structural conditions of) null subjects in second language acquisition, and in 
creole languages.

4.2.2 Null subjects revisited: Acquisition and contact

Contact with a non-NSL can lead to significantly increased amounts of overt 
subject pronouns in native speakers of null subject languages (e.g. Otheguy et 
al. 2010 on Spanish in New York, but see Silva-Corvalán 1994, who finds no such 
effect for Spanish in Los Angeles). This is analysed by Heine and Kuteva (2005: 
47–48) as an extension from “minor to major use pattern” due to the influence of 
a diverging model in the contact language, in this case the higher frequency of 
overt subject pronouns in English as compared to the respective L1s. 

In the same vein, studies on L2 Spanish (Liceras and Díaz 1999) and L2 Chinese 
(Li 2014) with speakers of various L1s (including English) show that learners with 
a non-null subject L1 background in principle observe the linguistic constraints 
of the target language the same way native speakers and speakers of other NSLs 
do, but significantly overuse overt pronouns, although less so with increasing 
proficiency. Structural constraints discussed in section 4.1.3 are confirmed for L2 
Chinese: the two primary predictors for zero subjects are person and number, 
and reference continuity (Li 2014: 60). The prevalence of these factors is seem-
ingly universal and robust. Other factors favouring zero are declarative clause, 
and nonspecific subject reference. As for L1 Chinese speakers, second person pro-
nouns trigger a high amount of overt pronoun use for L2 speakers, third person 
inanimate contexts the lowest (Li 2014: 60). As expected, the presence of zero 
anaphora in the L1 leads to a higher rate of null pronouns in learner-Chinese of 
Japanese and Korean L1 speakers compared to native speakers of English and 
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Russian (Li 2014: 52, but see Chang and Zheng 2018 for conflicting findings for 
Japanese learners). This shows that in principle subject pronoun realisation is 
affected by transfer, and the opposite direction of influence, i.e. a higher rate of 
null pronouns in non-NSLs by NSL-L1 learners, can also be expected; given that 
overt subjects are the marked case, this effect can be expected to be even stronger.

This is shown in studies investigating the distribution of null pronouns in the 
L2 English of Chinese learners. The studies discussed here are generally based on 
experimental rather than naturalistic production data, not least to identify pos-
itive transfer, rather than the negative transfer evidenced by production errors 
(Tao and Healy 2005: 100). A recurring result is that speakers of radical NSL L1s 
fare better in grammaticality judgments of English sentences than speakers with 
canonical NSL L1s (Liu 2008: 276, see also Register 1990). Although expletive sub-
jects are invariant in their absence in Chinese, raters do equally well for referen-
tial and non-referential subjects (Register 1990: 379). On the other hand, null sub-
jects are ‘unlearned’ by speakers of radical NSL more readily than null objects, 
although there is no conclusive explanation for this asymmetry (see e.g. Chang 
and Zheng 2018, Hyams and Wexler 1993, Wang et al. 1992, Yuan 1997).

Both Yuan (1997) and Xiao (2002) are concerned with different subtypes of 
pro-drop in Chinese learners of English. In a set of grammaticality judgement 
tests, Yuan finds that learners acquire the ungrammaticality of null subjects in 
English much faster than for null objects, which is opposite to the development 
in English L1 acquisition (Yuan 1997: 487–488). In what can be interpreted as an 
instance of hypercorrection, Chinese learners reject null expletives more strongly 
than English native speakers, even in sentences like Ø seems Mary is very tired, 
which is rather common in colloquial spoken English (Yuan 1997: 482). On the 
other hand, when investigating production data, Xiao’s (2002) study on the 
development of subject-prominence in Chinese-English interlanguage of school-
age children finds a much higher degree of null objects and null expletives (both 
38%) compared to null referential subjects (10%; in contrast to the English control 
group with 5% null objects, 0% null expletives, 2.5% null referential subjects; 
Xiao 2002: 252). The usage of all three kinds of overt pronouns increases stead-
ily over time (Xiao 2002: 262). Both studies conclude that topic prominence is a 
transferrable configuration in SLA, and can persist in learners’ language beyond 
an initial universal pragmatic mode of communication. 

While SLA commonly involves a structured, guided learning environment 
and a strong norm orientation, this is not the case in creole genesis (Mesthrie and 
Bhatt 2008: 182). Null subjects in creole languages have enjoyed special atten-
tion from linguists, and their observations offer some testable hypotheses for the 
present study. The large scale investigation in the Atlas of Pidgin and Creole Lan-
guage Structures Online (APiCS, Michaelis et al. 2013) allows for global statements 
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on pidgins and creoles, and provides evidence for the influence of NSL-substrates 
on their respective contact languages: the geographical division found in WALS 
(see section 4.1.1) is also mapped on the relevant APiCS feature (F62 “Expression 
of pronominal subjects”, Haspelmath and and the APiCS Consortium 2013b); 
optional subject pronouns are thus largely restricted to contact languages in the 
Indo-Pacific and Asian region. Omission of referential subject pronouns is not a 
universal feature of contact languages: overall, less than one third of the APiCS 
languages (21/76) exhibits “optional pronouns” or “mixed behaviour”; among the 
English-lexifier pidgins and creoles included in the survey, only Chinese Pidgin 
English (4.24) and Singlish have optional subject pronouns. 

(4.24) Last week hap sellum only four thousand piece.
last week PFV sell only four thousand piece

‘The deliveries last week were 4,000 pieces.’
(Chinese Pidgin English, Li and Matthews 2013: Example 20-82)

Bislama shows “mixed behaviour”, allowing for null subjects only under certain 
conditions, i.e. restricted to one grammatical person (Meyerhoff 2000, see also 
section 4.2.4), a configuration alternatively termed “partial pro-drop” (Nicolis 
2008: 279; see also section 2.1).

Another commonly observed split in the grammatical system of contact lan-
guages is that between referential and the more frequently attested non-refer-
ential null subjects.5 According to Nicolis (2008: 276), there is an “implicational 
scale of pro-drop” in contact languages, i.e. languages allowing for referential pro 
will also allow non-referential pro.6 APiCS provides two contexts for non-referen-
tial null pronouns, i.e. F63 “Expletive subject in seem constructions” (Michaelis 
and the APiCS Consortium 2013, with 23 languages out of 69 showing variable or 
null pronouns, 4.25), and the most common environment for zero pronouns in 
pidgins and creoles, F64 “Expletive subject of existential verb” (Haspelmath and 
the APiCS Consortium 2013a, 65 out of 75 sampled languages have variable or null 
expletives, 4.26).

5 Although some creoles also exhibit a “coexistence of null and overt expletives” (Nicolis 2008: 
276), rated as “shared” in APiCS.
6 [+ref]pro > [-ref]pro correlation; [+ref]pro is a subcase of [-ref]pro; this is also shown in Gilli-
gan’s 1987 cross-linguistic comparison.
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(4.25) luk laik fiʃiŋ gɔn bi gud ova hɛa.
look like fish-GER FUT be good over here

‘It looks like fishing will be good here.’
(Hawai‘i Creole, Velupillai 2013: Example 26-77)

(4.26) gɛʔ big kaɪn ʃaks
EXIST big kind shark-PL

‘There are big sharks (here).’
(Hawai‘i Creole, Velupillai 2013: Example 26-78)

Judging from the studies discussed above, native language affects pronoun reali-
sation rates for learners, but in principle the same factors conditioning pronoun 
omission operate as in native speakers. This is slightly different in creole contact 
situations, where split systems of pro-drop based on person or referential status 
of the pronouns are encountered. Given the different classifications of the vari-
eties investigated here, these differences can be expected to show in the present 
study as well. 

4.2.3 English in contact: World Englishes

English as a global language has been adapted in its appearance in a wealth of 
diverse contact scenarios, and the principles of language contact as discussed 
in section 4.2.1 hold equally. The end of the British Empire has left a rich collec-
tion of local varieties with special political status, and by now, “second-language 
speakers of the language outnumber native speakers by far” (Schneider 2017: 35). 
It is no surprise that these new varieties of English have enjoyed considerable 
scholarly attention with regard to their historical genesis, current situation, and 
structural traces of contact. This section provides a short overview of the field 
of World Englishes studies, including conceptual frameworks, classifications of 
varieties and research approaches. More comprehensive accounts can be found 
e.g. in the monographs by Mesthrie and Bhatt (2008) and Schneider (2007), and 
the handbooks edited by Filppula et al. (2017) and Kachru et al. (2006).

Varieties of English affected by language contact are alternatively termed 
New Englishes, Post-Colonial Englishes, or World Englishes. The latter term is 
probably most neutral by now (Schneider 2017: 29), and will be used here. While 
much of the terminology in World Englishes studies is borrowed from creolistics, 
structurally and in terms of sociohistorical background there are a number of dif-
ferences, although there is stronger overlap of language shift varieties and creoles 
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(Mesthrie and Bhatt 2008: 183, see also Mufwene 2001 for a critical discussion). 
Most World Englishes owe their formation at least partly to more institutionalised 
settings of language teaching, described as “multilingual scholastic English” by 
Gupta (1997). In contrast, Bao emphasises the continuous presence of the sub-
strates, and thus an ongoing contact dynamic, as opposed to the “broken trans-
mission” typically associated with pidgin and creole genesis, as the central dis-
tinctive feature of the emergence of World Englishes (Bao 2015: 4–6).

The most common classification of World Englishes is based on regional affil-
iation, i.e. English in Asia, Africa, etc. Another crucial classification parameter has 
been native language status, addressed e.g. by Quirk et al. (1972), distinguishing 
between English as a native language (ENL), English as a second language (ESL), 
and English as a foreign language (EFL). While essentially the same distinction 
is also represented in Kachru’s (1985) Three Circles model, its intent is more pro-
grammatic. Although as an abstraction this tripartite model necessarily misses 
the complexities of reality, such as internal linguistic heterogeneity of nations, 
its influence is undeniable. World Englishes study focuses on the Expanding and 
especially Outer circle, “norm-developing” varieties (Kachru 1985: 17). The elec-
tronic World Atlas of Varieties of English (eWAVE, Kortmann and Lunkenheimer 
2013) principally adopts Kachru’s tripartite classification scheme, with the addi-
tional distinction between “traditional” and “high-contact” L1 varieties (Trudgill 
2002), and the inclusion of English-lexifier pidgins and creoles.

Schneider’s (2003, 2007) dynamic model is the most influential current 
theoretical model of World Englishes. He traces the historical development of 
various Post-Colonial Englishes and accounts for the linguistic results by common 
socio-historical processes in their formation. The selection and especially stabili-
sation of features from the feature pool, contributed by the languages in contact, 
is based on external factors like political status of a colony, and identity construc-
tion of local speakers by symbolic linguistic expressions (Schneider 2007: 28). 
Thomason and Kaufman’s 1988 borrowing scale (see Table 4.1 above) is reflected 
in the degree of structural nativisation in Schneider’s developmental phases of 
New Englishes (Table 4.2, adapted from Schneider 2007: 56).

Of these five phases, nativisation is the most dynamic, as it represents the 
phase where mutual accommodation of indigenous and settler population leads 
to novel means of expression. As described in section 4.2.1, the emerging variety 
develops additional structural possibilities, typically starting with a specific set 
of patterns. The interface of grammar and lexis is the most fertile ground for 
structural innovation, and high-frequency lexemes commonly act as the spear-
head of linguistic change  (Schneider 2007: 46). The final phase, differentiation, 
should not be confused with different degrees of proficiency as found in L2 envi-
ronments, but rather refers to the formation of regional and social varieties, and 
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the development of a linguistic repertoire of fully competent native speakers 
(Schneider 2007: 53–54).

Table 4.2: Developmental phases in Schneider’s evolutionary cycle of New Englishes

Phase Sociolinguistics of contact Structural effects

1: Foundation minority bilingualism incipient pidginisation (in trade 
colonies)

2: Exonormative
stabilisation

spreading (elite) bilingualism lexical borrowing

3: Nativisation common bilingualism,
toward language shift,
L1 speakers of local English

heavy lexical borrowing,
phonological innovations,
structural nativisation: innovations 
at lexis-grammar interface,
lexical productivity: code-mixing

4: Endonormative 
stabilisation

acceptance of local norm (as identity 
carrier), positive attitude, residual 
conservativism, literary creativity

stabilization of new variety, 
emphasis on homogeneity, codi-
fication

5: Differentiation network construction
(increasingly dense group-internal 
interactions)

dialect birth: group-specific 
(ethnic, regional, social) varieties 
emerge

Platt et al. (1984: 85–86) were the first to propose a list of shared morphosyntac-
tic features across varieties, including the omission of morphological marking, 
marking of specific vs non-specific distinctions rather than definiteness, and 
unusual constituent sequences (for a more comprehensive account, see Mesthrie 
and Bhatt 2008, especially chapters 2 and 3). The large scale questionnaire based 
descriptions in Kortmann et al. (2004) and Kortmann and Lunkenheimer (2012, 
2013) provide more empirical grounding for such generalisations. Kortmann and 
Szmrecsanyi (2004: 1189) identify irregular use of articles, the levelling of present 
perfect and simple past, a wider range of uses of the progressive, resumptive pro-
nouns, the loosening of sequence of tense rules, invariant non-concord tags and 
lack of inversion in main clause questions as frequent features in contact varie-
ties of English. However, the search for Angloversals (Mair 2003) has revealed that 
structural conformity can rather be found on more fine grained levels like vario-
versals or areal patterns of variation (Szmrecsanyi and Kortmann 2009, Kortmann 
and Schröter 2017).
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Generally speaking, categorical differences between varieties of English are 
much rarer than quantitative differences in the usage rate of certain morphosyn-
tactic patterns (Schneider 2007: 87). The importance of corpus linguistics for the 
investigation of such phenomena is obvious. As discussed by Mair (2017: 103), 
the advent of corpus linguistics, specifically the cooperative initiative of the 
ICE corpora, has considerably inspired World Englishes research. Using publi-
cally available corpora has obvious advantages: it enables comparisons across 
varieties that are not feasible by an individual’s data collection, and all results 
are transparent and testable. Often corpora are the only way to achieve enough 
instances of relatively low frequency phenomena or lexically determined varia-
tion. However, the price to pay is to give up control over the material sampled, 
including potentially relevant sociolinguistic information on speakers (see also 
section 1.3). 

The central role of ecology in the genesis of World Englishes is evident. To 
investigate structural variation, large-scale approaches like eWAVE provide a 
good starting point to identify patterns worth further investigation; corpus-based 
structural investigations, following approaches like Sharma (2005), can further 
clarify the origins and present status of the features in question (see also section 
4.4). The present study aims to contribute to a growing number of detailed cor-
pus-based comparative studies trying to illuminate how the structural ramifica-
tions of contact present under varying sociolinguistic conditions.

4.2.4 Null subjects in (other) varieties of English

This section assesses the status of null subjects in varieties of English, i.e. their 
global distribution, and their occurrence in varieties other than those investi-
gated here, which are discussed in dedicated sections below. The broad typolog-
ical split between languages concerning the variable realisation of subject pro-
nouns discussed in sections 2.1 and 4.1 is also a geographic one: “non-canonical” 
subject omission is widely attested in Asian languages and their contact varieties. 
A similar areal pattern can be detected for varieties of English. 

eWAVE (Kortmann and Lunkenheimer 2013) shows that null subjects are 
found in a number of contact varieties of English. The questionnaire distin-
guishes between F43 referential (4.27) and F44 non-referential pronouns (4.28). 

(4.27) Ø Haven’t any rice (Sri Lankan English, eWAVE Example 752)
(4.28) Ø Must be getting late (Sri Lankan English, eWAVE Example 755) 
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F43 “Referential pronoun drop” is attested in 39 of all 76 varieties and rated “per-
vasive/obligatory” in eight of these. While the geographical division in eWAVE 
is not as obvious as in WALS and APiCS, pervasive use of referential null pro-
nouns is especially prominent in Asian varieties (India, Singapore, Malaysia, 
Hong Kong) and creoles (Kriol, Torres Strait Creole, Gullah).7 Especially in con-
trast to the contact languages sampled in APiCS, expletive subject pronouns are 
surprisingly robust in varieties of English. F44 “Non-referential pronoun drop” 
is attested in 27 varieties overall, and pervasive in eight (again: Indian E, Sin-
gaporean E, Malaysian E, but this time not Hong Kong E; outside of Asia: Kriol, 
Bislama, Norfolk Island/Pitcairn E, Gullah, Hawai’i Creole; the last one is itself 
influenced considerably by varieties of Chinese). Both types of null subjects are 
uncommon in West-African Englishes (see Mesthrie 2012: 787), where substrates 
with optional pronouns are also rare (see Dryer 2013).

More detailed studies on null subject in varieties of English are scarce, but 
found e.g. in Mesthrie (1992) on South African Indian English (SAIE) and Meyer-
hoff (2000, 2009) on Bislama. Mesthrie investigates the distribution of null ref-
erential and pleonastic pronouns by lectal group in the language-shift variety 
SAIE. His comparison shows that deletion rates for referential pronouns decrease 
gradually with increasing stylistic level, from approximately 10% null subjects 
in basilectal, to 7.3% in mesolectal, and 4.6% in acrolectal speech style. A more 
fundamental shift is observed for zero dummy subjects: basilectal speakers omit 
more than half (57%) of all dummy pronouns, mesolectal about 20%, and there is 
no omission at all for acrolectal speakers (Mesthrie 1992: 170).

For Bislama, Meyerhoff (2000, 2009) states the absence of impersonal subject 
pronouns in expletives and raising constructions (see also Meyerhoff 2013). For 
referential pronouns, she identifies emerging inflectional marking via preverbal 
clitics as a licensing condition for null subjects in a split system of pronoun drop 
(underlined in 4.29).

(4.29) oli karem wan trak blong olgeta finis
AGR take INDF truck POSS 3PL COMPL

‘They’ve already got a truck for themselves.’
(Bislama, Meyerhoff 2013: Example 23-105)

7 Confirming observations made in section 4.2.2, object pronoun drop is less common in varie-
ties of English (eWAVE feature F42, attested in 28 varieties).
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The morphologically transparent third person verb forms permit null subjects 
more frequently than first and second person. Meyerhoff finds subject omission 
rates of 60% null for third person contexts, compared to 8% for first and second 
person combined (Meyerhoff 2000: 218).

The investigation of contact varieties of English is inconclusive on the status 
of overt expletive pronouns: while null expletives are attested across contact vari-
eties, they are less common than referential null subjects. Furthermore, Mesthrie 
(1992) notices a categorical shift for acrolectal speakers of SAIE, interpreted as 
the result of successful parameter setting to the superstrate model in the acquisi-
tion process, and mirroring the hypercorrection observed for Chinese learners of 
English regarding the omission of non-referential subject pronouns (Yuan 1997, 
see section 4.2.2). The preference for third person zero in Bislama is explained 
by emerging morphological marking by Meyerhoff (2000), a grammaticalisation 
process that is not attested for any of the varieties discussed here. The remain-
ing factors under investigation in the present study have not been systematically 
addressed for other varieties of English yet. The kind of contact, the amount and 
the depth of bilingualism are of crucial importance for the linguistic outcome (e.g. 
Thomason 2001a: 1640). The following sections therefore introduce the varieties 
under investigation not only with regard to their linguistic structure and ecology, 
but also with reference to their socio-historical background. 

4.3 Asian varieties of English: Background and structure

While the three postcolonial varieties of English in India, Hong Kong and Sin-
gapore share certain characteristics, they also diverge in crucial aspects, both 
regarding their extra-linguistic and linguistic parameters. The following sections 
discussing the individual varieties are necessarily limited in scope. Their focus 
lies on the current role of English in the respective societies, the configuration 
of relevant substrate languages with regard to subject pronouns, and previous 
research on grammar, specifically null subjects, in the individual varieties. 

4.3.1 English in India

The history of English in India starts around 1600 with the advent and rise of 
the East India Company. Following rapid economic and military expansion, the 
18th century saw slowly increasing bilingualism in the local population (Bhatt 
2004: 1017). British influence on the subcontinent culminated after the Great 
Rebellion in the establishment of direct governance of the Crown in 1858. Local 
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demand, as spelled out in Macauley’s 1835 “Minute on Indian Education”, led 
to the use of English in official and educational domains from the 19th century 
onwards, laying the seeds of nativisation (Sedlatschek 2009: 13–14). As in many 
colonial settings, knowledge of English became an indispensable asset for eco-
nomic success and a marker of social status (Gargesh and Pingali 2017: 425). The 
importance of English remained contentious but unchanged by independence in 
1947; its value as a symbol for educational and economic progress ultimately out-
weighed its association with the former colonial rule (Gargesh 2006: 90). Revok-
ing plans of its abolishment, the permanent status of English as “associate offi-
cial language of the Indian Union” was stipulated by the Official Languages Act 
in 1967 (Sedlatschek 2009: 19). 

Currently English, alongside Hindi, is one of the two official national lan-
guages and almost the sole medium in the domains of higher education, science, 
technology, and all sorts of publications and media with a nationwide target 
audience (Gargesh 2004: 992). Furthermore, the position of English in multilin-
gual India is secured by its function as an administrative link language of central 
government with non-Hindi states, as well as a lingua franca between speakers of 
different mother-tongue backgrounds (Gargesh 2006: 90).

Education policy reflects the societal and individual multilingualism and 
postulates the “three language formula”, i.e. compulsory teaching and learning 
of the mother tongue + Hindi (or one other modern Indian language for Hindi 
speakers) + English (Sedlatschek 2009: 20), but in reality, the resistance against 
the respective regionally dominant local languages leaves English as the most 
widely accepted option. The linguistic model in language teaching is usually pro-
vided by locals, i.e. speakers of Indian English themselves, a crucial factor for 
nurturing nativisation (Schneider 2007: 166–167). 

English is firmly an L2 in India (Mukherjee 2007: 182), the rather low number 
of self-reported L1 speakers has remained largely stable since independence 
(approximately 250,000, mainly from urban areas, and part of a well-educated 
elite, Sharma 2012a: 523). Speaker numbers are based on self-reports in census 
statistics. Obviously, English is a minority language in India (see Lange 2012: 54 
for more detailed census data from 2001). Still, India is one of the largest Eng-
lish-using nations, current estimates of speaker numbers amount to approxi-
mately 100 million in a population of over 1 billion (Sharma 2012a: 523).

Pingali (2009: 6) describes English as “the language of the intellect and for-
mality”, which has a very limited role in private interactions of a more personal 
and emotional nature. Accordingly, Schneider (2007: 161–173) situates Indian 
English in between Phase 3 (nativisation) and 4 (endonormative stabilisation). 
Despite its flourishing use in creative and literary expression (see e.g. Paul 2003, 
Anjaria 2015), both Schneider (2007: 173) and Mukherjee (2007) doubt an immi-
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nent switch towards a stronger role in identity construction which would encour-
age transition to Schneider’s phase 5 (internal diversification). 

It is misleading, however, to conceptualise the variety as a monolithic entity. 
Indian English as a cover term spans a wide range of second language varieties, 
“determined by L1s, region, socio-economic position, mode of acquisition, regis-
ter of use, and attitude” (Sharma 2012a: 523). Shifts between different lectal levels 
and codeswitching are frequently encountered for highly proficient speakers 
(Sharma 2012a: 524). Bhatt (2004: 1017–1018) proposes a division between Ver-
nacular and Standard Indian English, the latter with a strong orientation towards 
the British standard, while the former is more likely to show structural influence 
from local substrates. 

Substrates of English in India mostly belong to four language families: Tibe-
to-Burman (a branch of Sino-Tibetan), Munda (a branch of Austro-Asiatic) and 
Indo-Aryan (a branch of Indo-European) in the North, Dravidian languages in 
the South (Gargesh and Pingali 2017: 430). The latter two families encompass the 
huge majority of speakers on the sub-continent (approximately 790 million, or 
75% speakers of Indo-Aryan, more than 200 million, or 20% speakers of Dravid-
ian languages, Lange 2012: 54, based on the 2001 census). 

South Asia is one of the most linguistically diverse regions of the world and 
has a long history of multilingualism and intense language contact (Bhatia and 
Ritchie 2016: 156), resulting in the well-known South Asian Sprachbund (Thom-
ason 2001b: 114–116). Morphosyntactic convergence within this linguistic area 
is attested extensively, including “special case marking of experiencers”, SOV 
word order and the general absence of definite articles (Lange 2012: 56). The most 
relevant characteristic for the purpose of the present investigation is Moag and 
Poletto’s account of “discourse level evidence”, specifically their description of 
anaphora in spoken language (Moag and Poletto 1991: 235–241). Hindi and Malay-
alam serve as representatives of the two major languages families. 

While the amount of morphological marking on verbs varies widely among 
the languages of the South Asian Sprachbund, zero anaphora is pervasive (Moag 
and Poletto 1991: 240, see also Krishnamurti 2003: 466–468 on Dravidian lan-
guages, Junghare 1988 on Indo-Aryan languages). Omitting subject pronouns is 
even described as “the unmarked condition in dyadic exchanges in South Asian 
languages” (Moag and Poletto 1991: 239), as illustrated below for Hindi and 
Malayalam (4.30, the same sentences are given in both languages). As shown in 
the description of Chinese in section 4.1, zero anaphora is permitted for famil-
iar referents; in narratives, this can serve as a cohesive device, i.e. marking the 
absence of thematic boundaries (Moag and Poletto 1991: 237). 
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(4.30) Question
Hin. tum ne use vah rumall di-yaa?

you he;OBL that handkerchief give-PST

Mal. nii avanu aa kaileesu koTutto?

‘Did you give him the handkerchief?’

Answer
Hin. Ø Ø Ø de di-yaa

(I) (to him) (it) give-PST

Mal. Ø Ø Ø koTuttu

‘Yes, I gave it to him.’
(Moag and Poletto 1991: 236)

Non-referential pronouns are generally absent from Indian languages. The infor-
mation-packaging function of e.g. existential constructions is fulfilled by flexi-
ble word order which allows for topicalisation of various syntactic arguments, 
including locatives (Lange 2012: 117–118, illustrated with 4.31 and 4.32 from 
Hindi). Widespread omission of referential subject pronouns, the absence of 
dummy subjects, together with verb-final word order, are among the most central 
criteria for topic prominence (Li and Thompson 1976: 467, see also section 4.1.2). 
The substrates of Indian English thus belong to the same topic-prominent type as 
Chinese; this is also assumed by Lange (2012: 59). 

(4.31) pustak mez par hai
book table on is

‘The book is on the table.’
(Lange 2012: 118)

(4.32) mez par pustak hai
table on book is

‘There is a book on the table.’
(Lange 2012: 118)

It is no exaggeration to say that scholarly investigation of Indian English initi-
ated the World Englishes enterprise, most notably publications by Kachru (espe-
cially Kachru 1965, 1982, 1986). Following early accounts in the form of lists of 
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errors and deviances from the British standard, the question of the legitimacy of 
“Indian English” has been of great interest (e.g. Gargesh 2006, Schneider 2007: 
171–172). Recent years, and the advent of corpus linguistics have given way to 
broader investigation of nativisation on all structural levels and allowed for more 
system-internal descriptions (e.g. Lange 2012, Pingali 2009, Sedlatschek 2009, 
Sharma 2012a). 

Unlike accent, where regional dialects like Marathi English, Hindustani 
English or Kannada English are encountered (Gargesh 2004), Bhatt (2004: 1016) 
states that “Standard Indian English is essentially similar in its core syntax to 
Standard British English”. This is shown by Balasubramanian’s (2009) analysis of 
register variation. Due to the extensive morphosyntactic convergence of the sub-
strates, differences between regional or L1 varieties of Indian English are mainly 
accounted in phonology and pragmatics (Hickey 2010: 525). 

Concerning its morphosyntax, Indian English is firmly an L2 variety (Lunk-
enheimer 2012). Schneider (2007: 169) notes that many morphosyntactic features 
of Indian English are shared with other World Englishes, such as “invariant tags, 
pluralisation of mass nouns, omission or insertion of articles, use of progressive 
with stative verbs, wh-interrogative clauses without inversion, reduplication of 
adjectives and verbs, a wider range of uses of the past perfect structure”. The 
most innovative structures are found in lexico-grammar, especially verb comple-
mentation patterns, as evidenced by various corpus-based studies, e.g. Mukher-
jee and Hoffmann (2006), Mukherjee and Gries (2009) and Schilk (2011).

The complexity of substrate influence in Indian English is analysed by 
Sharma for article use (Sharma 2005) and the aspectual system (Sharma 2009). 
Her meticulous investigation relativises the amount of transfer, and alerts to the 
interplay of substrate features and universal discourse principles. One of the 
crucial factors for article omission, discourse familiarity, is also relevant for the 
present study. Article realisation is guided by the economical principle of dis-
ambiguation, leading to higher omission rates for NPs denoting unambiguously 
identifiable referents (Sharma 2005: 558). 

Lange (2012) provides a detailed account of syntactic phenomena of edu-
cated spoken Indian English as represented in ICE-India. The focus lies on the 
“discourse-pragmatic sentence structure” (Lange 2012: 90), i.e. the syntactic 
representation of topicalisation and focus, dislocation, and cleft constructions. 
Structural features distinctive for Indian English include non-initial existential 
there constructions (see 4.35) and only as presentational focus marker, while 
higher frequencies for topicalisation and left dislocation constructions “are sup-
posedly common to the New Englishes” (Lange 2012: 237, see also Winkle 2015: 
106). Overall, rather than vaguely marking “some diversion from the canonical 
topic-comment structure”, the common motivation for the constructions in ques-
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tion is to create textual cohesion, a function that can also be fulfilled by zero 
anaphora (see section 4.1.2). Lange interprets this pragmatic shift as a contact 
effect from the “pragmatic Sprachbund” substrates of Indian English (Lange 
2012: 238–240)

Among the morphosyntactic features of Indian English deemed “likely to 
arise out of substrate transfer” by Sharma are the omission of referential (4.33), 
non-referential (4.34), and object pronouns (4.33; see also eWAVE features F42–47, 
Sharma 2012a: 524). Bhatt (2004: 1027–1029) rates both subject and object drop 
as systematic features of vernacular Indian English, especially for “topic-con-
nected” arguments.

(4.33) A You got tickets?
 B  No, Ø sold Ø already. 
 (Bhatt 2004: 1023)

(4.34) During monsoon we get lot of rain and then Ø gets very soggy and sultry.
 Ø rained yesterday only. 
 Here Ø is not safe to wait 
 (Bhatt 2004: 1028)

However, the existential construction presents as a form specific to Indian 
English: dummy there is substituted by post-verbal adverbial there (4.35, Bhatt 
2004: 1029)

(4.35) Bread is there
 ‘There is bread.’
 (Trudgill and Hannah 1985: 109)

Lange’s corpus analysis shows that this phenomenon is robust in educated 
spoken Indian English, but its function is rather different from the canonical exis-
tential: it is hardly used for introducing new referents, but rather used as a cohe-
sive device, i.e. as a “topic repetition strategy” (Lange 2012: 106–107). Concerning 
the prevalence of null subjects in Indian English, Bhatt remarks on a strong sty-
listic division: 

[…] whether a subject will be dropped or not depends on, among other things, the formal-
ity of the context: in less formal contexts, the probability of subject-drop is high, close to 
100 percent, whereas in formal, and especially in the written mode, the probability of sub-
ject-drop is very low, close to zero. (Bhatt 2004: 1017)

It will be interesting to see how this phenomenon behaves in the sample of spoken 
educated Indian English analysed in section 5.3.
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4.3.2 English in Hong Kong

English took settlement in Hong Kong in the 19th century, when Britain obtained 
direct rule via the treaty of Nanking in 1842 (Setter et al. 2010: 4). Before that, com-
munication between traders and locals had mainly been conducted in various 
forms of Chinese Pidgin English, now extinct (Setter et al. 2010: 104, Bolton 
2003: 178–189). Missions’ endeavours, most prominently the opening of mission 
schools, initiated the spread of English (Bolton 2003: 192–194). The presence of 
English was strengthened and stabilized by the 99-year lease granted to Britain 
in 1898, and its establishment as the sole language of government (Schneider 
2007: 135). This also enabled steady trade activity, increasing the permanent pop-
ulation, and the rise of Hong Kong as a focal point for banking and commerce 
(Setter et al. 2010: 4). Especially the late colonial period from the 1970s onwards 
saw rising wealth among larger parts of the population, establishing compulsory 
education and introducing bilingualism on a scale beyond a small elite via the 
education system (Schneider 2007: 136–137). The role of English as a gatekeeper 
to professional advancement evoked widespread demand by parents for its use 
as medium of instruction from secondary level onwards since the 1980s, leading 
to a rise in English knowing bilingualism by the end of the century (Evans 2016: 
303–304). For the time of data collection for ICE-Hong Kong in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, Bolton (2003: 87) reports an amount of 43% of the population 
knowing English.

Unlike other post-colonial varieties of English, Hong Kong English did not 
gain momentum as a side effect of political independence, as the former Crown 
colony merely switched rulers to the PRC in the handover 1997 (Schneider 2007: 
136). Granted the status of a Special Administrative Region (SAR) under the “one 
country, two systems” framework for 50 years after the handover, a local identity, 
rooted in, but distinct from mainland Chinese culture, has emerged (Hyland 1997: 
207). However, how the role of English develops in the future, especially after the 
end of this transition phase, remains to be seen.

Throughout its history, the population of Hong Kong was and is rather homo-
geneous ethnically and linguistically: approximately 96% of its 7 million inhab-
itants (as of 2008, Setter et al. 2010: 2) is ethnically Chinese and the vast majority 
indicates Cantonese, a Southern Chinese Yue dialect, as their “usual language” 
(Wong 2017: 10). Unlike in India or Singapore, this monolingual setting largely 
eliminates the need for English as a means of intranational communication 
(Setter et al. 2010: 5). 

Although Hong Kong continues to recognise English as a secondary official 
language (alongside the “conveniently ambiguous [term] Chinese”, Evans 2013: 
306), its use is now largely confined to written registers and restricted to second-

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Asian varieties of English: Background and structure   131

ary and higher education, higher courts, and international companies (Yip and 
Matthews 2007: 10). Together with Mandarin Chinese (also termed pŭtōnghuà, 
‘common speech’), English is perceived as a tool for international communica-
tion but evokes no emotional attachment (Gisborne 2009: 153). Education policy 
remained autonomous since the handover and aims at full functional biliteracy 
(in Chinese and English) and trilingualism (in Mandarin, Cantonese and English). 
Given the restricted domains of use, especially for spoken English, this goal is 
probably not realistic for the population at large (Evans 2013: 307). Indeed, 
self-reported native speakers of English only form a tiny minority, and there is no 
significant shift in this direction either. As “additional languages”, both Manda-
rin and English are on the rise, mostly at the expense of “other Chinese dialects” 
such as Hakka and Southern Min (Evans 2016: chapter 5).

Still, Hong Kong English is now widely accepted to have risen beyond the 
ephemeral “English in Hong Kong” of earlier decades (Wong 2017: chapter 1), 
as evidenced especially by Bolton (2002), including a discussion of distinctive 
features and creative uses of the variety, both common indicators of an emerg-
ing variety; terming it a “stillborn variety” (Pang 2003) was certainly premature. 
Schneider (2007: 133–139) accordingly locates Hong Kong English in phase 3 of 
his dynamic model, presenting the increasing “complaint tradition” as language 
external, and the emergence of structural nativisation in morphosyntax as truly 
linguistic evidence. 

Southern Chinese dialects of the Yue family, Cantonese specifically, form the 
dominant substrate of English in Hong Kong. Cantonese and related dialects are 
spoken languages primarily. Although the handover in 1997 strengthened the role 
of Mandarin in Hong Kong and proficiency is increasing, primary education is still 
conducted in the local, rather than the national language (Evans 2016: chapter 5). 

Differences between Cantonese and Mandarin phonology are strong enough 
to render them mutually unintelligible; in terms of morphosyntax, however, struc-
tural similarities prevail (Matthews and Yip 1994: 5). Both are topic-prominent 
(see e.g. Yip and Matthews 2007: 135), and with regard to the features in ques-
tion here, as elaborated in section 4.1.1, they are similar enough to allow for dis-
cussion under the cover term “Chinese”. More divergent structurally are dialects 
from the Min branch such as Hokkien and Chaozhou (alternatively transliterated 
Chiu Chau). However, while they are present especially among older speakers 
in Hong Kong, their influence is rather limited due to their lack of prestige and 
status as minority dialects with further diminishing speaker numbers, described 
as lack of “ecological nurturing” by Yip and Matthews (2007: 11; concerning the 
role of Min dialects in Singapore, see section 4.3.3).

A typologically remarkable feature of Chinese are pre-nominal relative 
clauses, which are rare in general, and even more exceptional in SVO languages 
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(4.36, Yip and Matthews 2007: 156). Yip and Matthews remark on a specific pattern 
of relative clauses in informal spoken Cantonese, as the most common input for 
L1 acquisition, the “classifier relative” (4.37).

(4.36) Man. Wŏ xĭhuan de yīfú hĕn guì
Can. Ngó zūngji ge sāam hóu gwai

I like PRT clothes very expensive

‘The clothes I like are expensive.’
(Yip and Matthews 2007: 159)

(4.37) Ngó zūngji gó dī sāam hóu gwai
I like DEM CL clothes very expensive

‘The clothes I like are expensive.’
(Spoken Cantonese, Yip and Matthews 2007: 159)

Yip and Mathews provide this structure, which is deviant from both Mandarin 
and other Southern Chinese dialects, as a possible source of null relative pro-
nouns in Hong Kong English.

The seminal study on Hong Kong English by Luke and Richards (1982) is still 
firmly grounded in the colonial setting and describes a learner or performance 
variety that was acquired anew by each generation of speakers, an exonorma-
tively oriented “English in Hong Kong” rather than the distinct variety “Hong 
Kong English”. The dynamic situation around the end of colonial rule and the 
handover has inspired a number of studies on language attitudes and policy, 
e.g. Bolton (2011), and Evans (2009, 2016). The chapters in Bolton (2002) are con-
cerned with various aspects of Hong Kong English, including its creative uses, 
providing evidence for an emerging variety. Yip and Matthews (2007) discuss 
issues of first and second language acquisition, and how they manifest structur-
ally in children growing up bilingual in Hong Kong. They detect parallels of early 
stages of “unbalanced bilingualism” with the development of contact varieties 
like Singapore English (Yip and Matthews 2007: 2). 

Wong (2012) provides an overview of morphosyntactic features of Hong Kong 
English. The grammar is characterised by simplification and deletion phenom-
ena, like lack of morphological marking for NP (plural) and VP (third person, 
past), levelling processes like the regularisation of irregular past forms, plural 
marking on non-count nouns, and irregular use or absence of gender distinction 
in pronouns. Most of these features can be traced back to the analytic substrate 
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structure; on the other hand, many such simplification and regularisation pro-
cesses are typical for L2 varieties in general (Lunkenheimer 2012).

While most studies of Hong Kong English focus on sociological, attitudinal 
and educational issues, structural features attracting specific attention include 
relative clauses (Gisborne 2000, 2009) and discourse phenomena like cleft con-
structions (Yao 2016), and expressions of gratitude and code-mixing (Wong 2017). 
Gisborne (2009) presents a systemic approach to Hong Kong English grammar, 
identifying “lack of finiteness” as a larger typological setup transferred from the 
substrate. This larger parameter possibly accounts for copula omission and diffi-
culties in distinguishing lexical categories, especially the contrast between verbs 
and adjectives, which can act as predicates (Gisborne 2009: 155). 

In their structural account of Hong Kong English, Setter et al. (2010: 56–59) 
identify several features of topic prominence, such as the double NP construction, 
and a wider range of possible topics compared to Standard English (4.38, see also 
section 4.1.2). Unlike in Standard English, where the topic NP is usually marked 
periphrastically by prepositions like regarding topic or as for topic, Hong Kong 
English frequently mirrors the topic-prominent structure of Cantonese both in 
speech (4.38) and writing (4.39).

(4.38) Vancouver they have high-rise buildings they have… relatively good food
 (Spoken HK-English, Setter et al. 2010: 57)
(4.39) Passengers who take the ferry service from Ma Liu Shui, they can enjoy 
 a free ride from Tap Mun to Wong Shek. 
 (Written HK-English, Setter et al. 2010: 57)

But Setter et al. (2010: 58) state that while Hong Kong English shows these prop-
erties of topic-prominent languages, sentences without overt subject are rare in 
their spoken data set. Notable exceptions are relative clauses, where subject pro-
nouns are omitted more freely (4.40, eWAVE feature F193). Null relative pronouns 
are a frequent feature in Chinese learners of English as well (Hung 2012).

(4.40) This is the student Ø did it 
 (Gisborne 2000: 359)

This phenomenon is so frequent in Hong Kong English that it is commonly found 
even in formal writing (Gisborne 2000: 359), but less common in other Asian Eng-
lishes. Besides this preference for zero-subject relative clauses, a further remark-
able difference is the attested absence of null dummy subjects in Hong Kong 
English in the eWAVE ratings. While this seems to negate the influence of referen-
tial status on pronoun realisation, this assumption is countered by feature F46, 
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“deletion of it in referential it is-constructions”, and feature F47, “[…] in non-ref-
erential it is-constructions”, respectively: while no information is available for 
referential it, deletion of non-referential it in this specific context is pervasive for 
Hong Kong English (Wong 2013).

4.3.3 English in Singapore

The first accounts of Singapore as a settlement precede the arrival of English, 
which can be dated to 1819, when Sir Stamford Raffles obtained the rights to 
establish a free port in the strategically fortunate location at the southern tip 
of peninsular Malaysia. Less than 10 years later, the former fishing village had 
developed into a thriving commercial hub with more than 10,000 inhabitants, 
mainly (Straits) Chinese, who have formed the majority of the population ever 
since, but increasingly attracting traders and labourers of diverse backgrounds. 
As part of the Straits settlements, Singapore acquired the status of Crown colony 
in 1867 and continued to prosper, accommodating not only a small European (less 
than 10% of the population), but also a growing Asian elite of Chinese, Malay 
and Indian professionals (Schneider 2007: 153–154). The early 20th century saw 
a large influx of Chinese children to English-medium schools, a likely starting 
point for nativisation (Gupta 1998: 114–116). The colonial tradition was broken by 
Japanese occupation during WWII (1942–45), and after a short-lived membership 
in the Federation of Malaya, independence was declared in 1965 (Schneider 2007: 
155). 

The following decades witnessed stunning economic growth and successful 
nation building, steered by the perennially governing People’s Action Party (Sch-
neider 2007: 155). Their hands-on style of government includes active language 
policy, designed to further encourage a distinct Singaporean identity built on 
the local cultural and ethnic mix, as well as global economic competitiveness. 
Official languages are chosen to represent the major ethnic groups, i.e. Tamil for 
Indians (approximately 8% of the population), Malay for Malays (approximately 
15%, additionally designated the “national language”), Mandarin Chinese for 
Chinese of various backgrounds (approximately 75%), and English as the ethni-
cally neutral lingua franca and “working language” (Lim and Foley 2004: 5). 

This twofold policy of strengthening the local roots as a basis for Western 
orientation is also reflected in the bilingual education policy. Each child receives 
education in English as a mother tongue and in their respective mother tongue. 
The latter is assigned by the ethnicity of the parent(s), regardless of the actually 
spoken languages, weakening the usefulness of the indigenous languages and 
strengthening the position of English instead (Schneider 2007: 157–157). Since 
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1979, the Speak Mandarin Campaign has steeply increased proficiency in Puton-
ghua at the expense of traditionally indigenous Southern and contact varieties 
of Chinese (“Chinese dialects” as home languages slide from 79% in 1980 to 19% 
in 2010, Bao 2015: 33, for recent data on the rising use of Mandarin Chinese, see 
also Siemund et al. 2014). Currently, English is firmly established as the primary 
language of modern Singapore, and increasingly used as the “most frequently 
spoken home language” by about one third of the population (2010: 33% of 
Chinese, 17% of Malay, and 42% of Indians; for more detailed census data, see 
Bao 2015: 33). 

To the displeasure of its government, Singapore English has a distinct local 
flavour; consequently it has been the target of another political initiative, the 
Speak Good English Movement, pointing out perceived common mistakes in 
accent, vocabulary, orthography and grammar via a yearly campaign and its own 
newspaper column (Rubdy 2001). However, Singaporeans value their local lan-
guage, illustrated most notably by the inception of the Coxford Singlish Dictionary 
and the Speak Good Singlish Movement (Wee 2014). 

While early accounts of Singapore English assumed a lectal continuum, akin 
to a post-creole continuum (e.g. Platt 1975, Pakir 1991), Gupta (1994: 7–9) analyses 
the stylistic repertoire as a diglossic split between standard and vernacular Singa-
pore English. Current speakers, especially among higher socioeconomic strata, as 
well as the  younger generations, can be assumed to have native-like competence, 
including command over a range of registers with more or less localised features 
(for an analysis of this variation in the cultural orientation model, see Alsagoff 
2010, Leimgruber 2009, 2013). Consequently, Singapore English is considered an 
L1 in eWAVE, and firmly in Schneider’s phase 4, with hints of a continuing devel-
opment towards phase 5 (internal diversification).

From its very beginnings, Singapore has been a multi-ethnic and multilin-
gual society. At present, the dominant languages are the Sinitic language Manda-
rin Chinese, the Austronesian language Malay, or Bahasa Melaya, very similar to 
Malaysian (Percillier 2016: 2), and the Dravidian language Tamil (see also section 
4.3.1). However, besides the current language situation, it is important to take into 
account the linguistic ecology at earlier stages of variety formation. Lim (2009) 
provides a detailed overview of historical substrates and their influence on the 
most famous feature of Singlish, the discourse particles.

Substantive influence of the Indian languages on Singapore English is 
unlikely, given the small share of ethnic Indians in the population. Historically, 
the substrate in Singapore was formed by Chinese dialects from the Southern 
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Min branch, most prominently Hokkien and Teochew8, but also Cantonese from 
the Yue branch, dialects from the Hakka branch, and Hainan Min, rather than 
Mandarin (Bao 2015: 18). Especially Hokkien was widespread in Singapore until 
political support for standard spoken Chinese Putonghua pushed it out of the 
linguistic repertoire of younger speakers (Rubdy 2001: 341).

Malay was represented mainly by contact varieties like Baba Malay, the 
Malay-based creole of the Peranakans, and Bazaar Malay, the pidginized lingua 
franca of Malaya, both of them considerably influenced by Chinese varieties 
themselves (see e.g. Ansaldo 2009: 21; see Aye 2006 on Bazaar Malay, Lee 2014 on 
Baba Malay). Both Bazaar Malay and Baba Malay are topic-prominent (4.41, see 
also Lim 2011: 283).

(4.41) Itu barang ah
that goods PART

ada kali mahal, ada kali murah itu pasar sana
have time expensive have time cheap that market there

‘As for those goods, sometimes expensive, sometimes cheap, that market.’
(Bao and Aye 2012: 162)

According to Bao (2015: 30), the founder effect of Baba Malay on early Singapore 
English is mitigated by the continued presence of the shared substrates (but see 
Sato 2013, citing partial wh-movement as evidence for lasting Malay influence on 
Singapore English). In addition, the Chinese population does not only form the 
large majority, but also shows a stronger tendency for language shift than the 
Malay population (Siemund et al. 2014: 343). Bao (2015: 35) states that “[i]ntense 
scholarly research during the past fifty years or so has demonstrated clear and 
irrefutable Chinese influence on the grammar of Singapore English”. In the end, 
all substrates converge with regard to subject omission in general, but diverging 
influence is expected in the emergence of variety specific contexts for null sub-
jects.

Despite its minor size, the densely populated island nation of Singapore 
harbours an exceptionally dynamic linguistic environment and its nativised 
variety, affectionately termed Singlish, has consequently inspired intense aca-
demic attention as a case study of urban multilingualism and an illustration 
of global developments in a very condensed environment. Hence, research on 

8 The alternative transliterations Chaozhou and Chiu Chau are used in Hong Kong, see section 
4.3.2.
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English in Singapore has a comparatively long history among the New Englishes. 
Early approaches are mainly concerned with lectal variation and the develop-
ment of a local standard, e.g. Crewe (1977), Platt (1975, 1979), Richards (1977), 
and Tongue (1979) as the initial descriptions in the 1970s, followed by numerous 
edited volumes and monographs in the 1980s and 1990s discussing more diverse 
aspects, such as the role of different languages in society and education (e.g. 
Foley 1988, Foley et al. 1998, Gupta 1994), and several detailed structural investi-
gations by Platt and Weber (1980), Platt et al. (1983), and especially Ho and Platt 
(1993), who apply the variationist method to the detailed analysis of copula dele-
tion in Singapore English. More current publications with a focus on Singapore 
English grammar include Deterding et al. (2003), Deterding (2007), Leimgruber 
(2013), Lim (2004), and most recently Bao (2015).

Substrate influence in Singapore English is attested on all linguistic levels, 
and encountered in different speech styles as well (see e.g. Leimgruber 2009, 
Schröter 2010). Differences between ethnic groups are mainly found in phonol-
ogy, especially intonation (Lim 1996). Feature-based comparison across varieties 
of English based on the eWAVE feature set shows that Singlish exhibits numer-
ous rare or even unique features that are not found in (m)any other varieties, 
such as ever as experiental perfect marker (F108), and the give-passive (F153), but 
also features typical of World Englishes such as be deletion, absence of verbal 
marking, and article omission (Schröter 2012). Complementary to acceptability 
ratings, Bao (2015: 131) distinguishes between productive and unproductive 
transfer features, based on their actual usage frequency. On the most colloquial 
level, substrate influence is pervasive, leading Ansaldo (2004: 139) to claim that 
“though considered a variety of English, Colloquial Singapore English is really 
typologically closer to languages of East and Southeast Asia.” Compared to other 
World Englishes, there is an extensive body of research on specific structural fea-
tures of Singlish and their basis in local substrates, e.g. discourse particles (Lim 
2007, Platt and Ho 1989, Wong 2014: chapter 7), the aspectual system (Bao 2005), 
and passive constructions (Bao and Wee 1999, Kim and Sato 2013). 

The investigation of be deletion by Ho and Platt (1993) is one of the earliest 
systematic studies of grammatical variation in World Englishes via multivariate 
analysis. Be deletion in different grammatical contexts is widespread in Singlish, 
and is shown to be indicative of educational level and proficiency in English (Ho 
and Platt 1993: 54–56). In contemporary Singapore English, be deletion still acts 
as a sociolinguistic marker, evidenced by the high degree of stylistic variation 
(Schröter 2010).

Besides the aspectual system, grammatical replication, as described by 
Heine and Kuteva (2005), is found for the Malay-based kena-passive, relative 
clauses with one, question formation with or not, and existential got. The latter 
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two phenomena are also relevant for null subjects in Singlish. The kena-passive 
in Singlish (4.42) is an exact calque of the Malay construction (4.43). It is based 
on the lexeme kena (‘to strike, to come into contact with’), which is compatible 
with both positive and negative outcomes. In its function as a passive marker, 
however, it carries an adversative connotation, which is reflected in its usage in 
Singlish as well (Bao and Wee 1999: 4). 

(4.42) I kena sexual harassed again you know 
 (Bao 2015: 182)
(4.43) Budak jahat itu kena pukul

boy naughty the kena beat

‘The naughty boy was beaten.’
(Bao and Wee 1999: 4)

Although Singlish does not share the strong tendency for null relatives reported 
for Hong Kong English (section 4.3.2, but see 4.48 below), it does exhibit a spe-
cific structure constituting a replicated substrate construction. These relative 
clauses provide an alternative to the canonical English pattern. They occur with 
or without overt English relative pronouns and use clause-final relative particle 
one, most likely modelled on Mandarin Chinese de, but preserving the post-nom-
inal ordering of English (on other functions of one as nominaliser, pronominal 
and emphasis marker, see e.g. Bao 2009, Wee and Ansaldo 2004). Zero relativ-
iser without one, however, is deemed ungrammatical by Alsagoff and Ho (1998, 
4.44). Following the Chinese pattern, Singlish one relative clauses can even occur 
without heads (4.45).

(4.44) The man who sell ice-kachang one  gone home already
 The man who sell ice-kachang  gone home already
 The man Ø sell ice-kachang one  gone home already
 *The man Ø sell ice-kachang  gone home already
 (Alsagoff and Ho 1998: 133)
(4.45) Ø Don’t have car one, I don’t want.
 ‘I don’t want [a man] who does not own a car.’
 (Alsagoff and Ho 1998: 135)

The X or not construction is a structure frequently encountered in Singapore 
English to express yes-no questions. It is commonly formed without overt subject 
pronoun (4.46). The structure can be traced back to the Min dialects Teochew and 
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Hokkien (Matthews 2010: 764, 4.47), its occurrence in Mandarin and Cantonese is 
much more limited (Yip and Matthews 2007: 11).

(4.46) Can Ø answer the question or not?
 ‘Do you know the answer to the question?’
 (Wee 2004: 1064)
(4.47) U tsi a bo?

have money or not
‘Do you have money?’ 
(Teochew, Yip and Matthews 2007: 11)

Singlish also possesses an alternative existential construction fulfilling the same 
presentational function as standard English existential there be (4.48, see also 
Lee et al. 2009). The Singlish existential got-construction shows obvious struc-
tural parallels to the Chinese existential yŏu-construction: it appears without an 
expletive subject pronoun and is immediately followed by the NP establishing the 
new topic (line 1; see also section 4.2.1 above). Subsequent reference is possible 
by zero (line 2) or overt pronoun (line 3). Got is also used in a stative possessive 
sense in Singlish, usually in connection with an overt subject (4.49).

(4.48) 1 Then that time lah got [two teachers]i 
2 Øi start loving each other
3 Then theyi marry one year later <ICE-SG:085#448–449:A>

(4.49) B Anybody got calculator
 A I think I have I have a calculator <ICE-SG:017#106–107>

Null pronouns in subject (4.50) and object position (4.51) are already mentioned 
in early accounts of Singapore English, e.g. Platt et al. (1984). The condition for 
null subjects is usually described as “familiarity” of the referent. Gupta states 
that “where the subject can be retrieved from the context, Colloquial Singapore 
English does not require it to be expressed” (Gupta 1994: 10, see also Leong Ping 
2003).

(4.50) Dis Australiansi, you see dem hold hand hold hand,
 honey here, honey there, darling here, darling dere,
 next moment Øi separated already.
 (Platt et al. 1984: 155)
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(4.51) In Australia, people never carry umbrellai – 
 so if you carry Øi they will laugh at you. 
 (Platt et al. 1984: 77)

Instances like these are commonly mentioned as central proof for extensive sub-
strate influence and even taken as an indicator of a typological split of Singlish 
from its lexifier, based on the distinction between subject-prominent and top-
ic-prominent languages (e.g. Ansaldo 2004, 2009, Tan 2003). Bao and Lye (2005) 
investigate the bare conditional (4.52) as evidence for the transfer of topic-promi-
nent features beside null subjects.

(4.52) (sisters talking about a dish) 
 Don’t care lah. Ø Want to eat, eat; Ø don’t want to eat, then don’t eat. 
 ‘Don’t worry. 
 If you want to eat it, eat it; if you don’t want to eat it, then don’t eat it.’ 
 (Bao and Lye 2005: 283)

Bao and Lye (2005: 287) show that “[i]t is clear […] that the entire cluster of prop-
erties associated with topic prominence is transferred from Chinese to Singapore 
English”, including bare conditionals and Chinese-style topics. Null subjects 
are also described for lexically specific constructions, e.g. Wee (2003a) on know 
(4.53), and Wee (2003b) on don’t know as emerging discourse markers, and in 
combination with modal verbs, as described by Bao (2015: chapter 7) for must and 
Wong (2014: chapter 5) for can/cannot. 

(4.53) The bus is late Ø know
 (Wee 2003a: 7)

Can/cannot are ubiquitous Singlish expressions (Wong 2014: 139). Can is employed 
as a single-word response (4.54), or as question tag (4.55), sometimes in combina-
tion with or not (4.56). Due to their functions as invariant particles or tags, such 
instances with know and can are not included in the quantitative analysis.

(4.54) A  Let’s have lunch on Thursday or Friday
 B  Ø Can.
 (Wong 2014: 161)
(4.55) Meet me tomorrow, can?
 (Wong 2014: 161)
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(4.56) I want to go home, can or not?
 ‘Can I go home?’
 (Wee 2004: 1064)

Null pronouns are a salient feature of Singapore English, and Schröter (2010) 
shows that subject omission is a stable feature of contemporary educated Singa-
pore English, even across speech styles (see also Deterding 2007: 58). Commonly 
observed contexts for null subjects in Singapore English are X or not questions, 
got-existentials, the bare conditional, and modal verbs, especially can and must. 
Based on previous analyses, the favouring influence of reference continuity on 
null subjects is likely. However, in spite of the comparatively rich research on 
Singlish null subjects, Bao’s (2015: 190–191) demand for systematic quantitative 
investigation of the phenomenon is unfulfilled thus far. The analysis conducted 
in chapter 5 incorporates these observations to test their influence on the reali-
sation of subject pronouns in Singlish. Further methodological preliminaries for 
this comparative analysis are discussed in the following section. 

4.4 Comparing varieties

While the evidence for Angloversals remains inconclusive so far, the detection 
of areal patterns and especially varioversals in the morphosyntax of varieties 
of English has been more successful. The following section 4.4.1 provides argu-
ments for analysing Asian Englishes as a subgroup of global varieties of English, 
followed by a methodological primer (section 4.4.2) for the comparative varia-
tionist study in chapter 5.

4.4.1 Asian Englishes

Contact varieties of English in South and Southeast Asia, the Asian Englishes, 
have been a prosperous field of study for years now, see e.g. the establishment 
of the eponymous journal in 1998, the book series Asian Englishes Today includ-
ing e.g. Kachru (2005) and Kachru and Nelson (2006), and the edited volumes 
by Bolton and Kachru (2007), Kirkpatrick and Sussex (2012), Lim and Gisborne 
(2011), Low and Hashim (2012), Murata and Jenkins (2009), Prescott et al. (2007) 
and Wee et al. (2013), often integrating political perspectives and a focus on cul-
tural and socio-historical background with linguistic research. This and other 
similar types of subgrouping based on region or presumably shared socio-his-
torical background have also been discussed critically (e.g. by Ansaldo 2010, Lim 
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2009). Structurally, however, the relevant substrates converge with regard to the 
variable expression of subject pronouns, as shown in section 4.1.1, but also in the 
description of the more specific linguistic background of the individual varieties 
in the relevant subsections of 4.3.

As exhibited by parallels in the structural descriptions of the three varieties 
above, the status of Asian Englishes as a legitimate unit of analysis is also justi-
fied from a synchronic point of view. This is confirmed by large scale comparative 
investigations, such as Kortmann and Lunkenheimer (2013), which additionally 
include descriptions of the Asian varieties Malaysian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan and 
Butler English.9 In their global synopsis, Kortmann and Wolk (2012: 921–923) 
show with the help of NeighborNet visualisation that, except for the pidgin 
Butler English, all Asian Englishes are positioned within a group of L2 Englishes, 
together with African L2 varieties (i.e. Platt et al. 1984’s New Englishes). Stronger 
ties are detected between the Southeast Asian varieties and Indian English, while 
the remaining South Asian varieties are more diverse structurally (Kortmann and 
Wolk 2012: 921). The network shows that, on the one hand, variety type is the 
most decisive predictor of the structural profile of varieties based on the WAVE 
feature catalogue. This is also visible from the clusters of L1 varieties, and pidgins 
and creoles. On the other hand, the network proves the unifying effect of areality. 
This is corroborated by the WAVE-based investigation by Kortmann and Schröter 
(2017), who identify Asia as a region with strong areal features. 

Mesthrie (2012: 785) confirms that, based on their WAVE profiles, “the 
regional set of Asian Englishes is also a typological set”, identifying similarities 
in all domains of morphosyntax. Specific attention is paid to the “pro-drop fea-
tures” F42, F43 and F44, which exhibit a distinct agglomeration in the Asian-Pa-
cific region (see the map in Mesthrie 2012: 787). Other features associated with 
pronoun omission, such as it in referential and non-referential “it-is construc-
tions”, and subject relative pronouns, show strong attestation in the varieties dis-
cussed here (Table 4.3).

In the Asian subset, the exception is again low-proficiency Butler English in 
India, which commonly patterns with pidgins and creoles structurally (Mesthrie 
2012: 802). Among the other six Asian varieties, Mesthrie identifies three subsets, 
Singapore and Malaysia, India and Hong Kong, and Pakistan and Sri Lanka, 
running somewhat against the likely expectation of a South vs Southeast Asian 
cluster, but reflecting the close historical and linguistic ties between Singapore 
and Malaysia (Mesthrie 2012: 804).

9 Philippine English is added in eWAVE 2.0 (2013), but not part of the analyses from Kortmann 
and Lunkenheimer (2012) discussed here.
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Table 4.3: WAVE pronoun omission features in Asian varieties10

Feature 42 43 44 46 47 193

pro-drop object referential 
subject

dummy 
subject

referential 
it is

non-ref. 
it is

relative 
pronoun

Indian E A A A B B C
Hong Kong E A A D ? A A
Singapore E A A A B B D
Malaysian E A A A D B D
Pakistani E B B C D D D
Sri Lankan E B B B D D D
Butler E B B B A B B

Regarding their overall morphosyntactic profiles, Mesthrie (2006) observes a 
“broad dichotomy” between different New Englishes of the preserving and the 
deleting type, found in Africa and Asia, respectively. These opposite tendencies 
can be traced back to the typological tendencies of the corresponding substrates, 
leading to “anti-deletion”, or preservation of synthetic structures, in one, and 
massive deletion of morphology, or increasing analyticity, in the other type of 
varieties (Mesthrie 2006: 466). Besides the pronoun-deletion features provided 
in Table 4.3, cases in point are be deletion, lack of past marking, and article omis-
sion (see also Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2009 on simplification in contact vari-
eties of English). However, identifying the mere presence or absence of a given 
feature is not always sufficiently informative. Sharma states that 

[A] necessary next step in the identification of shared features is therefore to move from 
broad surface comparisons towards a close characterization of the grammatical condi-
tioning of a given feature. This has been shown robustly in the variationist sociolinguistic 
literature to be a crucial element in establishing true parallelism between grammars and 
between speech communities. (Sharma 2012b: 215)

Percillier (2016) discusses the distribution and frequency of various structural fea-
tures in Southeast Asian learner and indigenised varieties in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Singapore. He attests greater differences in syntax than in morphology and 
accent, with the highest amount of non-standard variants in the learner variety 
Indonesian English (Percillier 2016: 187). With regard to null subjects, the highest 

10 The rating codes stand for A = pervasive or obligatory, B = neither pervasive nor extremely 
rare, C = feature exists but is extremely rare, D = attested absence of feature, ? = no information 
available.
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number of zero pronouns is also attested for Indonesian English, followed by 
Malaysian and Singapore English (Percillier 2016: 92–93, but note that for the 
purpose of his investigation Percillier uses predominantly Singaporean data from 
ethnically Malay speakers, see also section 5.5.1).

To evaluate the status of morphosyntactic features in the three Asian Eng-
lishes discussed here, like the present investigation a number of comparative 
studies have used the respective ICE corpora as a database, e.g. Mukherjee and 
Gries (2009) on collocates in Asian Englishes. They relate Schneider’s evolution-
ary stage to the amount of collostructional nativisation found in the respective 
varieties: the more advanced a variety is in the evolutionary cycle, the more dis-
similar are its collostructional preferences to those attested in the British super-
strate. Given the clear collocational association of null subjects to individual 
lexemes found in chapter 3 for British English, it is worth investigating how these 
patterns present in the Asian varieties.

Winkle (2015) is concerned with non-canonical sentence structures like left 
and right dislocation, fronting, existentials, it-clefts and pseudo-clefts in various 
spoken varieties of English, including the Asian Englishes, based on the respec-
tive spoken ICE components. While null subjects are not part of the analysis, the 
high amounts of left dislocation in Indian English can possibly be explained by 
transfer features of its topic-prominent substrates. This tendency is not reported 
to the same degree for the other Asian Englishes, a fact that is explained by the 
presence of overt topic markers in both Hindi and Malayalam (Winkle 2015: 216). 
This convergence thus leads to a different choice from the feature pool provided by 
the topic-prominent substrates compared to Singapore and Hong Kong English, 
where topic-marking is conveyed by word order only (see also section 4.1.2).

Two recent studies tackle the distribution of null subjects in selected Asian 
Englishes. The structural factors clause type, person and reference are examined 
by Schröter and Kortmann (2016) as possible determinants of null subjects in 
ten files each from the conversation sub-corpora of ICE-GB, ICE-HK and ICE-SG. 
Excluding null subjects in co-referential coordinations, omission rates amount 
to 1.7% in ICE-GB, 3.9% in ICE-HK and 6.4% in ICE-SG. Both Hong Kong and Sin-
gapore English show distinct substrate-induced constructions favouring null 
subjects, such as the it is-construction and relative clauses for Hong Kong, and 
got-existentials and questions for Singapore English. This is reflected in higher 
omission rates for subordinate clauses in Hong Kong English, and for questions 
in Singapore English. Among non-referential pronouns, all three varieties show 
a preference for generic null pronouns, compared to dummy pronouns and exis-
tentials, which are largely restricted to the Singlish got-existential construction.

Tamaredo and Fanego (2016) investigate the relation of morphological 
marking on third person singular verb forms and null subjects in ICE-SG and 
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ICE-IN, including texts from four different registers represented in ICE (five files 
each from the spoken informal, spoken formal, written informal and written 
formal sub-corpora, Tamaredo and Fanego 2016: 105). While subject omission 
is more common for Singapore English in general (approx. 9% vs 6% in Indian 
English), the difference is most pronounced when verb class is taken into account: 
of all verb classes, modal auxiliaries have the highest omission rate in Singapore 
English, while Indian English favours lexical verbs. Both varieties show a distinct 
decline in subject omission with non-modal auxiliaries (Tamaredo and Fanego 
2016: 106). In the subset investigated, both varieties exhibit significantly more 
referential than non-referential null pronouns. Agreement shows a favouring 
effect for subject omission in the class of lexical verbs, but not for non-modal 
auxiliaries in both varieties. Moreover, the effect is too weak to override the strong 
tendency of the English superstrate for overt pronouns. The proposed explana-
tory factors of lexical frequency and collocational patterns are addressed in the 
analysis in section 5.2.2.

4.4.2 The comparative variationist method

This section provides methodological preliminaries underlying the comparative 
analysis in chapter 5. The variationist method of analysing grammatical variation 
was introduced in section 2.2, and successfully applied to null subjects in spoken 
British English in chapter 3. This method has also been used as a comparative 
measure to elucidate similarities and differences between varieties of English 
(e.g. Meyerhoff 2009, Poplack and Tagliamonte 2001, Tagliamonte 2008). The 
aim is to identify shared constraints in the distribution of variants in order to gain 
insight into historical relations between varieties. This includes a comparison of 
the respective variable context, as well as the statistical significance and range of 
factor groups (Tagliamonte 2008: 131). The initial spark for this comparative soci-
olinguistic investigation was the search for the origins and development of AAVE. 
Poplack and Tagliamonte (2001) aim to uncover historical sources of AAVE by 
analysing and contrasting linguistic constraints on different categories of verbal 
marking in dialects of AAVE. 

Sharma and Rickford (2009) employ a similar method, comparing the con-
straint hierarchy for be deletion across a range of contact Englishes, including 
AAVE, Indian English, and Singapore English with constraints found for learner 
English. They establish parallels with West African substrates for AAVE and 
creoles, but find contrasting patterns in L2 and learner Englishes, concluding 
that this divergence provides evidence for substrate rather than universal learner 
effects. This finding is obscured by less refined categorisations and emphasises 
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the need for detailed structural categories in contrastive analyses (Sharma and 
Rickford 2009: 85, see also Sharma 2009: 190). 

Meyerhoff (2009) evaluates the degree of transfer from the Oceanic language 
Tamambo to the English-lexifier creole Bislama, testing constraints on subject- 
and object-pronoun deletion. The aim is to operationalise degrees of transfer for 
a more structured and measurable analytic outcome. The method involves 

subjecting data from different groups of speakers to the same multivariate analysis. The 
factor groups and factors within groups are held constant across the different populations, 
and the resulting Goldvarb weightings can be compared. Differences in which factor groups 
are returned as significant, and differences in the ranking of factors within those groups, 
are interpreted as diagnostics of fundamentally different underlying grammars of variation. 
(Meyerhoff 2009: 303, emphasis mine)

The crucial methodological principle of this comparative procedure is to use the 
identical set of structural constraints, and test them for each of the languages or 
varieties under investigation. This is a strong argument for the detailed analy-
sis of British English null subjects in the preceding chapters 2 and 3, since other 
appropriate studies providing the necessary information are not available so far. 
Degree of transfer is categorised by Meyerhoff into weak transfer, or replication, 
strong transfer, and calquing, representing diagnostic conditions based on mul-
tivariate analysis of the different data sets (Figure 4.1, adapted from Meyerhoff 
2009: 304)

Diagnostic condition Same significant 
factor groups

Same order of
factor groups

Same order of factor 
groups and factors 

within groups

Weak transfer / 
replication

Degree of 
transfer

Strong transfer

Calquing

Figure 4.1: Meyerhoff’s taxonomy of transfer

In the present study, this comparative method is applied to the four varieties ana-
lysed, i.e. the superstrate and the three contact varieties. For comparison with the 
substrate language type, it translates into weighting the influence of superstrate, 
substrate, and universal factors in the different varieties, since analytical cate-
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gories and factor levels from studies on Chinese are not directly comparable (see 
also section 4.1.3). Furthermore, the position constraint found for English null 
subjects is identified as a possible conflict site between English and the substrate 
languages, a condition that is also proposed as a measure for convergence of vari-
eties of Spanish in contact with English by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2010, 
2015). 

The degree of substrate influence and convergence in World Englishes is cru-
cially influenced by their socio-historical background and ecology. The compar-
ison of three varieties in similar linguistic ecologies with regard to subject omis-
sion, but at rather different stages of development, will try to further enlighten 
this issue. In the next chapter, Indian, Hong Kong and Singapore English are 
investigated for structural constraints on null subjects, following the procedure 
spelled out in chapter 3 and in the present section. 

According to the description of the substrates and the processes of language 
contact, it is expected that

 – Asian Englishes have a higher amount of non-referential null subjects than 
British English, based on their categorical absence in the substrates, and ten-
dencies observed in contact languages; 

 – they exhibit a split between different persons, potentially related to third 
person marking;

 – due to their presumed universal nature, factors like reference continuity and 
persistence are equally at work in contact varieties;

 – due to their presumed English-specific nature, factors like clause type and 
position are less important for the contact varieties and present structural 
conflict sites;

 – in contrast, the English-specific factor coreferential coordination combines 
the language specific preference with a context cognitively favouring referent 
accessibility, and is therefore not assumed to cause conflicts;

 – tendencies for certain verb types, like a higher amount of especially first 
person overt pronouns with psychological verbs are universal, but colloca-
tional patterns of individual verbs are variety specific.

Overall, it is likely that Asian Englishes show a context generalisation for null 
pronouns, i.e. weakened constraints on their occurrence compared to Standard 
English, especially concerning the English-specific constraints to main clauses, 
initial position and coreferential coordination. This question is evaluated in 
chapter 6, based on the results of chapters 3 and 5.
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5 Empirical comparison: Null subjects in Asian 
Englishes

So whatever English which is spoken here in India <,> I think these are all rule governed, 
because there is no language which is not rule governed <ICE-IN:028#31>

The preceding analysis in chapter 3 has shown that null subjects in Standard 
British English (ICE-GB) are more frequent than expected, but still rare from a 
cross-linguistic point of view. Language specific factor groups dominate the struc-
tural conditioning of variable subject pronoun realisation in ICE-GB. Chapter 4 
has established how the relevant substrates in South and Southeast Asian varie-
ties of English are different from British English regarding pronoun omission, and 
that influence in this domain of syntax, i.e. a higher frequency of null subjects, as 
well as a weakening of Standard English structural constraints, can reasonably 
be expected in the Asian Englishes. It is also assumed that substrate structures 
associated with topic prominence favour the emergence of parallel constructions 
containing null subjects. Universal and especially contact factors are likely to 
play a larger role in the contact varieties than English-specific factors. 

This chapter tests these assumptions empirically by matching the constraints 
found for British English null subjects with each of the three Asian varieties indi-
vidually. Results are discussed with regard to possible influence from their top-
ic-prominent substrates. Section 5.1 shows how the structural factors and con-
texts of subject pronouns present differently in the Asian varieties compared to 
British English, parallel to sections 3.1 and 3.2. Difficulties that were encountered 
in the coding process of the Asian varieties specifically are addressed and illus-
trated with examples from the respective corpora. Section 5.2 presents an over-
view of the data structure and descriptive statistics of the Asian English corpora, 
followed by sections 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5 discussing the logistic regression models of 
Indian, Hong Kong, and Singapore English respectively. The comparison of the 
three Asian data sets is conducted in section 5.6, including a contrastive analysis 
of structural constraints found for Chinese null subjects. 

5.1 Linguistic factors in the Asian Englishes

The extraction and annotation of pronominal and null subject tokens in the three 
Asian corpora in principle follows the same procedure and criteria outlined in 
sections 3.1 and 3.2 for the British data. However, as elaborated in section 4.3, 
the Asian varieties diverge structurally from the standard language enough as 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-005
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to warrant a separate discussion how the linguistic factors investigated manifest 
in either of them. This section accounts for relevant distinctions, both in terms 
of concrete forms, as well as their frequency of occurrence of different linguis-
tic contexts. Structural categories might be under- or overrepresented in the dif-
ferent corpora, and this possibly influences overall and category-specific drop 
rates. The relevance of linguistic factors for null subjects in the language type 
of the Asian substrates has been demonstrated by Jia and Bayley (2002) and Li 
et al. (2012) for Mandarin Chinese; demographic factors play but a minor role in 
the variable realisation of subject pronouns (see also section 4.1.3). This is cor-
roborated by Schröter (2010), who finds that, unlike copula drop, the amount of 
subject drop in Singapore English is hardly affected by speech style and degree of 
formality. Among the three varieties discussed here, Singapore English especially 
is known to exhibit structures widely different from the English superstrate, and 
will consequently feature most prominently in this section.

5.1.1 The envelope of variation

Differences between the categorical contexts of individual varieties can be 
employed as a diagnostic of structural differences between grammatical systems 
(Tagliamonte 2006: 86, see also section 4.4.2). As elaborated in section 3.1, the 
comparison with the Asian varieties demands a less restrictive conception of the 
envelope of variation than for British English alone. To ensure consistent coding 
and comparable results, subject tokens still need to fit the definition provided 
for the analysis in chapter 3, i.e. overt or null pronominal subjects of finite verb 
phrases in non-formulaic utterances. 

One example of divergent constructions is the occurrence of null subjects in 
a context usually invariant, the newly emerging Singlish discourse marker know 
(see also section 4.3.3). Wee (2003a) analyses the expression as an addition to the 
set of substrate induced invariant discourse particles in Singlish such as lah, leh, 
mah, hor, what, etc. (see e.g. Lim 2007 for an overview). Rather than a recurring 
syntactic process of pronoun deletion, the emergence of invariant know consti-
tutes an instance of lexicalisation, albeit favoured by the tendency for null sub-
jects in Singlish (Wee 2003a: 11). As in the case of British English, all discourse 
markers are excluded from the analysis of the Asian data; all instances of dis-
course marker know (bold in 5.1) are thus not considered an instance of pronoun 
drop as defined for the present study.

(5.1) But you see, not all husbands can do that Ø know. <ICE-SG:055#213:A>
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Another structural phenomenon relevant for the variable context of subject pro-
nouns is the frequent deletion of be, both as auxiliary and copula in Asian Eng-
lishes (Table 5.1, see also Sharma and Rickford 2009). Again, it is Singlish that 
most radically omits be across the different predicate types, and also allows for 
the omission of auxiliary have. The differences in the WAVE ratings indicated in 
Table 4.3 for different kinds of pronoun omission are also reflected in the per-
ceived frequency of be deletion in the three ICE corpora. 

Table 5.1: WAVE VP deletion features Asian Englishes

Feature # 174 175 176 177 178 179

Types of auxiliary 
deletion

auxiliary: 
progressive

auxiliary: 
gonna

copula: 
NP

copula:
AdjP

copula:
locative

auxiliary:
have

Indian E B B C D C C
Hong Kong E A A B B B D
Singapore E A B A A A A

Be deletion is encountered both in the form of overt subject pronouns without 
copula (5.2) and auxiliary (5.3), and as subject + be deletion (5.4, line 2).

(5.2) I Ø damn stupid lah. <ICE-SG:085#74:B>
(5.3) B I’m not staring at you.

A Then who Ø you staring at? <ICE-SG:085#160:A>
(5.4) 1 D She’s not coming.

2 B Ø Ø Not coming ah?
3 D She Ø very fickle leh.
4 A ?Ø Just like you.
5 ?Ø Your friend mah.
6 Probably she Ø no mood to bathe ah. <GSSEC:062#1148–1151>

Copula deletion is especially common before modified adjectives (see also Ho 
and Platt 1993: 55). It is analysed as the transfer of Sinitic predicative adjectives, 
or property verbs (Ansaldo 2004: 135). The various instances in (5.4) show that 
cases of be deletion in Singlish represent a continuum between such predicative 
adjectives and non-clausal or fragmentary utterances in spoken language. This 
goes beyond the scope of the present study, which is focused on the omission of 
subjects of finite verb phrases (for the exclusion of these and similar contexts, see 
also Nariyama 2004: 243, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 21). Furthermore, (5.4) 
shows how blurred the boundaries are between clearly identifiable instances of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Linguistic factors in the Asian Englishes   151

deletion (line 2 for subject + aux, line 3 for copula be), debatable (line 4), and 
highly unlikely (line 5) cases of an underlying subject + be structure. Whether 
line 6 omits have as a main verb or be + preposition is also ambiguous. All 
instances of be deletion, which are especially frequent in the Singaporean data, 
are thus excluded from the analysis (see also Schröter 2010 for the frequency of 
this phenomenon in different speech styles of Singapore English). For the present 
investigation, only line 1 as the sole complete subject + finite verb clause structure 
in this stretch of discourse is taken into account as an overt subject token in (5.4).

Concerning the linguistic constraints under investigation, from examination 
of the data differences between the three Asian corpora are most pronounced in 
the categories clause type, specific reference, and verb type, discussed in detail in 
the sections below. In accordance with the differences in the variable context, it is 
again Singlish that stands out with a number of idiosyncratic patterns. 

5.1.2 Coreferential coordination

Based on comparable word numbers, the total amount of coreferential coordi-
nations overtly marked with and is generally lower in the Asian varieties than 
in British English11. The effect of coordination on subject realisation is com-
monly discussed as a condition specific to English (but see Torres Cacoullos and 
Travis 2015). Given the strong influence of this factor group on subject omission 
in Standard English (see section 3.6), the rarity of this construction in the Asian 
varieties possibly lowers their overall number of subject omissions by limiting 
a highly favourable context. However, the schema [ NPi verb and Øi verb ] that 
forms the basis of the category under investigation here is only one specific form 
of coordination. Coordination can also be present in the form of lists and without 
overt conjunction; however, these instances of “asyndetic coordination” (Biber et 
al. 1999: 156) are not included as cases of coordination as defined here (5.5; Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2014: 26). 

(5.5) And daily now wei read linguistic <,>
 Øi talk linguistic <,>
 Øi walk linguistic. <ICE-IN:010#51:C>

11  Total number of coreferential coordinations marked with and: GB = 113, IN = 53, HK = 88, SG 
= 70; this difference is statistically significant in a Chi-square test with x² = 35.99, df = 1, p < .01.
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On the other hand, lexically specific constructions, i.e. hendiadic [ I go1Sgi and Ø 
verb1Sgi ], and [ I verb1Sgi and Ø quotative verb1Sgi ] have been found influential in 
US (Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014) and British English (section 3.4.3). The aim 
is to establish whether these patterns are found in the Asian varieties as well and 
influence subject omission to a similar degree, in order to estimate how idiosyn-
cratic these lexically specific constructions are across English varieties.

5.1.3 Clause type 

The restriction of null subjects to main clauses is an English-specific constraint, 
and thus expected to be less strict in the Asian varieties. The two distinct types of 
subordinate clauses introduced in section 3.2.2, relative clause and conditional 
clause, are likely more relevant here than for British English due to substrate 
influence. Hong Kong English is described as more liberal concerning zero rel-
atives (Gisborne 2000, 2009, see also section 4.3.2). This tendency is confirmed 
by the present data set. Zero relative pronouns in subject position are found in 
significant quantity in the Hong Kong data set, both for human (5.6) and non-hu-
man referents (5.7). 

(5.6) And I have some friends Ø have visited there. <ICE-HK:021#59:A>
(5.7) Now how about the current issues Ø happened in Hong Kong. 
 <ICE-HK:022#170:A>

Singlish has a specific, substrate-induced conditional construction, termed bare 
conditional by Bao and Lye (2005, see also section 4.3.3). It is encoded without 
overt marking by conjunctions or prepositions (if, in case of, etc.) via juxtaposi-
tion of main clauses, leaving the interpretation of the conditional meaning to the 
hearer without explicit linguistic signposts. According to Bao and Lye (2005), this 
construction is part of a whole conspiracy of topic-prominent features transferred 
into the contact variety, and can be described as an instance of structural replica-
tion (see also section 4.2.1). Bare conditionals occur with both overt (marked bold 
in 5.8) and null subject pronouns (5.9).

(5.8) I was thinking
Ø they want to give me, give me me
Ø don’t give me, done loh <GSSEC:022#42–43:B>
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(5.9) C Then you don’t use any powder?
B No but Ø put the powder 

Ø will become worse. 
‘[If I] put on the powder, [it / the sweating] will become worse’ 
<GSSEC:056#247–250>

Another replicated Sinitic construction in Singlish is the X or not question. Most 
likely transferred from Southern Chinese dialects like Teochew (see also section 
4.3.3), this construction is used to form yes-no questions in spoken language, with 
and without overt subjects (5.10, 5.11). Within this construction, the lexically spe-
cific expression can verb or not? is commonly mentioned impressionistically in 
descriptions of Singlish (5.12). All forms of X or not questions are indeed attested 
in the present data set.

(5.10) You get me or not? <GSSEC-032#12:A>
(5.11) Ø Remember or not? <ICE-SG:023#91:B>
(5.12) Ø Can get raped or not? <ICE-SG:021#351:A>

As observed for British English (section 3.2.2), the distribution of persons across 
the different clause types is rather imbalanced, and shows recurring patterns 
determined by their communicative functions. Questions are most likely to 
contain second person referents as subjects, especially when compared to first 
person contexts, and null subjects in questions are also most likely to be omitted 
second person pronouns. This tendency is obviously affected by the communica-
tive roles of different pronouns, so it can also be observed for Chinese, e.g. by Li 
et al. (2012: 105–106). In fact, in all varieties but Singlish it is exclusively second 
person zero pronouns that are attested in questions. Overall, the distribution 
of persons across clause types follows the same principles in all four corpora. 
Figure 5.1 shows the distribution of absolute token numbers of overt and null sub-
jects combined in all four corpora. Concerning the overall amounts of different 
persons, Indian and Hong Kong English both display an imbalance towards first 
person pronouns. This is possibly influenced by the fact that many of the conver-
sations represented in the corpora of these L2 varieties follow a less natural flow 
of discourse than those observed in Singapore and British English conversations. 
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Figure 5.1: Comparison of absolute numbers of clause types by person

Given their status as non-native languages (see sections 4.3.1 and 4.3.2), the speech 
data in part resembles interviews, or stretches of reciprocal introductions, rather 
than naturally occurring conversations (5.13). The effect is most pronounced for 
the Indian data (see also Hansen 2018: 81–82).

(5.13) A Let me introduce myself Dr Joseph <,,>
 B I’m [name] <,> from the depot of Karnatka <,,>
 A How long have you been teaching?
 B No I am not a teacher I’m an officers steno working in a bank
  <ICE-IN:026#1–6>
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This also leads to the very low amount of questions in the Indian data outside of 
second person contexts. Pronouns in the GSSEC pattern very similarly to ICE-GB, 
with third person as the most frequent context, and a higher overall amount of 
second person than in both ICE-IN and ICE-HK.

For all varieties, main clauses form by far the most common environment 
for all persons. There do not appear to be significantly less subordinate clauses 
in the Asian varieties; questions, however, are underrepresented in ICE-HK, and 
especially ICE-IN. 

5.1.4 Position

Like coreferential coordination, position is also an English-specific constraint 
on null subjects, and one of the most influential factor groups in the analysis 
in chapter 3 (see Table 3.5). The limitation to utterance initial position is strong 
enough to evoke frequent claims that it is the only possible context for Standard 
English null subjects outside coordination (e.g. Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014, 
Weir 2012). This tendency has not been reported for other languages, and is thus 
expected to play a less central role in the Asian varieties. Common expressions 
preceding null pronouns, most notably in Indian English, are and, then and but 
(5.14). For the factor level “position 3”, the most common utterance initial expres-
sions are and then (5.15), and introductory clauses like I think, he says, etc. (5.16).

(5.14) But Ø used to coach the children <ICE-IN:022#242:B>
(5.15) And then Ø make copy <ICE-HK:010#336:B>
(5.16) I think Ø need more <ICE-HK:050#470:A>

The position constraint on Standard English null subjects is thus a candidate 
for a structural conflict site in language contact (see also section 4.4.2, Torres 
Cacoullos and Travis 2015), and thereby a possible measure of degree of conver-
gence in the contact varieties.

5.1.5 Person

As shown in section 3.4, British English exhibits clear differences for subject real-
isation rates between persons: while first and third person show similar drop 
rates, second person pronouns are by far least likely to be omitted. This is possi-
bly explained by the different status and informational contribution of specific 
second person pronouns, which are usually focussed (Bailey 2011: 40). A subtype 
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of null subject languages, exhibiting a split system of subject omission between 
persons, is also represented by contact languages such as Bislama, and consti-
tutes a possible configuration for the Asian contact varieties (see sections 2.1 and 
4.2).

Another potential issue is the presence vs absence of morphological marking 
in English for different persons – only third person singular present tense forms 
are identifiable via morphology. However, third person singular contexts for 
subject pronouns still host a broad variety of possible forms (he, she, it, this, that, 
there, etc.) and referential status (referent in physical context, referent physically 
removed, syntactic pronouns, etc.); the contribution of this solitary morpheme 
for referent identification is thus limited at best. Token numbers for third person 
singular present tense verbs are rather small compared to base or past tense 
forms. Moreover, the Asian Englishes are known for the widespread omission 
of verbal morphology, including third person marking (e.g. WAVE feature F170). 
Systematic investigation of this factor is thus not conducted in the present study 
(but see Sato and Kim 2012 for a formalist approach, and Tamaredo and Fanego 
2016 for a comparison of ICE-SG and ICE-IN).

5.1.6 Specific reference

In British English, non-referential, or non-specific reference only has a very weak 
favouring effect on null subjects. This category needs to be taken into account 
for the comparison here due to the substrate configuration of the Asian varieties, 
where non-referential subjects are not part of the inventory (see section 4.1). The 
absence of purely syntactic subject pronouns is also a strong tendency within 
contact languages and creoles (see section 4.2). It is thus expected that the Asian 
varieties will show a stronger preference for null subjects in non-referential con-
texts.

The share of overall non-referential contexts is similar in all four corpora 
(Figure 5.2). Apparently the Asian varieties do not avoid syntactic structures con-
taining non-referential pronouns, like raising or extraposition, per se (but see 
Winkle 2015: 193–195 on the rarity of cleft constructions in the Asian Englishes). 
Indian English uses comparatively many generic pronouns, including generic 
usage of first person plural, as in (5.17), stating general advice rather than refer-
ring to a specific first person plural context, and third person plural, denoting 
unspecified inhabitants or the population in general of the city under discussion 
(5.18).
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Figure 5.2: Referential vs non-referential pronouns

(5.17) It’s always better to read the poem or prose piece once again carefully 
 before we give a talk about it. <ICE-IN:026#186:A>
(5.18) In our place that is in Bhubaneshwar <,> 
 first and foremost if you speak English 
 Ø means they will alienate you.  <ICE-IN:010#110:B>

Existentials form another major subgroup of non-referential contexts. The sub-
strate-induced got-construction is a highly productive way to express existential 
statements in Singlish: the files analysed in the GSSEC contain a total of 108 exis-
tential contexts; these are formed with got = 35, compared to there + be = 66, + 
have = 2, + use = 2, + will = 3. 

Referentiality is also a factor in the discussion of the it is-construction in 
Hong Kong English: while deletion of it is not attested for referential, it is per-
vasive for non-referential contexts, a contrast that is not indicated for Indian 
English or Singlish in WAVE (features F46 and F47). This contrast depending on 
referentiality is further proof for the grammatical, rather than phonological basis 
of this omission; this assumption is confirmed by Platt et al. (1984: 118), who state 
that the phenomenon is also observed in speakers who do not otherwise reduce 
consonant clusters.
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5.1.7 Switch reference

While the effect of switch reference as a factor group is minor in British English, 
it is one of the most robust categories in cross-linguistic investigation, includ-
ing both canonical and radical NSLs. The most common distinction within this 
factor group in the literature is binary, between referential switch and no switch, 
or reference maintenance. However, partial switch is a factor level found influen-
tial in studies on Chinese and contact languages (see sections 4.1 and 4.2), and 
thus possibly in the Asian varieties as well. Partial switch is found commonly in 
typical referential chains of introducing a referent in object position, a context 
categorised as switch reference in binary classifications. While the referent in 
partial switch contexts is not entirely continuous from the immediately preceding 
subject, its mention in another syntactic function constitutes an explicit linguis-
tic introduction into the discourse context. Following Lambrecht’s “principle of 
the separation of reference and role”, this is in fact one major discourse function 
of objects (Lambrecht 1994: 184). In partial switch contexts, this referent, which 
is then both a familiar, and activated entity, is promoted to subject position in the 
following clause (5.19).

(5.19) I wanted to kick himi out of the house 
 Øi Comes to my house <,> 
 Øi stays there 
 and then Øi says all that to me <ICE-IN:40#208:B>

The present study follows Jia and Bayley (2002), Li et al. (2012), and Meyerhoff 
(2000), and includes the third level partial switch to separate these contexts from 
those where the referent is not explicitly evoked in the preceding clause. This cat-
egory also includes cases of partial referential overlap between subjects of neigh-
bouring clauses, e.g. from first person plural to first person singular, but not cases 
where the surface form changes, but the referent remains constant, such as the 
shift from first person to second person in the case of speaker change; these are 
regarded as continuous reference (see also section 2.2.2).

5.1.8 Persistence

Persistence is supposedly a universal factor for subject realisation. The anal-
ysis in chapter 3 has shown that directly preceding null subject tokens trigger 
further null realisations, independent of co-reference, confirming observations 
by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) and Wagner (2012, see section 3.4.3). This 
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effect is robust in British English, and is also expected to be relevant for the data 
here. Beyond the immediate context, the existence of clusters of null subjects is 
observed for ICE-GB (section 3.2.7), and is also attested for the Asian varieties, Sin-
gapore English especially. Third-wave sociolinguistic approaches interpret lan-
guage variation as an indexical resource for stance taking and dynamic identity 
construction within communicative situations (Eckert 2008). This is confirmed 
by Leimgruber (2009, 2013), who finds clusters of different structural markers of 
colloquial Singapore English, in contrast with clusters of the respective standard 
variants, within the same stretches of speech. Following this assumption raises 
the question of the possible indexical meaning of null subjects in these clusters, 
and their possible co-occurrence with other salient localised features. However, 
Schröter (2010) finds no significant stylistic variation for null subject pronouns, 
making their use as sociolinguistic markers unlikely (see also section 5.5.4). 

5.1.9 Verb phrase

The influence of semantic classes of verbs on subject realisation is found in 
various languages, whereas individual verb tokens might differ between lan-
guages and even varieties. The verb types investigated here, lexical verbs, psy-
chological verbs, primary auxiliaries and modal auxiliaries, are not represented 
equally in the four corpora investigated. Asian Englishes in general feature more 
lexical verbs, which favour null subjects compared to the other verb types. The 
Singaporean conversations use less primary auxiliaries than the other three vari-
eties, a quirk at least partly owed to the widespread use of copula drop in Sin-
glish. High-frequency verb tokens feature prominently in co-occurrence patterns 
of null subjects in ICE-GB (section 3.3.3). High-frequency lexemes are remarkably 
similar across the different corpora, rendering lexical bias within this class of 
high-frequency tokens unlikely (an overview of the lexemes constituting 1% of all 
tokens in the different corpora is provided in Table B.15 in Appendix B).

The factor groups turn length and turn boundary do not contribute signifi-
cantly to subject realisation in ICE-GB (see sections 3.4.1 and 3.5.2). The same is 
true for the Asian Englishes; turn length and turn boundary are thus no longer 
part of the following analyses. As a basis for the regression analysis, the next 
section provides an overview of the descriptive statistics for the three Asian data 
sets investigated.
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5.2 Overview Asian Englishes: Descriptive statistics

This section provides an overview of the raw frequencies and descriptive statistics 
of the Asian English data sets and draws comparisons with ICE-GB as described 
in section 3.3, including the amount of null subjects across corpora, collocational 
preferences, and token counts for the different categories.

5.2.1 Different distribution of null subjects in the data sets

Parallel to the analysis of ICE-GB in chapter 3, twenty files from the different 
ICE-S1A sub-corpora are analysed, i.e. approximately 40,000 words, by about 
fifty speakers for each variety.

Figure 5.3: Comparison of null subjects per file
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The data sets are fairly similar in that they amount to ca. 4,000 pronominal (overt 
and null) subject tokens per variety. All conversations include at least 3, and at 
most 40 null subject tokens per approximately 2,000 words, the targeted length 
of ICE files (Figure 5.3).

As for British English, deletion rates vary not only between conversations, 
but also between individual speakers. Tokens produced by speakers with cate-
gorical overt subject realisation are excluded from the following analysis (see 
also section 3.3.1). A first indicator for the differing propensity for null subjects 
in a variety is provided by the amount of categorical speakers in the four corpora 
(Figure 5.4): 24% in British, 17% in Indian, 8% in Hong Kong, and 4% of all speak-
ers in Singapore English are invariant in their use of overt subject pronouns; null 
subjects are clearly most widespread within the speaker population in Hong Kong 
and Singapore.

Figure 5.4: Amount of speakers with categorical overt subjects

Excluding speakers with categorical subject realisation yields the token numbers 
of pronominal subjects provided in Table 5.2 below, which form the basis for the 
following analyses (numbers for ICE-GB are reproduced here from section 3.3.1 for 
ease of comparison). 

GB IN HK SG

categorical
non−categorical

0
10

20
30

40
50

60
70

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



162   Empirical comparison: Null subjects in Asian Englishes

Table 5.2: Subject tokens all 4 corpora

tokens total null subjects % null subjects

ICE-GB 3,468 130 3.8
ICE-IN 3,636 185 5.09
ICE-HK 3,979 206 5.18
GSSEC 3,939 468 11.88

Taking into account only contexts and speakers with variable realisation, the 
average deletion rates of roughly 5% for Indian and Hong Kong English hover 
surprisingly close to those found in ICE-GB. Besides a wider attestation within 
its speaker population, Singapore English also shows a distinctly more frequent 
occurrence of null pronouns. Different extra-linguistic factors are relevant for the 
different corpora; further details are discussed in the respective sections (5.3.1, 
5.4.1 and 5.5.1). Figure 5.5 shows a comparison of the four data sets as percentage 
of zero subjects per conversation, including only the non-categorical speakers.

Figure 5.5: Comparison percentage of null subjects per conversation
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The data from Hong Kong has no outliers at all, but the box representing the area 
between lower and upper quartiles is remarkably larger than for ICE-IN, indicat-
ing more internal variation. The Singapore data exhibits the widest distribution; 
both the box containing the majority of observations, and the whiskers indicating 
the conventional borders of measurements within the expected range, are more 
extensive than for the other data sets; moreover, three rather extreme outliers 
show a much higher null subject rate than the rest of the conversations in any 
of the other corpora. This broad overview of the four corpora already shows that 
major differences are not only to be expected between British and Asian Eng-
lishes, but also in Singlish compared to the other two Asian varieties. 

Another relevant difference between the corpora is the share of coreferential 
conjunction within null subjects. While some studies (e.g. Wagner 2012) exclude 
this context altogether, it appears to make a substantial difference in the com-
parison here. Figure 5.6 shows how different the data sets behave in this respect. 

Figure 5.6: Comparison null subjects by coordination
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5.2.2 Collocation: Asian Englishes

The influence of individual verb tokens on subject realisation in British English 
is discussed in section 3.3.3. Two different aspects of co-occurrence patterns 
are addressed in chapter 3: the co-occurrence of both verb lemmas and specific 
verb forms with null subjects in general, and lexically specific patterns of coor-
dination. Collocations are likely to be specific to individual varieties. Figure 5.7 
shows the attraction and reliance scores of verb lemmas to null subjects in the 
Asian varieties (IN = orange, HK = purple, SG = blue; see Figure 3.7 for the British 
English equivalent).

Figure 5.7: Collocates of null subjects Asian varieties
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High-frequency items contribute the largest share of null subject tokens, and 
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Indian English generally exhibits comparatively low lexical affinities of null 
subjects to specific verbs, with one conspicuous exception, mean. mean in Indian 
English has both extremely high attraction and reliance scores, indicating that it 
constitutes a substantial amount of null subjects in ICE-IN overall, but also that 
a large share of the occurrences of the lexeme are found with null subjects, as in 
(5.20). This particular collocation is found in single instances in the other varie-
ties, but not to the extraordinarily high degree as its attestation in Indian English. 

(5.20) If I’m absent Ø means everyone will look inquired about this
 <ICE-IN:001#166:B>

Hong Kong English has high attraction, but low reliance scores for the primary 
auxiliaries. The high attraction of be specifically to null subjects is unique to 
Hong Kong English compared to the other varieties, including British English. 
Almost all cases of null subjects with be are part of either referential or, even 
more likely, non-referential it is-constructions (5.21).

(5.21) Z  It’s just their way isn’t it
 A  Ø is the Chinese character
 <ICE-HK:030#888–889>

In Singapore English, the highest attraction score is achieved for the modal verb 
can. do and get are also highly attracted to null subjects, the lexeme get specif-
ically in the existential got-construction. have is much less associated with null 
subjects in the GSSEC compared to the other data sets.

All corpora contain a handful of outliers in the form of low-frequency lexemes 
with a reliance score of 100, i.e. all instances of a specific lexeme occur with null 
subjects; none of these lexemes are shared between varieties, so these random 
patterns are not particularly informative. Apart from these outliers, Singapore 
English has a stronger tendency towards higher reliance scores in general, espe-
cially for the lexemes depend, treat, understand, and remember. It seems the 
association of specific verbs with null subjects is stronger than in the other varie-
ties; on the other hand, the class of verbs reliably attracting null subjects is larger 
in Singapore English.

The following tables present an overview of bidirectional collocational 
strength of verb forms with null subjects in either variety to evaluate the role of 
specific verb forms in the collocational patterns shown in Figure 5.7 above (using 
log transformed p-values of Fisher’s exact test, the cut-off point is determined at 
> 1.3/< -1.3 for attraction and repulsion respectively; for more details on the proce-
dure, see section 3.3.3, Stefanowitsch and Gries 2005). 
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Table 5.3: Verb forms attracting null subjects ICE-IN

IN Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

means 6 35 41 41.322
asked 2 3 5 3.019
sit 2 3 5 3.019
try 2 3 5 3.019
got 31 7 38 2.778
read 3 3 6 2.733
take 6 3 9 2.155
keep 6 3 9 2.155
puts 2 2 4 1.906
looked 2 2 4 1.906
see 18 4 22 1.748
ask 3 2 5 1.697
comes 4 2 6 1.535
go 33 5 38 1.507
went 25 4 29 1.347

Table 5.4: Verb forms attracting null subjects ICE-HK

HK Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

go 34 12 46 5.79
take 12 5 17 2.939
look 10 4 14 2.38
is 235 23 258 2.144
speak 5 2 7 1.35
try 2 2 4 1.851
stay 2 2 4 1.851
spend 2 2 4 1.851
read 2 2 4 1.851
see 2 2 4 1.851

Table 5.5: Verb forms attracting null subjects GSSEC

SG Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

got 66 45 111 14.838
depends 2 12 14 9.472
can 117 47 164 9.146
cannot 19 17 36 7.074
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SG Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

don’t 200 54 254 5.461
understand 3 7 10 4.655
go 59 19 78 2.982
must 23 10 33 2.54
haven’t 10 6 16 2.189
remember 7 5 12 2.11
get 25 9 34 1.917
might 9 5 14 1.792

The varieties show different patterns concerning the collocational strength of 
individual verb forms with null subjects. The most extreme outlier is found in 
Indian English (Table 5.3), means, with an extremely strong association to null 
subjects. The remaining collocates in ICE-IN consist predominantly of forms of 
motion verbs (go, went, comes) and quotative verbs (asked, ask). The latter are 
possibly also associated with the second position in coreferential coordination 
(see Figure 5.9). 

The strongest collocate of null subjects in Hong Kong English is the verb form 
go (Table 5.4). Most instances are found in the second part of coreferential coor-
dination, with or without and (5.22). Typically, these are part of biographic narra-
tives, either of the speakers themselves, or of relatives, which present events in a 
linear order, or in the form of lists (5.23).

(5.22) He’s born in Macau and then Ø just go to Hong Kong <ICE-HK:001#10:A>
(5.23) They finish studying 
 Ø go to work <ICE-HK:028#387:A>

Most remarkable about the Hong Kong collocates is the rather strong association 
of the verb form is with null subjects, considering the absence of any forms of be 
amongst collocates of null subjects in the other varieties. With reference to Figure 
5.7, it is likely the specific it is-construction attracting null subjects rather than the 
lexeme be in general (5.21; see also section 4.4.1).

Singapore English has one extremely strong collocate, got, confirming the 
assumption that the high association of lexeme get to null subjects is at least 
partly due to the existential got-construction (Table 5.5). However, got in the pos-
sessive sense of “obtained, received” also combines with null subjects, a colloca-
tional pattern that is found for ICE-IN and ICE-GB as well (5.24, Table 5.3, Table 
3.2).

Table 5.5: (continued)
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(5.24) C  Treat them very well but they got six months’ bonus
 A My God, Ø got six months’ bonus  <GSSEC:013#422–423>

Singapore English is the only Asian variety at least partly sharing the preference 
of British English for null subjects with specific negated verb phrases (haven’t, 
don’t and especially cannot, 5.25). 

(5.25) A You can practice in your husband’s car right?
 B Nicely caught, Ø catch you and Ø ban you
 A I mean your carpark ah
 B Ø Cannot.
 A Ø Cannot?
 B Ø Cannot. <GSSEC:062#362–372>

However, cannot is used rather idiosyncratically in Singapore English (see also 
section 5.5.4). Even more common is the co-occurrence of null subjects with the 
non-negated form can in the GSSEC (5.26). 

(5.26) B Ii also want to apply
 A Øi Can ah.
  I’m sure youi can <GSSEC:012#34–36>

Must and might are further modal verbs prone to null subjects in Singlish. Overall, 
as hinted in Figure 5.7, Singlish has a set of verb forms that show relatively strong 
association with null subjects, especially compared to Indian and Hong Kong 
English, where, with the exception of single outliers, the p-values, and thus the 
collocational strength, for collocates of null subjects are significantly lower. The 
following tables show verb forms significantly repelling null subjects (i.e. with a 
log-transformed p-value < -1.3).

While lemmas and verb forms attracted to null subjects show clear differ-
ences and seem to be rather variety specific, repulsion of null subject concen-
trates on forms of the high-frequency primary auxiliaries be and, to a degree, 
have for all varieties (Table 5.6, Table 5.7). Singapore English additionally shows 
a strong aversion for null subjects with high-frequency psychological verbs like 
know, think and mean (Table 5.8) – a stark contrast to Indian English, where 
the lexeme mean is the single most influential attractor for null subjects on the 
lexical level.
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Table 5.6: Verb forms repelling null subjects ICE-IN

IN Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

’s 230 0 230 -4.767
is 224 2 226 -2.73
am 107 0 107 -2.028
was 183 2 185 -1.935
are 270 5 275 -1.769
’m 95 0 95 -1.644
have 263 5 268 -1.63

Table 5.7: Verb forms repelling null subjects ICE-HK

HK Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

’s 401 0 401 -9.157
are 179 0 179 -3.831
think 241 2 243 -3.376
’m 142 0 142 -2.912
’ve 68 0 68 -1.313

Table 5.8: Verb forms repelling null subjects GSSEC

SG Verb Form overt zero total logpvF

’s 367 1 368 -18.529
’ll 154 0 154 -8.116
was 174 6 180 -3.97
’m 106 2 108 -3.476
do 75 1 76 -2.784
know 50 0 50 -2.482
are 97 3 100 -2.421
’re 48 0 48 -2.302
think 67 2 69 -1.688
have 103 5 108 -1.682
didn’t 33 0 33 -1.561
mean 30 0 30 -1.374

Besides co-occurrence patterns of lemmas and verb forms with null subjects in 
general, Standard English exhibits lexically specific coordination patterns (see 
section 3.4.3.1, Figure 3.8 and Figure 3.9). Figure 5.8 and Figure 5.9 show the co-oc-
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currence patterns in the Asian data sets for first and second verb slot in coordina-
tions, respectively. 

Figure 5.8: Attraction and reliance scores of verbs in position AND1 Asian Englishes 

As observed for Standard English, the first verb slot in coordinations shows a 
strong tendency for motion verbs like go and come, especially in Singapore and 
Indian English. This association is even stronger than in ICE-GB, and shows that 
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usage patterns. On the other hand, see and get, strongly associated with the first 
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Singapore English. say is the most common quotative verb, with the exception of 
Indian English, which favours ask. However, for both positions the relatively low 
absolute number of overtly marked coordinations in the Asian Englishes limits 
the token numbers for this context, and consequently the more general validity 
of these observations. Overall, the co-occurrence patterns of individual lexemes 
with null subjects are idiosyncratic for the different varieties. An exception is 
found in the cases of get, or more specifically, got, and forms of do, which are 
encountered in several varieties investigated here. Verb forms disfavouring null 
subjects, on the other hand, are more likely to be shared across varieties.

Figure 5.9: Attraction and reliance scores of verbs in position AND2 Asian Englishes
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egory for the three Asian varieties (for the respective numbers for ICE-GB, see 
section 3.4.4, Table 3.3).

Table 5.9: Linguistic factors and token numbers Asian Englishes

Factors IN zero IN overt HK zero HK overt SG zero SG overt

S total 185 3,451 206 3,773 468 3,471

En
gl

is
h-

sp
ec

ifi
c

Coordination
n 152 3,431 159 3,732 422 3,447
y 33 20 47 41 46 24

Clause
main 175 2,485 168 2,557 386 2,508
subordinate 7 803 34 853 36 661
question 3 163 4 363 46 302

Position
1 48 730 51 1,032 220 1,228
2 24 704 28 1,104 75 799
3 6 387 23 443 29 408
x 107 1,630 104 1,194 144 1,036

Co
nt

ac
t

Person
first 61 1,650 52 1,800 159 1,191
second 18 566 28 684 102 793
third 106 1,235 126 1,289 207 1,487

Specific reference
ref 136 2,582 161 3,001 338 2,694
non-ref 49 869 45 772 130 777

Un
iv

er
sa

l

Switch reference
switch 56 1,443 42 1,778 191 1,770
partial 3 378 11 297 25 246
maintenance 126 1,630 153 1,698 252 1,455

Persistence
pronoun 118 3,058 137 3,250 366 2,928
NP 36 345 43 447 56 391
zero 31 48 26 76 46 152

Verb Type
lexical 139 831 102 841 178 920
psychological 23 426 38 671 63 597
auxiliary 17 1,622 45 1,742 123 1,385
modal 6 572 21 519 104 569

The three sections below present the logistic regression models for each of the 
Asian varieties in turn. For details on the statistical method and model evalua-
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tion, see sections 3.3 (descriptive statistics ICE-GB), 3.4 (full model ICE-GB), and 
3.5 (first person ICE-GB); the following analyses adhere to the same guidelines. 
The analysis in chapter 3 shows that first person pronouns follow different con-
straints than the full set of subject pronouns; therefore, separate models for this 
context are computed for the Asian varieties. A comparative evaluation of the 
Asian varieties, including a weighting of the factor subgroups English-specific, 
contact and universal is provided in section 5.6.

5.3 ICE India

This section discusses further issues relevant for null subjects in Indian English 
(section 5.3.1), followed by the logistic regression model for the full Indian data 
set (section 5.3.2), and a separate analysis for first person pronouns (section 5.3.3). 

5.3.1 Indian English: Extra-linguistic factors

Indian English is a collection of lects of varying proficiency and formality. The 
data in the ICE corpora represents the more educated formal speech variety, espe-
cially in L2 contexts (see also sections 4.3 and 4.4). Comparison of the null subject 
rate for the Indian data with a historically related variety reveals that it is similar 
to Mesthrie’s findings for South African Indian English acrolect (Mesthrie 1992: 
170).

ICE-India provides information on speaker gender, age, and L1 (see Hansen 
2018 for a critical discussion). The data in the present study contains 26 female 
and 19 male speakers with variable subject usage. Figure 5.10 shows the distribu-
tion of null subject rates between female and male speakers. 

Comparable to the age groups of ICE-GB (see section 3.3.2) the Indian data is 
divided into three age groups, 18–25 (9 speakers), 26–41 (26 speakers) and 42–50+ 
(10 speakers, Figure 5.11).

Both boxplots show that the distribution of null subject rates across these 
groups is rather uniform. Female and male speakers exhibit almost identical 
median deletion rates (on average, 5.9% zero for female, 5.2% for male speakers), 
and the female group only shows a slightly more diverse spread. There are no 
marked outliers in either group. The same is true for the different age groups. 
Older speakers show a slightly lower median deletion rate than the other age 
groups, but higher internal diversion. Chi-square tests confirm the lack of statis-
tical significance for differences between the gender and age groups (with χ² = 
0.06, df = 1, p = .81 for gender, and χ² = 1.53, df = 2, p = .47 for age).
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Figure 5.10: Percentage null subjects by gender ICE-IN

Figure 5.11: Percentage null subjects by age group ICE-IN

Another distinction is drawn between speakers of different substrate L1s. The 
present data mirrors the multilingual situation of the South-Asian subcontinent 
(Table 5.10, see also section 4.3.1). The 45 speakers provide the impressive number 
of thirteen different L1s. All of them indicate at least one additional language 
except English. Of the L1 languages, eight belong to the Indo-Aryan group, con-
tributing 15 speakers, four to the Dravidian language family, contributing 28 
speakers, and one to the Sino-Tibetan languages, contributing two speakers. 
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Table 5.10: L1 speakers ICE-IN

Language Speakers Language family

Bengali 3 Indo-Aryan (Eastern Zone)
Hindi 2 Indo-Aryan (Central Zone – Hindi)
Kashmiri 1 Indo-Aryan (Dardic)
Konkani 1 Indo-Aryan (Eastern Zone)
Marathi 4 Indo-Aryan (Southern)
Oriya 1 Indo-Aryan (Eastern)
Punjabi 1 Indo-Aryan (Greater Punjabi)
Urdu 2 Indo-Aryan (Central Zone – Hindi)
Kannada 9 Dravidian – Southern (Tamil-Kannada)
Malayalam 4 Dravidian – Southern (Tamil-Kannada)
Tamil 11 Dravidian – Southern (Tamil-Kannada)
Telugu 4 Dravidian – Southern (South-central)
Manipuri 2 Sino-Tibetan

Since there are not enough speakers of Sino-Tibetan languages in the data set 
to draw quantitative conclusions, the comparison is restricted to L1 speakers of 
the two major language families. While speakers of Indo-Aryan languages have 
a slightly higher null subject rate, Figure 5.12 shows that this difference is not 
significant; this is confirmed by a Chi-square test (with χ² = 0.41, df = 1, p = .52).

Figure 5.12: Percentage null subjects by L1 ICE-IN

In conclusion, none of the extra-linguistic factors investigated for ICE-IN provides 
further insight into the frequency of null subjects in Indian English. 
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5.3.2 Indian English: Logistic regression model

This section presents the logistic regression model for the Indian English data. 
Its validity is evaluated following the same procedure as for British English in 
section 3.4. After a discussion of the full model, the influence of single factor 
levels is weighted. The Wald statistics for the factor groups in ICE-IN show that 
the factor groups position and specific reference are not statistically significant 
(Table 5.11).

Table 5.11: Wald statistics of factor group significance ICE-IN

Factor group Chi-Square d.f. p

and 51.00 1 <.0001
Clause 33.47 2 <.0001
Position 5.55 3 0.1357
Person 19.70 2 0.0001
Specific reference 0.23 1 0.6316
Switch reference 13.44 2 0.0012
Persistence 79.52 2 <.0001
Verb type 138.09 3 <.0001

Total 307.98 16 <.0001

The remaining six factor groups have high statistical significance. A more parsi-
monious model for ICE-IN would thus omit these two factor groups; this minimal 
adequate model for ICE-IN is provided in Table B.16 in Appendix B. A compari-
son of the maximal and minimal adequate models shows that the reduced model 
does not perform significantly better than the full model (see Table B.17 in Appen-
dix B). For the present purpose of evaluating the influence of the given structural 
factors on subject realisation by comparing the model fit, factor weights and con-
straint rankings across varieties, the two non-significant factor groups are kept in 
the model (see Meyerhoff 2009).

The logistic regression model is a good fit for the Indian data: the Model Like-
lihood Ratio Test (LRT) is significant with p < .01. A C value > 0.9 speaks for out-
standing discrimination. The predictive power, indicated by the R² of 0.42, is also 
good. The test for overfitting reveals that optimism indexes are low (slope opti-
mism < 0.05, corrected C = 0.9, corrected R² = 0.39; the full output can be found in 
Table B.18 in Appendix B), the explanatory validity of the model beyond the given 
data set is thereby ensured. Multicollinearity is not an issue either: none of the 
estimated variance inflation factors exceeds 3 (Table 5.12). 
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Table 5.12: Estimated variance inflation factors ICE-IN

Factor level vif

and: y 1.62
Clause: subordinate 1.43
Clause: question 1.22
Position: 2 1.35
Position: 3 1.16
Position. >3 1.54
Person: second 1.39
Person: third 2.02
Reference: non-referential 1.75
Switch: partial 1.18
Switch: maintenance 1.46
Persistence: NP 1.6
Persistence: zero 1.12
Verb type: psychological 1.08
Verb type: auxiliary 1.09
Verb type: modal 1.06

Table 5.13: Logistic regression model ICE-IN

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.0652 2.0652 -7.729 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.6157 0.3663 7.142 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -2.473 0.428 -5.778 <.0001 ***
Clause: question -0.4143 0.6642 -0.624 0.5328
Position: 2 -0.5817 0.2916 -1.994 0.0461 *
Position: 3 -0.7833 0.4654 -1.683 0.0923 .
Position: >3 -0.2694 0.2331 -1.207 0.2272
Person: second 0.1685 0.3361 0.501 0.6162
Person: third 1.0874 0.2554 4.257 <.0001 ***
Reference: non-referential -0.1251 0.261 -0.479 0.6316
Switch: partial -2.3005 0.6532 -3.522 0.0004 ***
Switch: maintenance -0.0034 0.2202 -0.015 0.9877
Persistence: NP 1.3528 0.3095 4.370 <.0001 ***
Persistence: zero 2.9449 0.3468 8.493 <2e-16 ***
Verb type: psychological -1.1495 0.2916 -3.942 <.0001 ***
Verb type: auxiliary -2.8534 0.2794 -10.212 <.0001 ***
Verb type: modal -2.9677 0.4553 -6.519 <.0001 ***

Table 5.13 shows the full model for the Indian data, followed by a discussion of 
the influence of the different factor groups. Significance of individual factor levels 
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is indicated by asterisks. The discussion of the individual factor groups provides 
the Rbrul output of centred weights for the individual factor levels, and the range 
of the factor group as a whole. This output is based on the Rbrul and VarbRul 
standard sum coding, comparing the odds of a factor level with the mean of the 
whole factor group (Johnson 2009: 361, see also section 3.4). Among the statisti-
cally significant factor groups, coreferential coordination has a strong favouring 
effect on null realisation in Indian English (Table 5.14). 

Table 5.14: Results for factor group coordination ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

y 1.308 53 0.623 0.787 57
n -1.308 3,583 0.042 0.213

In fact, the majority (33 of 53) of coreferential coordinations found in Indian 
English have zero rather than overt pronouns in the second verb phrase of the 
conjunction. Considering the lexical co-occurrence patterns discussed in section 
5.2.2, which refer to coordinations both with overt and null subjects, it is remark-
able that most of the coordinations with null subjects are indeed of the type [ NPi 

motion verb + Øi verb ] (5.27), quite often even in combination with quotatives 
as the typical second constituent, i.e. [ NPi motion verb + Øi quotative ] (5.28), 
while coordinations with overt subjects do not follow this pattern to the same 
degree. 

(5.27) This lady this Rheka she came and Ø told me <ICE-IN:010#183:C>
(5.28) But their parents whenever I beat them <,>
 they came and Ø ask me  <,> purposely why. <ICE-IN:085#167:A>

The factor group clause behaves similar to British English, but its effect is even 
stronger in Indian English. Subordinate clauses strongly disfavour zero, while the 
effect of the clause type question is neither statistically significant, nor decisive 
in terms of absolute numbers (Table 5.15). 
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Table 5.15: Results for factor group clause ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

main 0.962 2,660 0.066 0.724 54
question 0.548 166 0.018 0.634

subordinate -1.511 810 0.009 0.181

In fact, overt subjects are almost categorical outside declarative main clauses, 
with rare exceptions in that-clauses (5.29).

(5.29) It was supposed to start from today 
 but the managing committee has asked <,> 
 that Ø give some more time  <ICE-IN:083#74:A>

The strongest effect within the factor group person is for third person pronouns. 
They have a strong favouring effect for zero compared to the reference level first 
person (Table 5.13). The factor weights show even more clearly that first person 
null subjects are avoided, and in fact less common than second person (Table 
5.16).

Table 5.16: Results for factor group person ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

third 0.669 1,341 0.079 0.661 26
second -0.250 584 0.031 0.438 

first -0.419 1,711 0.036 0.397

Unlike British English, second person has no such strong pronoun favouring 
effect; the factor weight is close to 0.5, and the factor level is thus not significant. 
In Indian English, first and second person pronouns behave more similarly, com-
pared to the relatively high subject omission rate of third person pronouns. This 
split resembles the system found in creoles like Bislama, allowing for null sub-
jects preferably in morphologically marked contexts. It is worth noting that by far 
the most favourable collocate for null subjects in ICE-IN, means, occurs in third 
person with null subjects exclusively, boosting omission rates for this context. 

The universal factor group switch reference is statistically significant Indian 
English (Table 5.17). 
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Table 5.17: Results for factor group switch reference ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

switch 0.768 1,499 0.037 0.683 51
maintenance   0.765 1,756 0.072 0.682

partial -1.533 381 0.008 0.178

However, its results are rather puzzling: both reference maintenance and full 
switch trigger null subjects, whereas partial switch has an extreme pronoun pre-
serving effect. While this can be explained by possible ambiguity in partial switch 
contexts, a stronger pronoun preserving effect would still be expected for a full 
referential switch.

The two most decisive factor groups for ICE-IN are persistence (Table 5.18) 
and verb phrase; both of them are even more influential statistically for Indian 
English subject omission than the factor group coordination. 

Table 5.18: Results for factor group persistence ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

zero 1.512 79 0.392 0.819 63
NP -0.080 381 0.094 0.48

pronoun -1.433 3,176 0.037 0.193

Preceding pronoun is a strong trigger for overt subject realisation. Both preced-
ing lexical NP, and especially preceding zero favour null subjects. Zero to zero 
priming is thus noticeably strong in Indian English, as found in sequences like 
(5.30).

(5.30) Ø Just rush up <,> 
 Ø prepare everything <,> 
 then Ø take our lunch <ICE-IN:030#152–153:A>

The interaction graph of the factor groups switch reference and persistence shows 
the blocking effect of partial switch on null subjects in all contexts, visible from 
the marginal amount of dots above the blue line for the respective columns. It 
also discloses the larger confidence interval, represented by the size of the grey 
bars, for this factor level compared to both full switch (s) and reference mainte-
nance (m), which show less internal variability (Figure 5.13, see also section 3.4.3 
for more information on interaction graphs). On the other hand, given the similar 
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likelihood of subject omission for both switch and maintenance, it is also obvious 
that this major distinction between full switch and reference continuity is not 
decisive for the significance of the factor group.

Figure 5.13: Interaction graph switch reference by persistence ICE-IN

Verb phrase is also a highly significant factor group for Indian English (Table 
5.19). The disfavouring effects on null subjects of both modal, and especially 
primary auxiliaries, are prominent.

Table 5.19: Results for factor group verb type ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

lexical 1.743 970 0.143 0.851 62
psychological 0.593 449 0.051 0.644

auxiliary -1.111 1,639 0.010 0.248
modal -1.225 578 0.010 0.227

Compared to lexical verbs, all other verb types favour overt pronoun expression. 
Indian English seems to be even more rigid than British English for this factor 
group. The interaction graph for the factor groups person and verb type reveals 
the strong association of third person pronouns with lexical verbs (Figure 5.14).
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Figure 5.14: Interaction graph verb type by person ICE-IN 

This is a partial explanation for the high omission rates of third person contexts. 
As for British English, auxiliary verbs do not omit pronouns in second person 
contexts at all. Additionally, first person zero in combination with modal verbs is 
not found in ICE-IN. Figure 5.14 also shows the patterning of first and second vs 
third person pronouns regarding the frequency of null pronouns, visible from the 
height of the lines indicating the median likelihood of omission.

As mentioned above, position is not statistically significant as a factor group. 
Concerning the different factor levels, it is remarkable that none of the posi-
tions have a strong pronoun favouring effect compared to initial position. This is 
evident from the factor weights that hover closely around 0.5, and the consequen-
tial low factor range (Table 5.20). 

Table 5.20: Results for non-significant factor group position ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

1 0.409 778 0.062 0.601 19
>3 0.139 1,737 0.062 0.535

2 -0.173 728 0.033 0.457
3 -0.375 393 0.015 0.407

The Indian English data also does not exhibit the same disinclination towards 
null subjects preceded by single items (position 2) as British English. The most 
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frequent expression preceding null subjects is initial then, often in linear narra-
tives or enumerations as in (5.31).

(5.31) Then Ø took over as principal of <,> a now college near Bijapur 
 <ICE-IN:026#10:A>

The factor range of referential status is even lower than for position (Table 5.21). 
The factor is clearly not relevant statistically, in spite of the topic-prominent con-
figuration of the substrate(s) of Indian English. 

Table 5.21: Results for non-significant factor group specific reference ICE-IN

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

referential 0.063 2,718 0.050 0.516 3
non-referential -0.063 918 0.053 0.484

The mosaic plot of referential vs non-referential pronouns shows that, apart from 
the higher overall token number of referential pronouns, they behave almost 
identical concerning the amount of null variants (Figure 5.15). 

Figure 5.15: Referential vs non-referential pronouns ICE-IN

The most frequent case of non-referential null subjects in ICE-IN is found in con-
nection with means, as in (5.32).
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(5.32) Otherwise if we don’t if I don’t teach Ø means I will be feeling very sad.  
 <ICE-IN:022#281:B>

Only thirteen out of 49 non-referential null subjects in the Indian data occur 
outside this lexically specific context. This leaves non-referential null subjects, 
which are frequently described for vernacular Indian English, a rather marginal 
phenomenon for the educated variety represented here. 

Figure 5.16: Predicted probabilities for factor levels ICE-IN 

A summary of the direction of effects within the factor groups is provided in the 
effect plots for the full model for ICE-India (Figure 5.16). Factor levels are indi-
cated on the x-axis, while the y-axis represents the predicted probabilities of null 
subjects in the respective context (see also section 3.4.4).
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5.3.3 Indian English: First person contexts

The Indian data set contains 1,428 first person pronouns in variable contexts, 
with an omission rate of 4.27%. As for the British data, questions do not exhibit 
any null first person pronouns. A further invariant context for first person pro-
nouns in the Indian data are modal verbs. Consequently, these factor levels are 
excluded from the analysis. These exclusions raise the omission rate considera-
bly from first person contexts in the full set (3.5%).

In the statistical evaluation of the factor groups, coordination, switch refer-
ence, persistence and verb type remain significant, while clause and position are 
not. The resulting regression model (Table 5.22) is significant in the Model LRT (p 
< .01), and shows excellent discrimination (C = .87) and explanatory value (R² = 
.38). 

Table 5.22: Logistic regression model first person ICE-IN

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.5324 0.2151 -11.773 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.0754 0.5139 4.038 <.0001 ***
Switch: partial -0.6056 1.1184 -0.542 0.5882
Switch: maintenance 1.5361 0.5064 3.034 0.0024 **
Persistence: NP 2.5734 0.7445 3.456 0.0005 ***
Persistence: zero 4.4727 0.5504 8.126 <.0001 ***
Verb type: psychological -0.9068 0.4466 -2.030 0.0423 *
Verb type: auxiliary -2.1607 0.4788 -4.513 <.0001 ***

All factor levels behave as expected, judging from the previous analysis: overt 
first person pronouns are strongly favoured by full, and even more by partial 
switch, and auxiliary verbs. As for the full model, persistence and verb type are 
the most influential factor groups. Zero to zero priming is even stronger for first 
person pronouns than for the full set in ICE-IN. There is no evidence, however, of 
a stronger pronoun favouring effect for psychological verbs in first person con-
texts compared to the full set. For Indian English null subjects, there are no clear 
differences in constraints between first person and the full data set, especially 
given the fact that the strongest constraints remain identical. 
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5.3.4 Short summary: Null subjects in Indian English 

The analysis of the Indian data has shown that the extra-linguistic factors gender 
and age do not significantly influence subject realisation. Furthermore, no differ-
ences between L1 speakers of the two major language families, Indo-Aryan and 
Dravidian, are attested.

The regression model is a very good fit for the Indian data. Both the full data 
set as well as the subset of first person contexts can be explained well by the 
respective models, and adhere to similar constraints in their distribution.

While the English-specific constraints coordination and clause type are 
statistically significant, their role is less decisive than in Standard English. The 
strongest effects are measured for the universal factor groups verb type and per-
sistence. The contact factors person but especially reference are more marginal 
in Indian English, and most likely concomitants of lexically determined prefer-
ences.

5.4 ICE Hong Kong

This section discusses further issues relevant for null subjects in Hong Kong 
English (section 5.4.1), followed by the logistic regression model for the full Hong 
Kong data set (section 5.4.2), and a separate analysis for first person pronouns 
(section 5.4.3).

5.4.1 Hong Kong English: Extra-linguistic factors

ICE Hong Kong includes information on speaker gender and age. While speaker 
age is provided, this category is not very useful for the subset of data under inves-
tigation here: in ICE-HK, the text type S1A (informal conversation) is dominated 
by young speakers, more specifically within the age group 21–25 (see also Hansen 
2018: 90–91). As indicated by their occupation status, most of them are part of 
the student population. Of the 35 speakers contributing to the present data set, 31 
fall into the age bracket 21–25; the remaining four speakers are divided between 
26–30, 41–45 and 60+ years, which makes a quantitative comparison between age 
groups not feasible. At first sight, none of the speakers older than 25 shows a 
particularly unexpected deletion rate.

The data in the present study contains 24 female and 11 male speakers with 
variable subject usage. Figure 5.17 shows the distribution of null subject rates 
between female and male speakers.
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Figure 5.17: Percentage null subjects by gender ICE-HK

The internal dispersion is slightly higher for the female group of speakers; both 
groups contain one outlier, i.e. a speaker showing an exceptionally high rate of 
null subjects. As for the British and the Indian data, there is no measurable dif-
ference between genders regarding the average frequency of null subjects (on 
average, 5.3% for female, and 5.9% for male speakers; the Chi-square test is not 
significant with χ² = 3.42, df = 1, p = .06). Given the changing proficiency rates in 
Hong Kong, an investigation including different age groups is desirable, poten-
tially revealing differences between learner features in the language of older, and 
incipient nativisation in the language of younger speakers.

5.4.2 Hong Kong English: Logistic regression model

This section presents the logistic regression model for the Hong Kong English 
data. After a discussion of the full model, the influence of the single factor levels 
is weighted.

The Wald statistics for the factor groups show that, as for the Indian data, 
position and reference are not significant (Table 5.23). As for ICE-IN, they are kept 
in the model for comparative purpose; the minimal adequate model for ICE-HK 
is provided in Table B.19 and Table B.20 in Appendix B. The remaining six factor 
groups have very high statistical significance. 
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Table 5.23: Wald statistics of factor group significance ICE-HK

Factor group Chi-Square d.f. p

and 71.28 1 <.0001
Clause 9.42 2 0.0090
Position 7.72 3 0.0521

Person 39.09 2 <.0001
Specific reference 3.36 1 0.0668
Switch reference 26.97 2 <.0001
Persistence 30.12 2 <.0001
Verb type 63.47 3 <.0001

Total 309.95 16 <.0001

Table 5.24: Estimated variance inflation factors ICE-HK

Factor level vif

and: y 1.27
Clause: subordinate 1.18
Clause: question 1.12
Position: 2 1.37
Position: 3 1.35
Position. >3 1.82
Person: second 1.48
Person: third 1.74
Reference: non-referential 1.53
Switch: partial 1.43
Switch: maintenance 1.51
Persistence: NP 1.38
Persistence: zero 1.06
Verb type: psychological 1.18
Verb type: auxiliary 1.27
Verb type: modal 1.15

The logistic regression model is a good fit for the Hong Kong data: the Model LRT 
is significant with p < .01, a C value of 0.84 speaks for excellent discrimination. 
The predictive power, indicated by the R² of 0.28, is considerably lower than the 
value for the ICE-IN regression model. The test for overfitting reveals that opti-
mism indexes are low (slope optimism < .05, corrected C = 0.83, corrected R² = 
0.26; the full output can be found in Table B.21 in Appendix B), the explanatory 
validity of the model beyond the given data set is thereby ensured. Multicollinear-
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ity is not an issue either: none of the estimated variance inflation factors exceeds 
3 (Table 5.24).

Table 5.25 below shows the full model for the Hong Kong data, followed by 
a discussion of the influence of the different factor groups. Significance of factor 
levels is indicated by asterisks; factor groups marked non-significant in Table 5.23 
are provided in square brackets.

Table 5.25: Logistic regression model ICE-HK

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -3.7674 0.2828 -13.323 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.4535 0.2906 8.443 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -0.4462 0.2220 -2.010 0.0444 *
Clause: question -1.3816 0.5509 -2.508 0.0122 *
[Position: 2] -0.4562 0.2547 -1.791 0.0733 .
[Position: 3] 0.2573 0.2817 0.913 0.3611
[Position: >3] 0.1680 0.2179 0.771 0.4407
Person: second 0.6434 0.2741 2.347 0.0189 *
Person: third 1.3173 0.2123 6.204 <.0001 ***
[Reference: non-referential] 0.4275 0.2332 1.833 0.0668 .
Switch: partial 0.2460 0.3891 0.632 0.5272
Switch: maintenance 1.0271 0.2109 4.871 <.0001 ***
Persistence: NP 0.6650 0.2323 2.863 0.0042 **
Persistence: zero 1.5970 0.3168 5.041 <.0001 ***
Verb type: psychological -0.5899 0.2285 -2.581 0.0099 **
Verb type: auxiliary -1.5038 0.2059 -7.303 <.0001 ***
Verb type: modal -1.3748 0.2795 -4.919 <.0001 ***

Among the statistically significant factor groups, coreferential coordination has 
a strong favouring effect on null realisation in Hong Kong English. It exhibits the 
highest statistical significance, and the broadest factor range (Table 5.26). 

Table 5.26: Results for factor group coordination ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

y 1.227 88 0.534 0.773 55
n -1.227 3,891 0.041 0.227

In fact, a slight majority (47 of 88) of coreferential coordinations found in Hong 
Kong English have zero rather than overt pronoun in the second verb phrase of 
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the conjunction. The strongest collocational relation to this position is found for 
the modal verb can (5.33).

(5.33)  I want to be a doctor because they have a standard job
 and Ø can earn more money
 and Ø can save people’s life.
 <ICE-HK:085#18:A>

The order of factors within the factor group clause is parallel to the ranking found 
for British English, but the overall effect of the factor group is not as strong in 
Hong Kong English (Table 5.27). 

Table 5.27: Results for factor group clause ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

main 0.609 2,725 0.062 0.648 33
subordinate 0.163 887 0.038 0.541

question -0.772 367 0.011 0.316

Questions have a clear pronoun preserving effect, while subordinate clauses 
show only a very weak effect towards overt pronouns. This can be explained by 
the marked propensity of Hong Kong English towards null subjects in relative 
clauses (see also sections 4.3.2 and 5.1.3). This higher likelihood of null subjects 
in subordinate clauses is not observed in the Indian data. The weakening of this 
superstrate-induced structural constraint in Hong Kong English is thus not nec-
essarily a feature of contact or Asian varieties in general, but rather due to an 
idiosyncratic variety-specific shift in a certain type of subordinate clause. Outside 
relative clauses, Hong Kong English exhibits a number of null subjects in subor-
dinate clauses introduced by I think (5.34), commonly in combination with the it 
is-construction (5.35).

(5.34) I think Ø teach one class English <ICE-HK:084#327:A>
(5.35) But I think Ø is quite crowd in Hong Kong University <ICE-HK:021#375:A>

The contact factor person is highly significant for Hong Kong English. The strong-
est effect is observed for third person pronouns, which strongly favour zero, 
especially compared to first person pronouns. This constitutes a deviance from 
the superstrate system, where first and third person are more similar concerning 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



ICE Hong Kong   191

their likelihood of omission, and a remarkable parallel to the equivalent observa-
tion on ICE-IN (Table 5.28).

Table 5.28: Results for factor group person ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

third 0.664 1,415 0.089 0.66 32
second -0.010 712 0.039 0.497

first -0.654 1,852 0.028 0.342

First person contexts have a strong pronoun favouring effect in Hong Kong 
English, they are least likely to permit null subjects. Like in Indian English, 
there is no distinct pronoun preserving effect found for second person contexts. 
Section 5.2.2 shows that the third person verb form is acts as an influential trigger 
for null subjects in ICE-HK. This collocate is possibly a partial explanation for the 
effect of the factor group person. Another plausible interpretation is the assump-
tion of a creole-like split system of pronoun drop, found predominantly with the 
morphologically most transparent verb forms, a hypothesis that needs further 
investigation to be evaluated conclusively (see section 4.2). 

The universal factor groups switch reference (Table 5.29) and persistence 
(Table 5.30) are statistically significant in Hong Kong English. 

Table 5.29: Results for factor group switch reference ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

maintenance 0.603 1,851 0.083 0.646 25
partial -0.178 308 0.036 0.456

switch -0.424 1,820 0.023 0.395

The effects of the individual factor levels present as expected: reference conti-
nuity favours null subjects, while full switch favours overt pronouns. This is in 
accordance with cognitive principles of information management that predict 
less overt material for the encoding of more predictable referents (see section 
2.1.2). Partial switch shows no influence in either direction, and is thus not signif-
icant as a factor level.
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Table 5.30: Results for factor group persistence ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

zero 0.843 102 0.255 0.699 38
NP -0.089 490 0.088 0.478

pronoun -0.754 3,387 0.040 0.32

Preceding pronoun is a strong trigger for overt subject realisation. Both preced-
ing lexical noun phrase, and especially preceding zero, favour null subjects. 
Figure 5.18 shows that the priming effect of immediately preceding null subjects 
is strongest in combination with continuous reference (m). This clear correlation 
is a marked contrast to both ICE-GB (Figure 3.13) and ICE-IN (Figure 5.13), where 
the omission-triggering effect of persistence is less dependent on reference con-
tinuity.

Figure 5.18: Interaction graph switch reference by persistence ICE-HK

As for Indian English, verb type is one of the most significant factor groups for 
Hong Kong English. Following the general tendency observed so far, null subjects 
are most likely with the least specific category lexical verbs. Compared to lexical 
verbs, all other verb types favour overt pronoun expression (Table 5.31). 
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Table 5.31: Results for factor group verb type ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

lexical 0.867 943 0.108 0.704 36
psychological 0.277 709 0.054 0.569

modal -0.508 540 0.039 0.376
auxiliary -0.637 1,787 0.025 0.346

The most prominent effect is found for modal and primary auxiliaries, both trig-
gering overt pronouns, although the effect is not as marked as in Indian English. 
As shown in Figure 5.19, null subjects with auxiliaries are predominantly found 
in third person contexts, and absent entirely in connection with second person 
pronouns. The dominance of third person zero in auxiliary contexts is based on 
the prevalence of subject omission in the it is-construction in Hong Kong English 
(see also section 4.4.1). The general preference for third person omission in Hong 
Kong English is visible for all verb types.

Figure 5.19: Interaction graph verb type by person ICE-HK

As mentioned above, position is not statistically significant as a factor group in 
Hong Kong English. Concerning the constraint ranking within this group, it is 
remarkable that initial position has no favouring zero effect at all. Like in ICE-GB, 
second position is most strongly triggering overt pronouns (Table 5.32).
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Table 5.32: Results for non-significant factor group position ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

3 0.265 466 0.049 0.566 18
>3 0.176 1,298 0.080 0.544

1 0.008 1,083 0.047 0.502
2 -0.448 1,132 0.025 0.39

Referential status is not relevant statistically (Table 5.33). Given the topic-promi-
nent configuration of the local substrates, this is rather unexpected. Considering 
that of 45 non-referential zero pronouns, 18 are instances of non-referential it is, 
it is obvious that this type of null subject is marginal and not influential beyond 
this specific context in Hong Kong English. 

Table 5.33: Results for non-significant factor group specific reference ICE-HK

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

non-referential 0.214 817 0.055 0.553 11
referential -0.214 3,162 0.051 0.447

Although specific reference is not significant as a factor group in isolation, fol-
lowing the WAVE ratings on referential and non-referential it is-constructions, its 
repercussion is expected to be visible in different behaviour of these two types 
(see section 4.3.2). 
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However, such an effect is not attested for the data investigated here. The mosaic 
plot shows that subject omission is equally common for referential and non-ref-
erential it is (Figure 5.20).

A summary of the direction of effects is provided in the effect plots for the full 
ICE-HK model (Figure 5.21). 

Figure 5.21: Predicted probabilities for factor levels ICE-HK
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group person (Figure 5.21 above), this rate is significantly lower than the null 
subject rate of 5.18% for all persons. As for the British and Indian data, questions 
in ICE-HK do not exhibit any null first person pronouns; all other relevant factor 
levels are included. 

In the analysis of the remaining six factor groups, coordination, clause, 
switch reference, persistence and verb type remain significant, while position is 
not. The resulting regression model (Table 5.34) is significant in the model LRT (p 
< .01), and shows very good discrimination (C = 0.83) and explanatory value (R² 
= 0.25).

Table 5.34: Logistic regression model first person ICE-HK

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.5794 0.2371 -10.877 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.3157 0.4933 4.694 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -0.8016 0.4625 -1.733 0.0831 .
Switch: partial 1.0094 0.6249 1.615 0.1062
Switch: maintenance 1.6900 0.4979 3.394 <.0001 ***
Persistence: NP 2.0340 0.5304 3.835 <.0001 ***
Persistence: zero 2.8910 0.5183 5.578 <.0001 ***
Verb type: psychological -1.4426 0.4146 -3.479 0.0005 **
Verb type: auxiliary -1.9150 0.4749 -4.032 <.0001 ***
Verb type: modal -1.8953 0.6308 -3.004 0.0027 **

As for the full model, coordination and persistence are the most influential factor 
groups. While the effect of persistence is stronger for first person, the direction 
of effects remains constant for both factor groups. Verb type continues to act as 
a significant predictor for the subset of first person pronouns. There is no clear 
evidence, however, of a distinct pronoun favouring effect for psychological verbs 
in first person contexts; although the pronoun-favouring effect is stronger than 
for the full model, this context remains the second most likely for first person 
pronoun omission as well, following lexical verbs, but permitting more null sub-
jects than both primary and modal auxiliaries. For Hong Kong English null sub-
jects, there are no clear differences in constraints between first person and the 
full data set. While the strength of effects varies for persistence and the factor 
level psychological verb, the significance of the factor groups, and the direction 
of effects remains constant.
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5.4.4 Short summary: Null subjects in Hong Kong English

The analysis of the Hong Kong data has shown that the extra-linguistic factor 
gender does not significantly influence subject realisation. The distribution 
of speakers from different age groups in the present data set is not suitable for 
further analysis of this factor, but clarifies that the results obtained here are rep-
resentative for a specific subset of Hong Kong English, the educated speech of a 
fairly young student population.

The regression model is a good fit for the Hong Kong data, although both 
the concordance index and especially the amount of variation explained by the 
model are lower than for Indian English, for both the full set and first person 
contexts.

The reported preference of Hong Kong English for null subjects in relative 
clauses can be confirmed for the present data, as well as the tendency for subject 
drop in both referential and non-referential it is-constructions. The strongest 
effects are measured for the factor groups coordination, verb type, and person, 
each one representing one of the subclasses English-specific, universal, and 
contact. The remaining English-specific factors, clause and position, have rela-
tively little influence on subject omission, the substrate factor reference is even 
less significant. Concerning these subgroups of factors, there is thus no clear 
pattern for the origins of Hong Kong English null subjects. 

5.5 Grammar of Spoken Singapore English Corpus

This section discusses extra-linguistic factors relevant for null subjects in Singa-
pore English (section 5.5.1), followed by the logistic regression model for the full 
Singapore English data set (section 5.5.2), and a separate analysis for first person 
pronouns (section 5.5.3). The extensive structural divergence of Singapore English 
from its superstrate demands a complementary perspective on Singlish null sub-
jects, provided by an analysis of various replicated substrate constructions and 
discourse-level features influencing subject pronoun realisation (section 5.5.4).

5.5.1 Singapore English: Extra-linguistic factors

ICE-Singapore does not provide any sociolinguistic speaker information. The 
analysis thus focusses on those files within the conversation sub-corpus of 
ICE-SG also contained in the Grammar of Spoken Singapore English Corpus 
(GSSEC), with supplemental GSSEC files to match the word number of the other 
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data sets (see also section 1.3). Concerning speaker age, given the provenance of 
the GSSEC data collection as part of a course assignment at university, the major-
ity of the speakers consists of a relatively young student population, similar to the 
group sampled for ICE-HK (Lim and Foley 2004: 11–12). While there is no further 
detailed information on speaker gender and age available, the GSSEC contains 
information on speaker ethnicity (on the role of ethnic groups in the Singaporean 
speech community, see section 4.3.3). 

The data in the present study contains speakers of all three major ethnic 
groups, 16 Chinese (C), 13 Malay (M), and 18 Indian (I). Figure 5.22 shows the dis-
tribution of null subject rates between speakers of the three ethnic groups.

Figure 5.22: Percentage null subjects by ethnic group GSSEC

Malay speakers exhibit the lowest subject omission rates overall, Indian speakers 
the highest, with Chinese speakers in between. Each ethnic group contributes 
one outlier speaker with extraordinarily high amounts of null subjects. Further-
more, Chinese speakers behave most homogenously compared to the other two 
groups. However, differences between these three groups are miniscule and not 
statistically significant. This is confirmed by a Chi-square test, and the observa-
tion that the factor levels show almost identical results in a logistic regression 
model with ethnicity as random intercept (the Chi-square test is not significant 
with χ² = 1.93, df = 2, p = .38; a mixed-effects model with ethnic group as a random 
intercept is provided in Table B.22 in Appendix B). This is further substantiation 
of insights by Deterding and Poedjosoedarmo (1996) and Lim (2001) on the lack of 
grammatical differentiation between ethnic groups in Singapore English, which 
is rather found in pronunciation (see also section 4.3.3).
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5.5.2 Singapore English: Logistic regression model

This section presents the logistic regression model for the Singapore English 
data. After a discussion of the full model, the influence of the single factor levels 
is weighted.

Table 5.35: Wald statistics of factor group significance GSSEC

Factor group Chi-Square d.f. p

and 91.19 1 <.0001
Clause 28.66 2 <.0001
Position 32.43 3 <.0001
Person 5.10 2 0.0779
Specific reference 32.20 1 <.0001
Switch reference 7.46 2 0.0240
Persistence 27.74 2 <.0001
Verb type 45.08 3 <.0001

Total 248.25 16 <.0001

The Wald statistics for the factor groups show that, unlike in Indian and Hong 
Kong English, person is not a significant factor group for variable subject real-
isation in Singapore English (Table 5.35). As for ICE-IN and ICE-HK, the factor 
group is kept in the model for comparative purpose; the minimal adequate model 
for Singapore English is provided in Table B.23 and Table B.24 in Appendix B. 
The remaining seven factor groups have high statistical significance. The logistic 
regression model is not a particularly good fit for the Singlish data: while the 
Model LRT is significant with p < .01, a C value of 0.7 indicates barely “acceptable 
discrimination” (Levshina 2015: 259). The predictive power, indicated by the R² of 
0.14, is very poor. Bootstrapping yields a slope optimism of .06, corrected C = 0.7, 
and a corrected R² = 0.12 (the full output can be found in Table B.25 in Appendix 
B). Multicollinearity is not an issue for the Singlish data set: none of the estimated 
variance inflation factors exceeds 3 (Table 5.36).

Table 5.36: Estimated variance inflation factors GSSEC

Factor level vif

and: y 1.19
Clause: subordinate 1.18
Clause: question 1.23
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Factor level vif

Position: 2 1.16
Position: 3 1.14
Position. >3 1.44
Person: second 1.62
Person: third 1.77
Reference: non-referential 1.63
Switch: partial 1.2
Switch: maintenance 1.22
Persistence: NP 1.24
Persistence: zero 1.07
Verb type: psychological 1.25
Verb type: auxiliary 1.41
Verb type: modal 1.32

Table 5.37 below shows the full model for the Singlish data, followed by a discus-
sion of the influence of the different factor groups. Significance of factor levels is 
indicated by asterisks; factor groups marked non-significant in Table 5.35 above 
are provided in square brackets.

Table 5.37: Logistic regression model GSSEC

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.6706 0.1476 -11.316 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.7616 0.2892 9.549 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -0.6886 0.1971 -3.493 0.0005 ****
Clause: question 0.6531 0.1910 3.418 0.0006 ***
Position: 2 -0.6359 0.1466 -4.337 <.0001 ***
Position: 3 -0.9595 0.2170 -4.422 <.0001 ***
Position: >3 -0.4208 0.1389 -3.029 0.0025 **
[Person: second] -0.3332 0.1588 -2.099 0.0358 *
[Person: third] -0.2539 0.1389 -1.828 0.0676 .
Reference: non-referential 0.8381 0.1477 5.674 <.0001 ***.
Switch: partial -0.0534 0.2413 -0.221 0.8248
Switch: maintenance 0.2934 0.1143 2.567 0.0102 *
Persistence: NP 0.3976 0.1759 2.260 0.0238 *
Persistence: zero 0.9681 0.1925 5.028 <.0001 ***
Verb type: psychological -0.5643 0.1665 -3.389 0.0007 ***
Verb type: auxiliary -0.7828 0.1352 -5.789 <.0001 ***
Verb type: modal 0.0047 0.1426 0.033 0.9734

Table 5.36: (continued)
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Except for person, all factor groups are statistically significant, and almost all 
factor levels achieve low p-values, i.e. statistical significance, as well. However, 
the relatively low log odds show that the influence of the individual factor levels 
is of limited weight. This underlines the importance of model evaluation, not just 
by assessing the significance of individual factor groups and levels, but also by 
checking measures of overall model validity, and the range of the different factor 
groups (see also section 3.3.5). Among the statistically significant factor groups, 
coordination has a strong favouring effect on null realisation (Table 5.38). In fact, 
the great majority (46 of 68) of coreferential coordinations found in Singlish have 
zero rather than overt pronouns in the second verb phrase of the conjunction. 
However, almost ten times as many null subjects (422) are still found outside this 
context, a stark difference to the distribution in ICE-GB, where 59 out of 130 null 
subject tokens are found in coordinated contexts (see also section 3.4.3). 

Table 5.38: Results for factor group coordination GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

y 1.36 68 0.647 0.796 59
n -1.36 3,695 0.111 0.204

Lexical preferences for the overtly marked coordinating construction in the 
GSSEC are remarkably similar to ICE-GB, with the lexemes go, say and get as 
strong collocates for the second verb slot in coreferential coordination (5.36, see 
also Figure 5.9, Figure 3.9).

(5.36)  a. You start working then you go and Ø go for BBDC 
  <GSSEC:031#196:A>

 b.  He put it on the heart and Ø say “what is what is that”
  <GSSEC:081#516:B>
 c.  He delivers and Ø get tips what 
  <GSSEC:056#119:A>

As for the other varieties in this study, the factor group clause is statistically 
significant for subject pronoun expression. However, in Singapore English the 
ranking of the factor levels is rather different (Table 5.39). 

In Singapore English, questions have the strongest favouring effect for 
pronoun omission, while main clauses show only a very weak effect towards null 
subjects. Subordinate clauses clearly favour overt pronouns. Still, based on the 
overall higher amount of null subject pronouns, more diverse instances of null 
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pronouns in subordinate clauses are attested in the GSSEC compared to the other 
corpora: null pronouns in subordinate clauses can be coreferential either with 
overt (5.37), or null subjects of the main clause (5.38), or constitute a switch in 
reference (5.39). 

Table 5.39: Results for factor group clause GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

question 0.660 343 0.131 0.659 32
main 0.017 2,741 0.136 0.504
subordinate -0.677 679 0.052 0.337

(5.37) Charles Dickens I read Christmas Carol that was that was cute 
 not too bad 
 so Ii think Øi can understand. <ICE-SG:090#402:B>

(5.38) 1 B Ii may not want to go to Ministry of Labour for my attachment 
2 A Why not
3 B Øi Don’t know whether Øi got time.
4 A Why Øi got no time?
5 Youi still got a lot of time <ICE-SG:032#185–190>

(5.39) So this is [a new doctor]i

 Shej went there
 Wah, [cute guy]i and all that
 Then Øj found out 
 Øi was Richard’s son. <GSSEC:013#723–726:C>

Lines 4 and 5 in (5.38) show that in this case got is not used as existential 
with dummy null pronoun, but as possessive with omitted first person subject 
pronoun, coreferential with the overt pronoun in line 1, and the omitted subject 
of the main clause in line 3. The strong tendency of questions towards null sub-
jects can be explained by the widespread use of question formation strategies 
replicated from Chinese varieties like the X or not question (5.40, see also section 
4.3.3), but also wh-in-situ questions without overt subject (5.41). As evident from 
(5.41 b.), Chinese question words occupy the place of the NP without movement. 
For wèi shénme (‘why’), the placement depends on the focus of the question 
(compare 5.41 c and d).

(5.40) Ø understand or not?  <GSSEC:112#88:A>
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(5.41) a. Zhāng zài shāng
chăng 

măi le liăng jiàn 
chènshān.

Zhang in market buy LE two CL shirt

‘Zhang bought two shirts in the market.’

b. Zhāng zài năr măi le liăng jiàn chènshān?

Zhang where buy LE two CL shirt

‘Where did Zhang buy two shirts?’

c. Wèi 
shénme 

zhāng zài shāng
chăng

măi le liăng jiàn 
chènshān?

why Zhang in market buy LE two CL shirt

‘Why did Zhang buy two shirts in the market?’

d. Zhāng wèi 
shénme 

zài shāng
chăng

măi le liăng jiàn 
chènshān?

Zhang why in market buy LE two CL shirt

‘Why did Zhang buy two shirts in the market?’

(adapted from Yip and Rimmington 2004: 353–354)

(5.42) Last time Ø go where ah? <GSSEC:058#440:B>
 Why Ø depends on results? <GSSEC:031#357:A>

Like in Hong Kong English, the weakening of the superstrate-induced structural 
constraint on the clause types permitting null subjects is at least partly due to 
a variety-specific shift in a certain type of clause, in the case of Singlish, ques-
tions. On the other hand, the relatively common occurrence of null subjects in 
subordinate clauses independent of referential continuity shows that Singapore 
English undermines this strong superstrate constraint more fundamentally than 
for example Hong Kong English, where the deviance is more restricted structur-
ally, and in terms of frequency. 

The third English-specific constraint, position, is significant for Singapore 
English subject realisation: as in ICE-GB, all positions except initial favour overt 
pronouns (Table 5.40).
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Table 5.40: Results for factor group position GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

1 0.529 1,379 0.157 0.629 25
>3 0.082 1,122 0.122 0.521

2 -0.118 831 0.088 0.47
3 -0.493 431 0.065 0.379

Initial null subjects in Singlish are frequently found in rather conventionalised 
expressions like seems, depends, don’t know, but also with can / cannot. The 
latter three are commonly used as complete utterances. 

The substrate-inspired factor group specific reference is clearly significant 
for Singapore English, with non-referential pronouns showing a stronger ten-
dency for omission (Table 5.41). 

Table 5.41: Results for factor group specific reference GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

non-referential 0.42 849 0.143 0.604 21
referential -0.42 2,914 0.114 0.396

Got is used regularly as existential marker, usually without overt non-referen-
tial subject (5.43). As observed by (Leimgruber 2009: 59), the mixed construction 
there + got is attested as well. It is not especially frequent, however, and tends to 
carry locative meaning (5.44).

(5.43) Maybe they make one extra class on that day
 Ah, ok Ø got one extra class ah July <GSSEC:031#271–272>
(5.44) Oh ya next time I buy myself in Boston
 There got shoes and everything  <ICE-SG:021#253–254:A>

In Leimgruber’s data, the use of existential got is a clear marker of informal lan-
guage use; it amounts to only 5% of all existentials in the formal, but to 32% 
of existentials in the informal speech situation (Leimgruber 2013: 78), the same 
amount is found in the present data set (see also section 5.1.6). Existential got is 
another example of a construction-specific weakening of a more general struc-
tural constraint predetermined by the superstrate configuration.
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While the universal factor switch reference is influential in Indian and Hong 
Kong English, it only shows limited influence on null subjects in Singapore 
English (Table 5.42).

Table 5.42: Results for factor group switch reference GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

maintenance 0.244 1,629 0.151 0.561 10
switch -0.078 1,876 0.098 0.48
partial -0.166 258 0.093 0.459

The direction of effects within this factor group mirrors the observations made 
in section 4.1.3 on Chinese: reference continuity slightly favours null subjects, 
a full referential switch has a weak, partial switch a slightly stronger pronoun 
favouring effect.

The effect of persistence is also a lot weaker in Singapore than in Hong Kong 
and especially Indian English. Confirming the direction of effect found for ICE-HK 
and ICE-IN, both preceding zero and preceding NP favour null pronouns, com-
pared to the reference level preceding pronoun. A more detailed discussion of 
clusters of null subjects and their relation to persistence is provided in section 
5.5.4 below.

Table 5.43: Results for factor group persistence GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

zero 0.491 197 0.234 0.62 23
NP -0.028 429 0.131 0.493

pronoun -0.464 3,137 0.112 0.386

The effect of verb phrase presents rather different in Singlish from the other vari-
eties (Table 5.44). Psychological and especially primary auxiliary verbs strongly 
disfavour pronoun omission, albeit to a lesser degree than in the other Asian Eng-
lishes. The weaker effect of auxiliary verbs on overt subject expression is possibly 
related to the widespread use of zero copula in Singlish, often in combination 
with subject omission (see also section 5.5.4 below).
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Table 5.44: Results for factor group verb type GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

modal 0.355 641 0.156 0.588 19
lexical 0.319 1,069 0.161 0.579

psychological -0.269 624 0.095 0.433
auxiliary -0.406 1,429 0.086 0.4

The highest deviance from the other varieties in this study is found for modal 
verbs, which show the strongest tendency of all verb types towards null subjects 
in Singlish (see also Table 5.8). Examples include cases in utterance initial posi-
tion familiar from British English (5.45), but also more idiosyncratic expressions 
(5.46). (5.46 a) and (5.46 b) show non-initial null subjects, both in combination 
with null objects of the lexical verbs, while the null subject in (5.46 c) occurs in a 
subordinate clause, and is coreferential with the null subject of the introductory 
main clause.

(5.45) a.  Ø can’t be bothered <GSSEC:051#305:a>
 b. Ø should be no problem <GSSEC:077#55:a>
(5.46) a.  Yah lor, later Ø can buy Ø lor  <GSSEC:051#305:a>
 b. No later Ø must finish Ø man <GSSEC:011#329:b>
 c. Ø don’t know whether Ø should call my cousin 
  <GSSEC:058#195:a>

As mentioned above, person is not statistically significant as a factor group (Table 
5.45). In stark contrast to Indian and Hong Kong English, first person contexts are 
most favourable for Singapore English null subjects; the effect of the factor level 
is, however, barely significant.

Table 5.45: Results for non-significant factor group person GSSEC

factor logodds tokens % zero centred factor weight range

first 0.217 1,287 0.122 0.554 9
third -0.064 1,593 0.124 0.484

second -0.154 883 0.113 0.462

The interaction graph of the factor groups person and verb type (Figure 5.23) 
shows that, especially compared to other varieties (Figure 5.14, Figure 5.19), there 
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is less obvious correlation between persons and specific verb types, both for overt 
and null pronouns. 

Figure 5.23: Interaction graph verb type by person GSSEC

Combinations not attested at all in other varieties, such as first person zero with 
modal verb (5.47), or second person zero with primary auxiliaries (5.48), are used 
regularly in the GSSEC.

(5.47) C What youi mean youi cannot finish?
 A Wei were like just nice you see
  So at the most Øi can only finish one and a half
  <GSSEC:056#104:A>
(5.48) Ø don’t want to buy Punjabi suit? <GSSEC:062#1154:C>

A summary of the direction of effects is provided in the effect plots for the full 
GSSEC model (Figure 5.24).
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Figure 5.24: Predicted probabilities for factor levels GSSEC

5.5.3 Singapore English: First person contexts

The Singlish data contains 1,186 first person pronouns in variable contexts. Unlike 
British, Indian and Hong Kong English, Singapore English does not restrict the 
occurrence of first person null subjects structurally; the omission rate of 11.8% 
is thus identical to the omission rate of first person pronouns in the full set. Sin-
gapore English is the only data set in this investigation that contains null first 
person pronouns in questions (5.49).

(5.49) I also can, ah? 
 Ø Cannot ah three wives? <GSSEC:056#613–614>
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In the analysis of the full set of factor groups, coordination, position, persistence 
and verb phrase influence first person subject realisation significantly, while 
clause and switch reference do not. The resulting regression model (Table 5.46) 
is significant in the Model LRT (p < .01), but shows very poor discrimination (C = 
0.66) and explanatory values (R² = .08). 

Table 5.46: Logistic regression model first person GSSEC

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.6358 0.2015 -8.117 <.0001 ***

and: y 2.2544 0.6306 3.575 0.0004 ***
Position: 2 -0.7313 0.2818 -2.595 0.0095 **
Position: 3 -0.4930 0.3472 -1.420 0.1556
Position: >3 -0.4707 0.2411 -1.952 0.0509 .
Persistence: NP 0.2240 0.3092 0.724 0.4689
Persistence: zero 1.1061 0.2668 4.145 <.0001 ***
Verb type: psychological -1.1415 0.3185 -3.584 0.0003 ***
Verb type: auxiliary -0.2052 0.2255 -0.910 0.3628
Verb type: modal -0.1313 0.2734 -0.480 0.6309

As in the full model, coordination and verb type are the most influential factor 
groups for first person subjects. In the Singlish data, there is slight evidence of a 
stronger pronoun favouring effect for psychological verbs in first person contexts 
compared to the full data set. However, while the model diagnostics reported 
above suffer from the lower token numbers in all varieties investigated, this 
blatant loss of validity for Singapore English first person contexts renders further 
analysis of this subset rather futile.

5.5.4 Topic prominence in Singlish: Within and beyond the clause

As shown above, the distribution of null subjects can be reasonably well explained 
by a multivariate analysis of the structural factors under investigation here for 
British, Indian and Hong Kong English. According to the diagnostics measuring 
the validity of the regression model, this is not the case to the same degree for Sin-
gapore English. Given the rather poor explanatory value of the logistic regression 
for Singapore English null subjects, complementary approaches to the phenome-
non are explored. The aim of this section is to pinpoint characteristics of Singlish 
discourse structure that elude quantitative analysis. 
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5.5.4.1 Chinese-style topics
Observations by e.g. Ansaldo (2004, 2009), and Bao and Lye (2005) claim a 
typological shift of Singlish from the English subject-prominent to the substrate 
topic-prominent language type. As elaborated in section 4.1, this language type 
is known for the absence of non-referential pronouns and its free usage of null 
anaphora for both subject and object. The condition on the null realisation of ana-
phoric elements is described as “discourse recoverability” (Camacho 2013: 125), 
or referential givenness in context (Li and Thompson 1981: 658). Further diagnos-
tics of topic prominence are double NPs (5.50), a wider range of acceptable topic 
constituents, such as locatives (5.51) or temporals (5.52), and Chinese-style topics, 
semantically related to the direct object (5.53) or the whole comment clause, with 
(5.54) or without overt subject (5.55). These constructions are typically not found 
in subject-prominent languages, but all of them are attested in the conversations 
sampled in the GSSEC (see also section 4.1.2, Bao and Aye 2012).

(5.50) You know then my sister her stupid watch was slow by five minutes 
 <ICE-SG:015#131:A>
(5.51) Austria we’ll be there for six days <ICE-SG:017#324:C>
(5.52) Weekends they will open to public <ICE-SG:014#X384:A>
(5.53) Charles Dickens I read Christmas carols <ICE-SG:090#X402:B>
(5.54) But durian cake you must have the season ah <ICE-SG:006#93:A>
(5.55) Her Chinesei Øj don’t know what she’s saying Øj don’t understand Øi 
 <ICE-SG:007#187:1:A>

The topic NPs underlined above constitute the typical cases of designating 
the referent, or setting the frame of the propositional content expressed in the 
comment. Instead of morphological marking, as for example in Japanese, the 
topic is marked by word order in Chinese, and Singlish accordingly. While such 
topic-prominent languages inherently provide this structural initial position for 
topics in the form of nominal expressions, subject-prominent languages have to 
“create an adjunct position for it by means of locative marking or lexical speci-
fication” (Xu 2015: 402). The typical possessor-possessive relation of double NPs 
is illustrated by (5.50); a similar metonymic relation is present in (5.53) for the 
author and his work, and (5.55) for the speaker and her language or pronunci-
ation, while the relation is more indirect in (5.54). Variants following the sub-
ject-prominent pattern, e.g. with prepositional phrases as topics, are also part of 
the Singlish inventory.

English-style topics are attested in Singlish as well, and commonly serve to 
establish topic continuity (Ward and Birner 2004: 159). These topicalisation or 
fronting constructions are the result of movement operations, typically involving 
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the object noun phrase (see also section 2.2.1). The fronted element is anaphori-
cally related to overt or empty pronouns (5.56). According to Winkle (2015), both 
left dislocation and fronting are not exceptionally frequent in Singapore English. 
Like Chinese-style topics in (5.55), English-style topics frequently occur without 
overt subject pronouns (5.56).

(5.56) 1 B Sometime youi got the urge to take back organ
2 A Organj Øi don’t want Øj <GSSEC:058#91–92>

5.5.4.2 Topic chains
So far in this section, topic-prominent features of Singapore English have mainly 
been discussed on the clausal or sentence level. Another distinctive feature of 
topic-prominent languages are topic chains, which are linked to larger discourse 
units (see also section 4.1.2). These topic chains are especially common in linear 
narratives, which are embedded within several conversations in the GSSEC. Nar-
ratives typically feature central characters and present their fates and adventures 
in temporal or logical order, resulting in largely coherent reference in an event-fo-
cused unit of discourse (Travis and Lindstrom 2016: 118), so it is no surprise that 
they favour null pronouns. While this tendency towards zero anaphora in differ-
ent registers is also observed by Travis and Lindstrom (2016) in a comparison of 
English conversation vs narratives, and reported by Li (2014) for L2 Chinese, Li 
et al. (2012) find no significant effect for L1 Chinese. (5.57) presents the start of 
a topic chain in Singapore English. The narrative featured in the respective con-
versation presumably starts (shortly) before the recording; the recorded part still 
follows general principles of discourse organisation.

(5.57) So what happened was
 they had to hand in the project right
 So the deadline was tomorrow or something like that 
 <GSSEC:063#1–3>

The extract above sets the goal of the protagonists, as well as the temporal frame, 
with a formulaic expression as introduction. “They”, later elaborated as “these 
two guys”, two friends of the narrator, find themselves in a predicament familiar 
to all students. The rest of the narrative is concerned with the two central charac-
ters and their obstacles to handing in their project in time; “they” constitute the 
discourse topic, and are used as the anchor for a typical narrative topic chain in 
(5.58).
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(5.58) 1 A Theyi took a taxi
2 B Ok
3 A Øi Told the taxi man to go lah one of the roads behind the jungle
4 Øi Asked the taxi man to stop there
5 so that theyi can walk in lah <GSSEC:063#37–41>

This kind of topic chain is commonly used as textbook example, stressing the 
importance of uninterrupted reference continuity. According to Camacho (2013: 
30–31), intervening antecedents block zero anaphora in both discourse- and par-
tial-NSLs, in contrast to canonical-NSLs, where morphological licensing carries 
the identificational load. In this narrow configuration, a topic chain can be cap-
tured well by the factor groups switch reference and persistence, marked as the 
factor levels “reference maintenance” and “persistence: zero” respectively. 

While (5.58) above constitutes a rather straightforward narrative embedded 
into a conversational setting, dyadic or even triadic conversation is characterised 
by a much higher amount of referential shift and ambiguity. Still, ongoing zero 
anaphora reminiscent of topic chains is also found in Singlish conversational 
data (5.59). 

(5.59) 1 C Then on the second Ø got museum
2 B I don’t know whether it’s [museum or temples]i

3 A Temples uh
4 B Something I can’t remember
5 I don’t have such good memory
6 C Temple ah
7 A Øi Cannot be museum
8 Øi Must be temple uh
9 C Ø Got museum <ICE-SG:011#179–188>

The exchange above presents an ongoing discussion about the deictic reference 
of “it”. Discussing the destination on day two of a multi-day trip, line 1 presents 
the proposed referent (“museum”) in the subjectless existential got-construction. 
Speaker B questions the propositional truth of this statement, offering the alter-
native referent “temples”. Even though the antecedent is not clear concerning 
its actual referent, it is kept consistent, and zero anaphora is still possible in 
lines 7 and 8 by speaker A, who asserts “temple”, whereas speaker C insists on 
“museum” to be the correct referent (the question is never resolved conclusively 
in the transcribed conversation).

While referential continuity is a prime enabler for zero anaphora in narra-
tive topic chains as in (5.58), in natural conversation reference is usually shifting 
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quickly and continuously, and increasingly so with higher interactivity between 
speech participants. The presence of intervening antecedents pushes the bound-
aries of the rigidly delimited analytical categories defined for the quantitative 
analysis, especially those trying to account for linguistic context in the form of 
referential continuity of denotations, and structural persistence of formal means 
of expression. 

5.5.4.3 Discourse orientation and ambiguity
Besides the features discussed above, topic prominence, or pragmatic orientation 
of a language, entails a less rigid sentence structure, and demands more interpre-
tative work from the hearer (e.g. Huang 1984). Not only are Chinese-style topics 
a more open class semantically, they can also stand in an ambiguous relation to 
the verb phrase, which can only be resolved from the discourse context (5.60).

(5.60) a. Zhè jī bù néng chī le.
DEM chicken cannot table eat
‘This chicken cannot eat anymore (because it is sick)’

b. Zhè jī Ø bù néng chī Ø le
DEM chicken cannot eat LE
‘(one / you) cannot eat this chicken anymore’

(Loar 2011: 9)

The interpretation in variant a. requires a conflation of topic and comment with 
subject and predicate of the clause, i.e. the “chicken” in this case constitutes both 
the topic and the agentive subject of the clause. Variant b., on the other hand, pre-
sumes an empty pronoun acting as the implied generic subject of the comment 
clause. This clause provides information about the English-style topic “chicken”, 
which is anaphorically related to an empty pronominal in object position (see 
also 5.56). The corresponding structure is also found in Singlish (5.61, curiously 
enough with almost identical content as 5.60, see also Gil 2001 on Riau Indone-
sian).

(5.61) Two metre crab can eat one.
 <ICE-SG:085#391:A>

 a. This two metre crab can eat (some)one.
 b. (One / you) can eat this two metre crab / This two metre crab is edible.
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Again, variant a. constitutes an interpretation based on canonical English SVO 
structure, with an initial NP as agentive subject, and the indefinite pronoun one 
as direct object. However, one represents another instance of grammatical repli-
cation in Singlish, acting as a multifunctional marker of nominalisation (5.62), 
singulative, i.e. highlighting a unique property of the subject (5.63), as empha-
siser (5.64), and relative particle (5.65, Bao 2009, Wee and Ansaldo 2004: 68–71; 
see also section 4.3.3). 

(5.62) Cannot finish one.
 (Speaker tells addressee that the packet of peanuts he bought recently 
 contains so many that he has difficulty finishing them)
 (Wong 2005: 257)
(5.63) You always late one!
 (Wee and Ansaldo 2004: 70)
(5.64) You have to be very careful one. Otherwise, you will lose one. 
 (Wong 2005: 249)
(5.65) The boy pinch my mother one very naughty.
 ‘The boy who pinched my mother is very naughty’
 (Alsagoff and Ho 1998: 135)

The Singlish one-relative clause is a mixed structure, calquing the functions of 
Mandarin particle de on the English lexeme one, but following the English syn-
tactic pattern of post-nominal modification (Alsagoff and Ho 1998: 132–133). The 
interpretation in variant b. of (5.61) is strengthened by the common co-occurrence 
of the lexeme can with generic null subjects, such as (5.66). Instances of can and 
cannot without overt subjects contribute significantly to null subjects in Singa-
pore English; other modal auxiliaries are not used to the same degree (see also 
Table 5.5).

(5.66) The shell Ø can eat 
 ‘The shell can be eaten’
 (Wong 2014: 141)

Wong describes can, and its negated form cannot as “ubiquitous” in Colloquial Sin-
gapore English (Wong 2014: 139). Beyond overlapping functions with the English 
source expression, Singlish has further functions for its “cultural keyword”: can 
is commonly used in the place of could, presumably evoking “the impression of 
‘interest and involvement’”, compared to the more hypothetical and “detached” 
Anglo English version with could (Wong 2014: 144–145). According to Wong’s 
analysis, can is especially common in interrogatives and interrogative-directives. 
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The sociocultural implication seems to lie in the disregard for the addressee’s 
volition, compared to their ability to fulfil the request (Wong 2014: 171). Singlish 
can / cannot thus represents a higher degree of imposition in a request. (5.67) 
illustrates this pragmatic aspect of cannot, by contrasting the invariant tag can or 
not with the more literal use of cannot as answer.

(5.67) 1 B But then I mean it’s very difficult to to reject people whoa.
2 I never say anything <unclear> people call you already.
3 Hello Ø go to your house can or not?
4 Ø Cannot.
5 You say Ø cannot?
6 A No lah.
7 You say I’m not free. <ICE-SG:007#218–223>

Speaker B talks about the difficulty “to reject people”. Line 3 cites an inquiry or 
request by “people”; it is formulated without overt subject, and adds the invari-
ant tag can or not to inquire about the possibility of a visit at B’s place. However, 
the literal answer cannot, mirroring the structure of the tag, is deemed unaccept-
able, although it is obviously the preferred statement by B. Given the regular 
usage of this expression as a complete answer in Singlish, this unacceptability 
is not based on syntactic grounds, but rather on pragmatic reasons. Reassessing 
its acceptability by asking A, speaker A agrees that “cannot” is not a suitable 
response, suggesting the more indirect statement “I’m not free” as an alternative. 
This formulation shifts the emphasis away from the non-permission, onto the 
inability of the speaker to fulfil the request, an interpretation that is in line with 
Wong’s characterisation of Singlish can-requests described above. 

Although can and cannot are the most prominent of these expressions, 
(Wong 2005: 246) states more generally that “Singapore English speakers often 
use modals as abbreviations for sentences”, illustrated by (5.68). The context pro-
vided is “[t]he addressee is worried that the speaker may get hungry at night, but 
speaker tries to convince him otherwise. […] won’t may be expanded into ‘It won’t 
happen’” (Wong 2005: 246).  

(5.68) Won’t one la .
bù hùi de lă
not will DE LA

(Wong 2005: 246)
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This expression is one of many examples of a direct calque of Mandarin Chinese 
structure in Singlish.

Predicative adjectives, or zero copula, is another one of the features assumed 
to have transferred to Singlish (Ansaldo 2004: 135), and indeed, copula and aux-
iliary be omission is frequently encountered in Singlish conversations (5.69, see 
also section 5.1.1). 

(5.69) I Ø also scared <GSSEC:031#123:B> 

Given the blurred boundaries between the categories of predicative adjectives 
and stative verbs in Chinese (Ansaldo 2009: 141), it is likely that these contexts 
are included in the quantitative analysis of Mandarin Chinese; while this is not 
explicitly addressed in Jia and Bayley (2002), it is evident in (5.70) from Li et al. 
(2012). 

(5.70) Ránhòu nĭ shēngbing le Ø dōu. tèbié dānxīn
and you sick LE Ø all very worried

‘And when you were sick we were all very worried.’
(Li et al. 2012: 99)

However, Chinese does use overt copula for emphasis (Li and Thompson 1981: 
149–155), its lack is thus not fully categorical. Copula omission is variable in Sin-
gapore English as well; in fact, the majority of possible contexts occur with overt 
copula in Singlish (Ho and Platt 1993).

5.5.4.4 Repair
Anaphoric reference involves a tension between economy of production and 
clarity, i.e. the most explicit linguistic reference (Huang 1994: 216). Felicitous 
use of (zero) pronouns is thus dependent on the lack of referential ambiguity. 
Unresolved ambiguity in conversation usually results in repair strategies, either 
speaker- or self-initiated, or alternatively listener- or other-initiated, and con-
ducted by either speaker or listener (Wales 1996: 23). Self-initiated self-repair is 
the most common type, typically consisting of an explicit mention of the referent 
in the form of a full noun phrase (5.71, he is the reparandum-pronoun, the repa-
rans-NP is marked in bold, see also Huang 1994: 216–218).

(5.71) So although he realised Finn realises his dream of being an artist
 <ICE-SG:090#196:A>
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The bold part in (5.72) below illustrates other-initiated repair, requested (“you 
mean”) and conducted by the listener (contrastive pronoun he underlined,  
line 11).

(5.72) 1 A Everyone outside keeps thinking 
2 that I am always interested in all their sort of work 
3 as long as there are statistics involved
4 Ø Got one 
5 that wanted me to collaborate with him on <unclear> cancer
6 Ø Wants me to go into the cancer 
7 pull out all the cases uh that’s <unclear> cancer
8 and and relate it to hormonal level
9 B In this hospital
10 A Ya ya ya he’ll
11 B You mean he wants you to do the pulling out
12 A Ah yes yes yes
13 B Wow good you said no
14 A Ya I said no <ICE-SG:033#297–305>

Speaker A complains about being too busy professionally, singling out one col-
league among several (line 1 “everyone outside”) who keep adding to A’s work-
load. This individual is introduced via the existential got-construction in line 4, 
and elaborated by the following relative clause in line 5, a common pattern of 
referent introduction. This person is the obvious referent for the zero anaphora 
in line 6; its identification is aided by third person marking of the verb phrase. 
However, the interpretation of the canonical null subject of the infinitive in line 
7 seems more problematic, evoking the explicit request for clarification of the 
agent of the verb “pull” by speaker B in line 11. Similar to (5.67), the source of the 
unacceptability is based on pragmatic rather than syntactic reasons; speaker B 
primarily expresses their incredulity about the request.

These types of ambiguous anaphora occur in any naturalistic conversation, 
and obviously in Standard English as well (Wales 1996: 23). Although the poten-
tial for misunderstanding seems higher when zero anaphora is included as a 
regular option, such examples featuring explicit repair mechanisms are rare in 
the GSSEC. Moreover, like in (5.72) above, zero anaphors repeatedly appear in 
clusters. This is also illustrated by (5.73) below, where, besides multiple null sub-
jects, several instances of null objects (line 5, 10, 11) and zero copula (line 3) occur 
in close neighbourhood.

The conversation is concerned with timetables for the coming term, and how 
to get access to them. Lines 9, 10 and 11 constitute a cluster of three consecutive 
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null subjects. These are most likely coreferential, referring to speaker B, although 
line 10 and 11 also allow for a potential generic reading, discussing the location 
of the timetables in more general terms. 

(5.73) 1 B Uhm no Ii have a rough idea
2 but Ii must see whether they clash or not
3 A Timetable Ø out you know
4 B Is it
5 Who said Ø
6 A That’s how [name] knows his clash what
7 B Ii couldn’t access it from home
8 A Youi can go and get [a copy]j

9 B Øi Can go later lah
10 A Øi Take Øj from where
11 B AS Seven Øi can get Øj <ICE-SG:085#143–151>

5.5.4.5 Code-switching?
The frequent occurrence of such clusters of null subjects, commonly in combina-
tion with other features typical for the colloquial variant Singlish such as topical-
isation, or not question tags, null objects, wh-in-situ questions, lack of morpho-
logical marking, copula omission, and discourse particles, raises the question 
whether this is an instance of structural priming, as identified for English (see 
chapters 2 and 3), or whether they manifest instances of stylistic shifts, be it 
code-switching, or indexical usage of linguistic resources of either substrate or 
superstrate provenance (Leimgruber 2013: 113).

Another factor is the relatively high amount of idiosyncrasy for the Singa-
porean speakers. While there are only two speakers with invariant overt subject 
realisation (see section 5.2.1 above), compared to the other data sets the Singapo-
rean data exhibits higher internal variability of amount of null subjects, not only 
per conversation (see Figure 5.5 above), but also per speaker (Figure 5.25).

This is in line with Leimgruber’s (2013: 126) observation on the importance 
of analysing idiolectal speech to grasp the differences in situational use of lin-
guistic resources in dynamic, emerging varieties like Singapore English. On the 
other hand, compared to the L2 Asian varieties, British English also exhibits a 
higher amount of idiosyncratic behaviour in the form of numerous outlier speak-
ers, deviating significantly from the more typical speakers regarding their subject 
omission rate. Given the lack of proficiency issues as a possible explanation for 
the internal variation in Singapore English, this parallel can be seen as a further 
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indicator of L1 status, leading to higher internal diversification, compared to 
more standard-oriented L2 varieties (Schneider 2007: 18).

Figure 5.25: Comparison percentage null subjects by speaker

Seemingly random variation between standard and indigenised variants is also 
described by Lim and Ansaldo (2016: 53–55) for classroom speech of both students 
and teachers. Multilingual Chinese-English students “[show] a flow between 
Standard Singaporean English, Singlish and Mandarin, with a lack of neat, dis-
crete boundaries”. The determinant of this variation is found in the appropriate-
ness “in the interactional moment”, conditioned by the different learning tasks 
(Lim and Ansaldo 2016: 55). This interpretation is strengthened by observations 
on teacher speech, which show the teacher using standard features for utterances 
concerned with lesson organisation, while focus on teaching content triggers a 
higher amount of localised features (see also Alsagoff 2010). This dependence 
of subject realisation on the discourse situation mirrors findings on Mandarin 
Chinese null subjects, discussed in section 4.1.3.

5.5.5 Short summary: Null subjects in Singapore English

The analysis of the Singapore English data has shown that the extra-linguistic 
factor ethnicity does not significantly influence subject realisation, confirming 
observations by Deterding and Poedjosoedarmo (1996) and Lim (2001), who iden-
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tify ethnic differences predominantly for lexical and phonological features, espe-
cially intonation, but decidedly less for grammatical features. Speakers largely 
belong to the younger generation of Singlish L1 speakers (Lim and Foley 2004: 
11), and are thus not assumed to exhibit differences in proficiency. A comparison 
with older speech data, or with older speakers of Singlish, representing the L2 
stage of English in Singapore, is desirable, especially regarding the comparison 
with the L2 varieties Hong Kong and Indian English. 

The regression model is not a good fit for the Singlish data. For both the 
full data set as well as for the first person subset, the model evaluation yields 
poor diagnostic values for model discrimination, and the amount of variation 
explained by the model. Within their limited predictive power, the strongest 
effects are measured for the factor groups coordination and verb type, followed 
by the substrate-inspired factor group specific reference. Switch reference and 
person are least influential. There is no clear dominance of either subgroup of 
factors for Singapore English null subjects, although several cases of replica 
grammaticalisation are attested in the Singlish data (see Heine and Kuteva 2005: 
93), e.g. existential got, bare conditionals, X or not questions, and one as nomi-
naliser and relative particle.

Given the limited explanatory value of the regression model, section 5.5.4 
draws a larger picture of the widespread structural influence of topic-promi-
nent languages on Singlish, concluding that not all aspects of topic prominence 
are quantifiable through the analytical categories tailored to subject-prominent 
European languages. Finer-grained situational analysis, employed in indexical 
models like Alsagoff’s (2010) cultural orientation model and Leimgruber’s (2009, 
2013) analysis of stylistic variation in Singapore English can help to account for 
the “seemingly random variation” (Leimgruber 2013: 113) found in current Sin-
gapore English with regard to the frequency of null subjects, especially between 
individual speakers. Still, the comparative typological approach of the present 
study helps to identify and circumscribe the origins and structural contexts ena-
bling the occurrence of null subjects in the first place.

5.6 Summary and Discussion: Null subjects in Asian Englishes

For the sake of comparability, the analysis of null subjects in the Asian varieties 
necessarily adheres to the guidelines established for British English in chapter 3. 
Following the comparative variationist method, the blueprint regression model 
fitted for Standard English is projected onto the Asian Englishes to gain insight 
into the currency of variable rules for subject omission in the respective varie-
ties. The comparison of British English and the Asian Englishes is conducted in 
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chapter 6; this discussion provides an evaluation of the results presented in the 
preceding sections on the individual Asian varieties, including a comparison of 
the group of Asian Englishes (sections 5.6.1 and 5.6.2), and a contrastive look at 
linguistic constraints established for the topic-prominent, or radical NSL Chinese 
(section 5.6.3). 

5.6.1 Summary: Asian English null subjects

The tenet of variationist analysis is that rule-governed differences between gram-
matical systems can be observed through the quantitative variation of surface 
forms. A first insight is granted by divergence in the envelope of variation of the 
linguistic variable in individual varieties. Circumscribing the variable context 
is a crucial step in each variationist analysis. It requires a careful balance of 
excluding invariant, and therefore irrelevant contexts, and including variant, 
albeit less central contexts. It is these niches that constitute structural innova-
tions in contact varieties, and thus might prove particularly insightful, espe-
cially in comparative analyses. The relatively broad variable context defined for 
the analysis of British English in section 3.1 is justified by the observations in 
section 5.1: generally speaking, null subjects in Asian Englishes are less rigidly 
constrained by structural contexts than their Standard English counterparts (see 
also Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2014 on American English). As expected, Singa-
pore English is the most conspicuous maverick structurally, exhibiting numerous 
constructions that represent direct calques from the local substrates, including 
their preference for null subjects (see also section 5.5). However, all three Asian 
varieties show a number of productive categories for null subjects that are more 
peripheral for Standard English, especially concerning the category clause type, 
such as Hong Kong English relative clauses. Still, the divergent patterns in each of 
the three varieties concerning the wider envelope of variation cannot be unified 
into targeted influence of substrate configuration on specific contexts, but rather 
emerge as variety-specific constructions, gradually weakening the near-categori-
cal superstrate constraints. 

The descriptive account of the corpus findings in section 5.2 shows that the 
patterns of null subjects within the corpora differ with respect to the language-ex-
ternal factors conversation, individual speakers, and regarding collexemes. Across 
conversations, Indian English is more focussed than Hong Kong English and 
especially the Singlish data, which both show more heterogeneous behaviour. 
However, none of these factors significantly improves the multivariate models 
when added as random intercepts. On the other hand, null subjects are more 
widely attested in the Hong Kong and Singaporean speech communities, as indi-
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cated by the lower number of speakers with categorical overt subject realisation 
(see Figure 5.4) – null subjects seem to be a stable feature of the two Southeast 
Asian varieties. In terms of overall subject deletion rates, the Singlish data is 
closer in frequency to its substrates than the other two Asian varieties; Indian 
and Hong Kong English have almost identical deletion rates that are relatively 
close to those found in the British English superstrate. 

A common result of previous studies is the preponderance of structural 
over extra-linguistic factors influencing subject realisation. Accordingly, socio-
linguistic factors like age (tested for ICE-IN), gender (tested for ICE-IN and ICE-
HK), and (co-)L1 (tested for ICE-IN and the GSSEC) do not show a statistically 
significant influence in either variety. In dynamic situations of language contact, 
this provides further insights on the status of a structural feature in an emerg-
ing grammatical system: it seems null subjects are neither a change in progress, 
nor do they present an interference feature for learners of specific L1s. Age as a 
sociolinguistic factor is potentially more interesting for Singlish and Hong Kong 
than for Indian English – the linguistic situation in India is characterised as rel-
atively stable (see section 4.3.1). In contrast, the sociolinguistic developments in 
Hong Kong (increasing proficiency in English over the last decades, but possible 
changes due to current political circumstances, see section 4.3.2) and Singapore 
(a growing tendency towards English as L1 and home language, see section 4.3.3) 
are more dynamic. Given the development of Singapore English toward endonor-
mative stabilisation (Schneider’s Phase 4), ethnic differences were not expected; 
grammatical homogeneity among the different ethnic groups is well described, 
and moreover, the different substrates present in Singapore both historically and 
presently converge with regard to the syntactic configuration topic prominence 
(see section 4.3.2). However, ethnically Malay speakers have the lowest average 
deletion rate, and ethnic differences in Singapore English might be worth further 
study beyond the limited set of speakers investigated here, considering the 
varying degrees of the use of English as a home language in the different ethnic 
groups. 

Differences between the three Asian varieties are partly based on speech 
style. In the case of World Englishes, this can involve differences in the depth 
and range of linguistic repertoires available (see e.g. Schneider 2007: 82–83). 
Considering the conversation topics, as well as the rapport between speakers, 
and the usage of informality markers like discourse particles and non-standard 
vocabulary, such as cuss words and indigenised expressions, the Singlish data 
is more colloquial in nature than the Indian and Hong Kong English conversa-
tions: the data from ICE-IN features several semi-formal, interview-like interac-
tions, while conversations in ICE-HK commonly include native speakers of Stand-
ard English, or speakers from outside Hong Kong. It is unlikely that the kind of 
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informal data representing Singlish in the present study is even available for a 
large share of the Indian and Hong Kong English speech communities due to the 
more restricted functions in the respective societies, and the lower amount of L1 
or home language users (see also Percillier 2016: 192 on determinants of stylistic 
choices in different types of contact varieties of English, and Hansen 2018: 98–99 
on the demographic composition of the different ICE components influencing the 
speech style represented). The higher degree of internal diversification charac-
teristic for more mature contact varieties is also a possible explanation for the 
higher amount of individual speaker variation found in the Singaporean data, 
which is closer to the wider distribution found in Standard English than the more 
homogeneous behaviour of proficient L2 speakers in Hong Kong and India.

Collexemes and high-frequency verb tokens show varying influence on 
subject realisation in the different varieties. Considering both verb lemmas and 
verb forms, only forms of go and look emerge as shared collocates of null sub-
jects in all three varieties. This tendency is stronger for verbs showing significant 
repulsion of null subjects, which are dominated by (contracted) forms of be and 
have for all varieties. Additionally, Hong Kong and Singapore English share think 
as a high-frequency verb form highly unlikely to occur with null subjects. Differ-
ent verb forms emerge as high attractors for null subjects: means for ICE-IN, is for 
ICE-HK, and got, depends and can/cannot for the GSSEC. Collocations are most 
influential in the Singaporean data, i.e. they have consistently high collocational 
diagnostics, and include a larger group of verbs. Interestingly, the same is true 
for verb forms significantly repelling null subjects; Singapore English exhibits 
the clearest values for repulsion, and includes the largest number of individual 
verb forms, including several forms of do. This is in line with findings on col-
lostructional nativisation (Mukherjee and Gries 2009): a higher degree of socio-
linguistic nativisation is reflected in greater deviance of collocational patterns 
from the superstrate. Among the Asian Englishes investigated here, Singlish is 
clearly at a more advanced stage concerning collexemes of null subjects than the 
L2 varieties Indian and Hong Kong English. Influential lexical attractors of one 
variety are generally not attested for the other two; apparently these collocational 
preferences for null subjects are highly variety specific, while the pronoun pre-
serving effect of the high frequency primary auxiliaries be and have is valid more 
generally.

Concerning the structural factors identified as influential in chapter 3, differ-
ent subsets of factors are relevant for the different varieties. An overview of the 
strength of factor groups for the Asian varieties, based on the Wald statistics of 
the respective regression models, and the range of the factor group yielded by the 
Rbrul centred factor weights, is provided in Table 5.47. The table shows statistical 
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significance1², and the range of the factor groups (subtracting the lowest factor 
weight from the highest factor weight within a factor group, see Tagliamonte 
2006: 242). Non-significant factor groups are provided in square brackets, the top 
three factor groups for each variety are marked in bold.

Table 5.47: Factor group significance and range: Asian Englishes

Factor groups IN range HK range SG range

English- Coordination *  57 *  55 *  59
specific Clause type *  54 *  33 *  32
 Position – [19] – [18] *  25

Contact Person *  26 *  32 – [09]
Specific reference – [03] – [11] *  21

Universal Switch reference *  51 *  25 . [10]
Persistence *  63 *  38 *  23

 Verb type *  62 *  36 *  19

Coreferential coordination is the only factor group highly significant for all three 
varieties. Combining the favouring effect of referential continuity on cognitive 
accessibility of the referent, and the situational unity, at least for hendiadic coor-
dinations, with and as an explicit marker of subject continuity, it is no surprise that 
the referent is highly predictable in this context, and therefore frequently requires 
less explicit linguistic coding. For both Singapore and Hong Kong English, this 
factor group is in fact the most influential one, based on the range of the factor 
group. Clause type is also a significant predictor in all varieties, with declarative 
main clauses as the most likely context for null subjects; this tendency is strong-
est in Indian English, where subordinate clauses are highly unfavourable towards 
null subjects. Among the Asian Englishes, the position constraint is most influen-
tial in Singapore English. While position 2 and 3 show a slight disfavouring effect 
for subject omission in all varieties, this tendency is not statistically significant in 
either Hong Kong or Indian English. Both varieties recurrently permit introduc-
tory phrases like and or and then with both overt and null subjects. The degree 
of weakening of this strong superstrate constraint is remarkable, especially given 
the fact that it is not attested to the same extent in the most indigenised variety 
Singapore English. 

12 ‘ ’ not significant, ‘.’ barely significant with p <.1, ‘*’ significant with p <.05
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The contact factor groups person and reference provide a mixed picture. 
Person crucially determines subject realisation in Indian and Hong Kong English, 
and the patterns identified are parallel: both varieties favour third person null 
pronouns, while first person omission is least likely. Second person shows inter-
mediate values, although it is less common in ICE-IN than in ICE-HK. In Singapore 
English on the other hand, first person pronouns are most likely to be omitted, 
while second and third person are both less common, and relatively similar in 
their predicted probabilities of omission. There is no immediately striking expla-
nation for this, but it is remarkable that, again, Hong Kong and Indian English 
show similar constraints, while Singapore and British English behave differently 
from the L2 varieties, but similar to each other (Figure 5.26, compare Figure 3.15 
for predicted probabilities in ICE-GB).

Figure 5.26: Factor group person in the Asian Englishes

Specific reference is surprisingly ineffective as a predictor for null subjects in 
Asian Englishes, given its categorical absence for expletive use, and the reported 
rarity in generic contexts in the topic-prominent substrate languages (see section 
4.1.2). Still, there is no measurable effect of referential status for Indian and Hong 
Kong English, and the favouring effect of non-specific reference for null subjects 
in Singapore English is limited. The widespread presence of overt expletives is 
described as a relatively sudden development in Mesthrie’s comparison of SAIE 
basilect vs acrolect: while the basilect exhibits 57% zero expletives, this feature 
is categorically eradicated from the acrolect (Mesthrie 1992: 170, see also section 
4.2.4), a shift that is explained by the switch between the discrete parameter set-
tings “pro-drop” for the basilect, and “non-pro-drop”, requiring overt expletives, 
for the acrolect. This contrast is also reported by Bhatt (2004) for basilectal vs 
acrolectal Indian English. Interestingly, this discrepancy is parallel to observa-
tions made on L1 development of English-speaking children (Valian 1991). Appar-
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ently, the assumed parametric shift affects the categorically empty category of 
expletive subject pronouns more effectively than anaphoric referential pronouns, 
which are more variable in their realisation in the substrate languages.

The universal factors persistence and verb type are highly influential in all 
three Asian Englishes; in Indian English, they bear the greatest statistical weight, 
for Hong Kong English, they follow right after coordination. With regard to per-
sistence effects, the relative rarity of overt coordination (Figure 5.6 above) is pos-
sibly tipping the scales in favour of the factor group persistence in these varieties. 
ICE-India prominently features several extracts of speakers listing their activities 
within a given timeframe, e.g. describing their morning routine, in consecutive 
clauses, without overt coordinators (5.74).

(5.74) I don’t know how I’m going to manage it
 Everyone just rush up <,>
 Ø prepare everything <,>
 then Ø take our lunch <,,>
 then <,> Ø prepare lunch for our children <,> 
 <ICE-IN:030#149–154:A>

These lists resemble topic chains found regularly in topic-prominent languages 
(although they are not exclusive to this language type). The effect of persistence is 
not as decisive for Hong Kong, and even less so for Singapore English. Apparently, 
in these varieties null subjects are possible with intervening referents to a higher 
degree, diminishing the favouring effect of immediately preceding zero (see also 
section 5.5.4 on discourse-level patterns of Singlish). Regarding verb type, Indian 
English shows a relatively extreme aversion to null subjects with both primary 
and modal auxiliaries. While this tendency is also found in the other varieties to 
a degree, the effect is much stronger for Indian English. Again, verb type is not 
as central for Hong Kong, and even less influential in Singapore English. Both of 
these universal factor groups are more important in Indian and Hong Kong than 
in Singapore English; the same is true to a lesser degree for the third universal 
factor, switch reference, which shows the highest factor weight in Indian, fol-
lowed by Hong Kong, and is barely touching statistical significance in Singapore 
English. 

Both ICE-IN and ICE-HK can be well described by the present model, as is 
evident from the diagnostic values of model significance provided above (sec-
tions 5.3.2, 5.4.2). The L2 varieties also exhibit the same set of significant factor 
groups; the English-specific factor position and the contact factor specific ref-
erence are not significant in either. This is different for Singlish, where position 
and specific reference do contribute significantly, while the contact factor person 
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and the universal factor switch reference are rendered insignificant. Moreover, 
variation in subject pronoun realisation is described less accurately by the multi-
variate analysis of the Singaporean data, raising the question which factors suit-
able for operationalisation in a quantitative framework can possibly capture the 
variation more insightfully in this variety. Concerning the diagnostic measure of 
factor group significance, it is thus not Hong Kong and Singapore English that 
pattern, based on shared or at least more closely related substrates, but rather 
Hong Kong and Indian English, which show more parallels regarding their nativi-
sation status, and the frequency and domains of usage in the respective societies.

5.6.2 Variety specific contexts and puzzles

As shown in the comparison above, the Asian varieties show divergent behav-
iour regarding a number of structural constraints, especially person (Figure 5.26) 
and verb type. The contact factor person is most relevant for Hong Kong English; 
especially the lack of first person zero subjects is conspicuous and singular to this 
variety (differences within this specific context are further discussed in section 
6.1.2). The clear contrast between different persons in Hong Kong English, and 
the high likelihood of third person null pronouns, resembles the split system of 
partial NSLs, as described in sections 2.1.3 and 4.2.4. Given the status of third 
person singular verb phrases as the only context potentially identified by inflec-
tional morphemes, it is worth considering morphological marking as an enabling 
factor in future studies on Hong Kong English; however, Tamaredo and Fanego 
(2016) fail to find significant effects in ICE-IN and ICE-SG. The divergent behav-
iour of Singlish regarding the verb type modal auxiliary is, at least partly, due 
to direct substrate calques, especially with can/cannot (see also section 5.5.4); 
concerning the remaining verb types Singapore English behaves similarly to 
the other two Asian Englishes, which show parallel rankings of the factor levels 
within both factor groups person and verb type. Besides person and verb type, 
the strongest contrast between the Asian varieties is visible for the factor group 
clause type (Figure 5.27).

Clause type is identified as a significant factor group for all varieties in this 
study. Singapore English is the only variety to exhibit a robust tendency towards 
higher likelihood for subject omission outside declarative main clauses, i.e. in 
questions. While the results for Singapore English questions are statistically 
valid, in Indian English question is not significant as a factor level, qualifying 
the slight favouring effect of this context on null subjects (see Table 5.13); the 
relatively high likelihood is based on the overall low occurrence of questions in 
the Indian data (see Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.27: Factor group clause in the Asian Englishes

In Singapore English, on the other hand, substrate calques like X or not or wh-in-
situ questions are productive variants of question formation, and frequently 
entail the use of null pronouns. Hong Kong English clearly disfavours null sub-
jects in questions, but the local preference for null relative pronouns in subject 
position waters down the superstrate constraint on clause types. According to 
Gisborne (2000), null subject relativisers are so common in Hong Kong English 
that local speakers hesitate to even identify them as errors. This lack of stigma-
tisation is a possible explanation for the higher frequency of null relative pro-
nouns, especially regarding the comparably low frequency in the Singaporean 
data. Furthermore, null relativisers are described as a learner phenomenon of 
Chinese L1 speakers e.g. by Hung (2012), and thus more likely to be encountered 
in a sociolinguistic setting with ongoing L2 acquisition. Despite these divergent 
patterns in the Asian Englishes, overall, clause type as a factor group is still more 
justified for the Asian varieties, Singapore English especially, than for British 
English, where the predicted language specific constraint to declarative main 
clauses is indeed stronger. It is still remarkable how differently substrate struc-
tures manifest in different contact varieties, especially when the substrates show 
parallel or even identical patterns, as is the case for many structural aspects for 
varieties of Chinese.

5.6.3 Substrate comparison: How Asian are Asian Englishes?

The analysis of structural constraints in both superstrate and substrate languages 
is necessary for the balanced evaluation of contact effects. Mandarin Chinese 
is the only substrate, and in fact the only topic-prominent language, for which 
quantitative analyses similar to the one conducted here are available. However, a 
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more detailed look shows how difficult it is to compare studies of eclectic prove-
nance: they commonly follow different principles in the definition of the variable 
context, and contribute mismatched, or even conflicting analytical categories. 
Moreover, unfortunately no diagnostics of model fit are made available for the 
studies on Chinese null subjects by Jia and Bayley (2002) and Li et al. (2012). 
Since this aspect poses a large question mark behind the results on Singapore 
English achieved in the present study, the variety structurally closest to Chinese, 
this constitutes a major loss in comparability.  

Meyerhoff’s (2009) comparative variationist approach calls for a juxtaposi-
tion of structural constraints in contact varieties with those of their substrate. She 
proposes three diagnostic conditions, which describe the extent of matching con-
straints in two or more languages being compared, and give insight into the kind 
and quality of transfer. Weak transfer, or replication, is indicated by the same 
significant factor groups in all models, strong transfer by the same order of factor 
groups regarding their statistical significance, and calquing, the highest degree of 
transfer, by the same order of factors within factor groups (Meyerhoff 2009: 304, 
see also Figure 4.1).

However, this approach presupposes the same analytical categories for all 
languages and varieties included in the comparison. In the Chinese studies, the 
English-specific factor groups coordination and position, and the supposed uni-
versal factor groups persistence and verb type, which are highly significant for 
the Asian Englishes, are not analysed. Furthermore, Jia and Bayley (2002) con-
sider human subjects only, hence the factor group reference, or specificity, is only 
available for Li et al. (2012). The following comparison is thus limited to the com-
parison of the factor weights, and the order of factor levels available. 

Table 5.48 presents a matrix of similarity of Chinese and the Asian Englishes, 
based on the available results of multivariate analyses, providing significance 
and range of the factor groups, as well as the order of factor levels. Non-signif-
icant factor groups are provided in square brackets for the respective varieties. 

Clause, or sentence type, and person and number are the most influential 
factors for Chinese null subjects. A remarkable parallel is the favouring effect of 
questions on null subjects for both Singapore English and Chinese; for Li et al.’s 
data, at least there is no marked difference between statements and questions, 
a clear contrast to English. Clause type, specifically questions, thus constitute a 
likely instance of Meyerhoff’s highest degree of substrate transfer, calquing, in 
Singapore English. 
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Table 5.48: Factor range and ranking of factor levels Asian Englishes - Chinese

IN HK SG Jia and 
Bayley 2002

Li et al. 
2012

Tokens overall 3,636 3,979 3,939 1,400 8,507
% zero overall 5% 5% 12% 47% 53%

En
gl

is
h-

sp
ec

ifi
c Clause type *** * ** *** **

range 54 33 32 30 26

main main q imperative imperative
q sub main q main 

& qsub q sub main
(statement)

Co
nt

ac
t

Person *** *** – *** ***
range 26 32 [09] 43 36

3rd 3rd 1st ‘context 
marked’

2sg & 2pl

2pl & 3pl

2nd 2nd 3rd 3pl 3sg [-an]
1st 1st 2nd 2pl 1sg & pl, 

3sg [+an]
1pl 2sg

2sg & 3sg
1 sg

Specific reference – – ** NA *
range [03] [11] 21 06

ref non-ref non-ref non-spec.
non-ref ref ref specific

Un
iv

er
sa

l

Switch reference *** *** . ** ***
range 51 25 [10] 13 43

switch m m m m
m partial switch m

(‘same 
underlying’)

partial switch partial switch & 
partial

switch
partial

It is worth noting that for the factor group clause type, both Chinese studies 
include imperatives, considerably broadening the scope of possible subject 
omission and accounting in part for the high rates of subject omission (47% and 
53%, respectively). Obviously, imperatives constitute a context highly favourable 
to subject omission. Imperatives with overt subjects amount to roughly 30% in 
both studies; apparently this option is more prevalent than e.g. in English. Evi-
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dently, including imperative contexts for the Asian Englishes would raise their 
null subject rates considerably, narrowing the apparent gap of null subject rates 
to Chinese. Imperatives are restricted to second person contexts, but it is not 
clear how this evident interaction between the factor groups clause and person 
is handled in the Chinese studies. The influence of this syntactic context on the 
manifestation for different persons undermines the comparability of the factor 
person between Jia and Bayley (2002), Li et al. (2012), and the present study. 

However, despite the inclusion of imperatives, second person singular omis-
sion in Chinese is comparatively rare, albeit heavily dependent on discourse 
context, i.e. the situationally dependent predictability of the omitted referent: in 
teacher speech, second person plural is the more likely variant, compared to tele-
phone conversations, where second person singular is the most likely addressee. 
Such situational differences are not as relevant for the Asian Englishes data ana-
lysed here; still, they share a common tendency towards higher rates of overt 
subjects for second person contexts. The relatively low amount of second person 
zero in Li et al. is all the more remarkable considering they also include generic, 
or non-specific, pronouns in this context. Furthermore, given the inclusion of 
number distinctions for the Chinese study, and the apparent post-hoc collapsing 
of categories within this factor group into non-intuitive subgroups, further gen-
eralisations are not possible based on the data available. One tendency, however, 
deserves specific mention: first person contexts, the least likely context for 
pronoun omission in Indian and Hong Kong English, also exhibit a pronoun-pre-
serving tendency in Chinese; the differences between the Asian varieties in the 
constraint hierarchy for this factor group are thus a possible indicator of sub-
strate convergence.

The most surprising result for Chinese is probably the lack of significant 
effect of specificity. Li et al. distinguish between “a specific person or thing that 
both interlocutors knew” and “one whose referent [bears] general denotation […] 
usually represented by you or one [in English]” (Li et al. 2012: 99), i.e. the sub-
class “generic” within the factor level non-referential in the present study. They 
find overt pronoun rates of 47.4% for specific, and 46.3% for non-specific subjects 
(Li et al. 2012: 104), a result that is in stark contrast to the assessment of generic 
reference in canonical descriptions of Chinese, and certainly deserves further 
consideration in future studies (see also section 4.1).

Switch reference is a major factor in Li et al., and a more marginal one in Jia 
and Bayley. The universal tendency for zero anaphora in contexts of continuous 
reference is confirmed for all data sets but Indian English, which clearly repre-
sents the astonishingly odd exception. On the other hand, a shared insight is the 
pronoun favouring effect of partial shift, a condition potentially evoking referen-
tial ambiguity even more than a full referential switch. The factor level reference 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



232   Empirical comparison: Null subjects in Asian Englishes

maintenance in the present study conflates overt reference with both identical 
and shifting form, an approach that is supported by the similar behaviour of both 
types in Li et al. (2012: 104).  

One further structural context needs to be considered: Chinese treats predic-
ative adjectives as verb phrases with overt or omitted subject pronouns (see also 
section 5.5.4). Including these contexts for the Singlish data, where copula dele-
tion, or alternatively the use of predicative adjectives, is common, would further 
raise the omission rate for this variety. The sheer numerical contrast between 12% 
null subjects in Singlish, and roughly 50% in Chinese is thus not as meaningful 
as it appears at first glance. Both issues prove Torres Cacoullos and Travis’ (2014: 
22) point that comparing mere omission rates across languages and varieties is 
not very insightful by itself: first, it needs to be sufficiently transparent how these 
rates are calculated, afterwards, the conditions of their occurrence need to be 
clarified in order to identify true parallels in the grammatical systems.

Besides inter-study discrepancies in the categorisation of the data, another 
issue concerns the kind of data analysed. Acknowledging that the choice of ana-
phoric form can rely on physical presence of the referent, including telephone 
conversations, as done by Jia and Bayley (2002), is at least a possible obstacle to 
comparability with studies analysing face-to-face conversations. Physical pres-
ence is one major clue positioning a referent in the category of both familiar and 
activated entities (see section 2.1.2), and the responsible visual clues are obvi-
ously lacking in telephone conversations. The other type of spoken data analysed 
in both Jia and Bayley (2002) and Li et al. (2012) consists of teacher and student 
speech, which certainly constitutes a specific speech situation not reliably equiv-
alent to naturally occurring conversation amongst peers. The effect of situational 
factors and genre on subject realisation is well attested, and also found signifi-
cant in both Chinese studies. Concerning Jia and Bayley (2002), a further aspect 
concerning their data deserves mention: they investigate speakers in a Chinese 
heritage school in the US. This means that the students are actually learners of 
Chinese rather than native speakers (Jia and Bayley 2002: 106). Regarding the 
teachers’ speech, contact effects from English on NSLs like Spanish are attested, 
resulting in higher rates of overt subject pronouns in US varieties of Spanish; this 
is also a possible factor for Jia and Bayley’s data, although it is not entirely clear 
whether the language of the teachers constitutes a true contact variety. 

Considering the long list of limitations and caveats provided above, the 
author feels almost compelled to undertake such a parallel study on Chinese con-
versational data, but that goes far beyond the resources and scope of the present 
study. The comparison presented here is thus not conclusive by any means, but 
rather a first sketch, and decidedly a nudge towards further research.
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5.6.4 Conclusion

The comparison of the results achieved by the multivariate analysis of variable 
subject pronouns reveals common tendencies, but also distinct contrasts among 
the Asian Englishes, which can be traced back to differences in nativisation 
status and societal functions of the respective varieties. This confirms earlier 
observations on the structural consequences of a more advanced nativisation 
status (e.g. by Schneider 2007), and on the stronger influence of variety type on 
the morphosyntactic structure of a variety compared to areal patterns (found e.g. 
by Kortmann and Wolk 2012), even on this very fine-grained level of investigation.

The three Asian varieties differ both in terms of frequency, and in the kinds 
of null subjects attested: each variety exhibits individual contexts favouring null 
subjects that the others lack, and that influence the statistical weight of the dif-
ferent factor groups. Several structural predictions from descriptive accounts pre-
sented in chapter 4 and comparative surveys like eWAVE (Kortmann and Lunken-
heimer 2013) can be confirmed for the data investigated here, e.g. the preference 
for null subjects in Hong Kong English relative clauses and the non-referential 
it is construction, while the strongly contrasting ratings of dummy subject dele-
tion (pervasive for Indian and Singapore English, attested absence in Hong Kong 
English) are not as obvious here.

Beyond null subject pronouns, Singapore English especially shows a number 
of properties associated with topic-prominent languages, such as Chinese-style 
topics, double NPs, null objects and bare conditionals (see also section 5.5.4). As 
for null subjects, it is difficult to judge the relevance of these features for claims 
of a typological shift of the variety without further quantitative evidence for their 
actual usage, a task that is reserved for future research. 

Complementary to the evaluation of substrate effects conducted here, chapter 
6 offers the superstrate perspective, providing the comparison with results on 
ICE-GB from chapter 3.
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6 Discussion and Conclusion

6.1 Superstrate comparison: How English are Asian Englishes?

The comparative variationist method proposed by Poplack and Tagliamonte 
(2001), Tagliamonte (2008), and Meyerhoff (2009) was spelled out in section 
4.4.2. It requires the detailed investigation of structural constraints on the lin-
guistic variants in focus. This final chapter concludes the analysis with the com-
parison of the Asian Englishes with their shared British English superstrate, con-
cerning the frequency and determinants of variable subject pronoun realisation. 
The analyses in chapters 3 and 5 provide the insights needed to perform this kind 
of comparison.

6.1.1 Comparative variationist measures: Results

The aim of comparative variationist analysis is to uncover structural parallels and 
differences in historically related varieties of a language. The Asian varieties dis-
cussed here share subject-prominent British English as their superstrate, and top-
ic-prominent languages like Chinese, Hindi, and Malayalam as substrates; their 
linguistic ecologies are thus similar with regard to the feature under investigation. 
However, as has been shown in section 5.6, the degree of substrate convergence 
varies in the different Asian Englishes. The question to be tackled here is whether 
this divergence from substrate patterns manifests in superstrate convergence, or 
in innovative patterns of contact languages. The identical set of analytical factors 
for the superstrate variety, provided by the analysis in chapter 3, facilitates a 
comparison that is even more comprehensive than the substrate comparison con-
ducted in the previous section, where the depth of comparison is limited by the 
unavailability of corresponding detailed studies on the substrate languages. Dif-
ferences between the varieties regarding the variable context of null subjects are 
discussed in sections 5.1.1 and 5.6.1; the present section addresses the contrastive 
evaluation of the comparative variationist measures of structural convergence: 
statistical significance and range of factor groups, i.e. relative factor strength, and 
the constraint ranking, or hierarchy. Meyerhoff’s (2009) taxonomy of transfer is 
focussed on constraints replicated or calqued from the substrates, and is conse-
quently consulted in section 5.6 for the comparison with the Chinese substrate. 
The comparative variationist method is based on the same principles and concep-
tualised more generally; it is thus equally suitable to characterise varying degrees 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-006
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of superstrate influence in contact varieties. The main interest is the historical 
development of varieties. The dynamic nature of emerging grammatical systems 
is incorporated via an evolutionary perspective on dialect formation. According 
to Tagliamonte,  

[t]hese measures [i.e. relative factor strength and constraint hierarchy] enable us to infer 
whether the data sets under comparison share an underlying grammar, and to what extent. 
For example, if the constraint ranking of one (or more) factor groups is shared by a set 
of varieties, we infer that they have inherited it from a common source. If the constraint 
ranking of factors is parallel, but operates at varying strengths or patterns in different vari-
eties, this can be explained by the stage of development of the system of grammar under 
investigation as represented by each data set. (Tagliamonte 2008: 132–133, emphasis mine)

In addition to these diagnostic measures comparing the effects of single factors, 
the following comparison evaluates the relative weight of the sub-groups of 
factors in the different varieties, given the provenance of these different factors 
(see Table 3.4). Table 6.1 provides the overview of factor group significance, based 
on the Wald statistics of the respective regression models, and the range of the 
factor groups, based on the Rbrul centred factor weights in the four varieties 
investigated. Non-significant factor groups are provided in square brackets, the 
top three factor groups for each variety are marked in bold. 

Table 6.1: Comparison of factor group significance and range

Factor groups GB range IN range HK range SG range

English- Coordination *** 72 ***  57 ***  55 ***  59
specific Clause type * 27 ***  54 **  33 ***  32
 Position *** 56 – [19] – [18] ***  25

Contact Person * 25 ***  26 ***  32 – [09]
 Reference * 20 – [03] – [11] ***  21

Universal Switch . [16] **  51 ***  25 . [10]
Persistence ** 35 ***  63 ***  38 ***  23
Verb type *** 44 ***  62 ***  36 ***  19

The majority of factor groups is significant for all four varieties under investi-
gation. The Asian Englishes show higher statistical significance, and for more 
factor groups overall compared to British English, i.e. the number of significant 
constraints on null subjects is higher, but the weight of the individual constraints 
is lower, especially for Hong Kong and Singapore English. As discussed in section 
5.6, Indian and Hong Kong English conform concerning the non-significant factor 
groups position and specific reference (see also Table 5.47). A more surprising 
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insight is the parallel structure of British and Singapore English in this regard: 
both lack significance for the universal factor group switch reference. Person is 
not significant in Singapore English, and shows only limited influence in British 
English, especially compared to the strength of the factor group in the Indian 
and Hong Kong varieties. Judging from factor group significance alone, Indian 
English and Hong Kong English are clearly similar, and contrast notably with the 
two L1 varieties. Following Tagliamonte’s argument, this provides evidence for 
similar stages of development in the grammatical systems of the two L2 varieties, 
an interpretation that is in line with the comparable status of English in the two 
speech communities as a tool for communication, rather than taking the form of 
a highly indigenised marker of local identity.  

Regarding the range of the factor groups, while most factors are statistically 
significant in Singapore English according to their Wald statistics (see Table 5.35), 
throughout the different factor groups the range is consistently lower than for the 
other varieties. The lower range indicates lower contrasts among the different 
factor levels, and hints towards the lesser explanatory value of the regression 
model for this variety, which is also evident from the diagnostics of model sig-
nificance and validity discussed in section 5.5.2. This shows the importance of 
incorporating the factor range into the evaluation of factor effects beyond the 
mere values of significance. At first sight, the model seems to work very well in 
explaining Singapore English null subjects, but even the most influential factors 
in Singapore English have ranges comparable to, or even lower than, the least 
influential factors in the other varieties. 

A comparison of the constraint rankings provides further evidence for simi-
larities or differences in the underlying grammatical systems of varieties (Taglia-
monte 2006: 245). Additionally, the relative position of English-specific, contact, 
and universal factors within these rankings can point towards the origins of struc-
tural constraints, and the relevance of these different sources and mechanisms 
of grammatical evolution for the individual grammatical systems. Table 6.2 pre-
sents the constraint rankings provided by the Rbrul output for logistic regression 
of all four varieties order of decreasing strength. The different factor subgroups 
are marked as bold = English-specific, italics = contact, underlined = universal, 
non-significant factor groups are given in square brackets.

Table 6.2: Comparison of Rbrul constraint hierarchy

GB IN HK SG

Coordination Verb type Coordination Coordination
Verb type Persistence Verb type Verb type
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GB IN HK SG

Position Coordination Person Specific reference
Person Clause Switch reference Position
Specific reference Switch reference Persistence Clause
Persistence Person Clause Persistence
Clause [Position] [Position] [Switch reference]
[Switch reference] [Specific reference] [Specific reference] [Person]

A comparison of the rankings provides evidence for the universal effect of verb 
type on subject omission: the factor group is ranked high, i.e. second or first, in all 
varieties. The shared constraint within this factor group is the blocking effect of 
primary auxiliaries on subject omission, and the favouring tendency of the least 
specific class of lexical verbs, whereas psychological verbs tend to have lower 
omission rates. There is no consensus on the behaviour of modal auxiliaries: for 
Hong Kong and Indian English, they show similarly low omission rates to primary 
auxiliaries, in British and especially Singapore English they permit higher rates 
of null subjects (see also Figure 6.1 below). Whether this is due to the influence 
of individual lexemes (see Figure 3.7 and Figure 5.7), or can be accounted for by 
the higher syntactic complexity of verb phrases containing modal verbs remains 
a question for future research (see e.g. Wagner 2016 on the effects of verb phrase 
complexity in Newfoundland English). 

A wide-reaching effect is also observed, if to a slightly lesser degree, for the 
English-specific factor group coordination, which is the top-ranking constraint 
in British, Hong Kong and Singapore English, but only ranked third most influ-
ential in Indian English. As postulated by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015), 
and addressed in section 3.6, the effect of coreferential coordination on subject 
omission is possibly not as characteristic for English as usually claimed in the 
literature. Instead, it provides a context that favours pronoun omission from an 
information processing perspective based on universal cognitive processes rather 
than language specific patterns. 

The opposite is shown for the supposedly universal factor switch reference, 
which is not statistically significant in British and Singapore English, and plays 
a comparatively limited role in the L2 varieties. While referential continuity is 
integrated into the factor coreferential coordination by design, beyond this 
rather specific context continuous reference alone is not sufficient to grant pre-
dictability of the omitted form and significantly favour zero anaphora. This con-
firms findings by Wagner (2012), who tackles persistence effects by combining 
preceding token, turn boundary and switch reference, but finds that immediately 

Table 6.2: (continued)
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preceding zero tokens alone are by far the most influential predictor for further 
subject omission. Immediately preceding null subjects are also influential in the 
present study, especially for the L2 varieties Indian and Hong Kong English. It is 
shown for all varieties that this effect is independent from continuous reference 
(see Figure 3.13, Figure 5.13 and Figure 5.18). Clusters of null subjects are thus not 
necessarily related to topic chains indicating coherent reference across stretches 
of discourse as they are typical for the topic-prominent substrate languages, but 
rather reflect a more universal tendency for mechanical priming also observed by 
Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014). 

The behaviour of the other factor groups seems more haphazard across vari-
eties. The factor group person shows no clear tendency, and especially the pre-
sumed contact factor specific reference behaves counterintuitively: while slight 
statistical significance for specific reference is attested for British English, where 
no such effect was expected, the complete lack of effect in Indian and Hong Kong 
English, and the limitations of the factor beyond the calqued got-existential con-
struction in Singapore English is surprising. Even more than anaphoric pronouns 
with specific reference, non-referential pronouns seem to be bound to specific 
collocates, such as seems, means, and Hong Kong English it is. The complete 
elimination of non-referential null subjects is also attested in the development of 
South African Indian English basilect, mesolect and acrolect in Mesthrie’s com-
parison of null subject rates (see section 4.2), and mirrors the progress of overt 
pronouns in L1 acquisition.

Structural conflict sites are a crucial element in the comparative variationist 
analysis (as addressed by e.g. Poplack and Meechan 1998, Poplack and Taglia-
monte 2001, Torres Cacoullos and Travis 2015). For the investigation of contact 
effects on null subjects, Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015) propose the restric-
tion to initial position as a conflict site between English and the canonical NSL 
Spanish. There is no evidence for this position constraint from the descriptions 
and analyses of topic-prominent languages (see section 4.1). The same conflict 
site can thus be assumed for contact between English and the Asian languages 
discussed here. Indeed, position is clearly less significant for Indian and Hong 
Kong English. British English shows an especially marked rejection of subject 
omission in second position that is not found in the contact varieties. The weak-
ening of the position constraint in the Asian Englishes can be interpreted as a 
clear contact effect on a superstrate-specific structural constraint.

A further possible conflict site is the factor group clause type. The almost 
categorical restriction of English null subjects to declarative main clauses is not 
valid to the same degree for the Asian varieties; especially Hong Kong English 
and Singapore English show a marked deviation in variety-specific contexts. 
Obviously, in English questions and subordinate clauses subject pronouns are 
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also less likely to be in initial position. The possible relation of these two factor 
groups thus calls for further research.

6.1.2 Comparison: First person pronouns

Different grammatical persons are widely assumed to show divergent patterns of 
variation for subject realisation. Analogous to section 3.6.2, this assumption is 
tested for the Asian varieties, although the lack of comparable substrate studies 
restricts the possibilities of contrastive analysis. The results provided by the 
analysis of ICE-GB (see section 3.5) serve as comparative foil instead. Due to the 
limited token numbers of first person contexts, contrasts described here cannot 
be stated conclusively, but are rather intended as a presentation of first tenden-
cies, awaiting further research. 

As a further obstacle to comparability, the behaviour of the factor group 
person is notably different in the three varieties (see also Figure 5.26). Person 
is highly significant for Indian and Hong Kong, but not statistically significant 
for Singapore English, which shows little variation between persons concerning 
subject omission rates in most contexts. In fact, first person is the most common 
context for null subjects in Singapore English by a small margin, while it is least 
likely to be omitted in Indian English, and even more restricted in frequency in 
the Hong Kong data. Again, Singapore English in this respect is more similar to 
the superstrate than to either Asian variety. 

The clause type question and the verb type modal are not attested in Indian 
and Hong Kong English for first person contexts. Singapore English does exhibit 
first person zero in these environments, although they are few and far between. 
Table 6.3 shows a contrastive overview of the statistical significance of the rele-
vant factor groups in the full vs the first person data sets of the Asian varieties, 
with values from ICE-GB as reference.

Table 6.3: Comparison of factor group significance for first person contexts vs full data set

Factor groups GB 1st GB all IN 1st IN all HK 1st HK all SG 1st SG all

Coordination *** *** *** *** *** *** *** ***
Clause type . * – *** . ** – ***
Position – *** – – – – ** ***
Switch – . ** *** *** *** – .
Persistence *** ** *** *** *** *** *** ***
Verb type ** *** ** *** ** *** ** **
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Less factor groups are significant for the reduced data sets, which is at least partly 
due to the lower token numbers in the different contexts. Compared to the full 
data set, the clearest loss of statistical significance is exhibited for the factor 
group clause type, which is limited to the binary distinction main vs subordinate 
clause in ICE-GB, ICE-IN, and ICE-HK. While first person null subjects in subordi-
nate clauses are exceedingly rare, the factor group is not statistically significant 
in any of the statistical models for first person contexts. 

Apart from the more restricted variable context for first person null subjects 
addressed above, the other factor groups behave almost the same as in the full 
data sets: switch reference is not significant for British and Singapore English, 
position is not significant for Indian and Hong Kong English, and additionally 
loses significance in British English. Both the subgroups of significant factors 
and their ranking remain largely equal across varieties compared to the full 
data set. One notable contrast is the larger role persistence apparently plays for 
first person contexts than for the full set. This is possibly explained by the more 
diverse functions of second and third person pronouns. First person pronouns 
invariably include speaker reference; this meaning even persists to a degree in 
generic uses of the first person plural, referring to “(us) people in general”. This 
semantic component is less distinct in second person generic pronouns, and com-
pletely absent from third person, both with specific and non-specific reference. 
Referential coherence is thus more pronounced and unambiguous in clusters of 
first person pronouns, overt and zero. 

Verb type is possibly the most interesting factor group for first person con-
texts, considering the reported tendency for overt first person pronouns with psy-
chological verbs. Again, it is Singapore and British English that show parallel 
effects, with the likelihood for null subjects decreasing in first person contexts 
for psychological verbs (Figure 6.2), compared to the full set including all persons 
(Figure 6.1). Indeed, psychological verbs have a lower likelihood for subject omis-
sion in first person contexts compared to the full set.

First person pronouns behave very differently across the three Asian Eng-
lishes, which makes a conclusive evaluation of this context difficult. Still, the 
broader variable context for Singapore English first person pronouns compared 
to the other varieties adds further evidence for the shift from minor to (com-
paratively) major use pattern of null subjects in this variety. In conclusion, the 
analysis of subsets of subject pronouns possibly leads to misled generalisations, 
especially visible in the different envelopes of variation addressed in section 3.1 
for British English, and in section 5.1 for the Asian Englishes, and the diverging 
omission rates between persons in the Asian varieties. 
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Figure 6.1: Comparison effects verb type full data set 

Figure 6.2: Comparison effects verb type first person 

6.1.3 Summary

Besides factor group significance (Table 6.1) and constraint hierarchy (Table 6.2), 
a further criterion to measure the similarity of grammatical systems is the order 
of factor levels within factor groups, indicating the relative favouring or blocking 
effect of the respective structural context on the response variant. The order of 
factor levels is based on decreasing factor weights measured on the probability 
scale, with values >0.5 favouring omission, values <0.5 favouring overt pronouns, 
and values close to 0.5 indicating a lack of effect for the respective factor level. 
This order is represented in the tables for individual factor groups in sections 
3.4.3, 5.3.2, 5.4.2 and 5.5.2. An alternative way of representing the order of factors 
within factor groups is the graphic representation of the direction of effects in 
the effects plots (see also Figure 3.15, Figure 5.16, Figure 5.21 and Figure 5.24). In 
contrast to the figures presented above, the plots shown in Figure 6.3 are scaled 
to adjust for the different range of the factor groups in the individual varieties and 
allow for direct comparison.

The synoptic graph shows that across all categories, Singapore English has 
a higher probability for null pronouns, visible from the consistently higher level 
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of the blue line. The relative weakness of the predictors for Singapore English 
null subjects is also visible from the lack of strong amplitudes for most catego-
ries, which reflects the low range of the factor groups for this variety. Differences 
between factor levels are stronger in the other three varieties, but especially 
British English and Indian English. The least significant factor group across varie-
ties is obviously specific reference, where all four lines are almost horizontal. The 
direction of effects is the same, i.e. the lines run largely parallel for the categories 
coordination, switch and persistence, while the differences addressed above for 
the categories clause, position, person and verb type are nicely illustrated by the 
intersecting lines. 

Figure 6.3: Comparison predicted probabilities
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6.2 Variable rules, variationist typology and language contact

The results of the present study are relevant for two different aspects of further 
linguistic investigation. The canonical syntactic configuration of English requires 
invariant overt subject pronouns, but this categorical claim is qualified by the 
results presented here. What are theoretical and methodological implications of 
the regular occurrence of null subject pronouns in a prototypical non-NSL, as 
described in chapter 3? On the other hand, contact between languages at oppo-
site ends of an assumed “null subject scale” leaves measurable quantitative 
traces in the grammatical system of the respective contact varieties, which makes 
this phenomenon a suitable candidate for a comparative multivariate analysis 
within the variationist paradigm. As a case study of contact-induced grammat-
ical change, the investigation of null subjects in Asian Englishes conducted in 
chapter 5 tackles the question of how the variationist method can contribute to 
the study of contact varieties of English by supplementing theories of language 
contact with detailed empirical evidence. These issues are discussed in turn in 
6.2.1 and 6.2.2, providing an evaluation of the results of the present study and 
sketching possible future research avenues. 

6.2.1 Null subjects in non-NSL: Theoretical and methodological implications

As the first study of this scope, the present investigation is a contribution towards 
a better understanding of null subjects in a non-NSL like English, an issue that has 
only very recently received considerable attention from a variationist perspective. 
The generative position on null subjects encountered in non-NSLs is that they are 
either performance errors, or of a completely different type than canonical null 
subjects. Both non-canonical NSLs and non-NSLs have attracted fresh linguistic 
perspectives in recent years, calling into question the original binary conception 
of the null subject parameter (see sections 2.1, 4.1 and 4.2). The incipient varia-
tionist analysis of null subjects in traditional L1 varieties of English, especially in 
various studies by Rena Torres Cacoullos, Catherine Travis, and Susanne Wagner, 
depends on the assumption that even in presumed non-NSLs, null subjects do 
make a regular, if rare, appearance, and are systematically conditioned by factors 
similar to those established for canonical NSLs (see section 2.3). Based on the 
diagnostics of model validity for the logistic regression model, variable subject 
realisation in British English can be well explained by multivariate analysis (see 
section 3.4). This indication for the systematic nature of subject omission in 
British English contributes additional evidence for the gradual nature of suppos-
edly discrete typological parameters.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



244   Discussion and Conclusion

Comparability between studies is indispensable for scientific progress, and 
crucially depends on transparent scientific practice. The variationist method 
adopted here relies on descriptive approaches to grammatical systems and pain- 
staking scrutiny of the data, complemented by the researcher’s intuition on the 
differentiation between meaningful and more peripheral differences. Adopting a 
comparative perspective adds further challenges to the crucial analytical stages 
of data categorisation and coding. The variable context in the present study is 
circumscribed rather generously in order to account for substrate structures in 
the contact varieties that deviate from the Standard English system, and act as 
a baseline for cross-variety comparison (see section 3.1). While this strategy is 
necessary for the comparative analysis, it naturally falls short in producing the 
best possible explanatory model for each individual variety (related problems of 
fine-grained cross-linguistic comparison are addressed in Kortmann 2014).

Different designs of the variable context in analyses discussed at various 
points in the present study lead to differences in subject omission rates that paint 
a considerably skewed picture, be it through the inclusion of imperatives and 
predicative adjectives in the Chinese studies (see also section 4.1), or the arti-
ficial data reduction conducted for most studies on English null subjects (see 
also section 2.3). The consequences of this procedure for the following statistical 
analyses are unclear, especially considering Wagner’s (2012: 131–133) discussion 
of the behaviour of GoldVarb, the statistical tool of choice for most preceding 
studies, with low-frequency linguistic contexts. Furthermore, taking the role of 
individuals in language variation seriously, which is increasingly implemented 
by the integration of speaker as a random variable in mixed regression models, 
entails the exclusion of subject tokens by invariant speakers from the analysis, 
an aspect that is not addressed in Torres Cacoullos and Travis’ (2014) study, and 
apparently not relevant for Wagner’s (2012, 2016) data. Judging from the results 
of the present study, another aspect worth further attention is the role of individ-
ual verb tokens or collexemes in subject omission. While verb tokens as random 
effects are becoming an established part of variationist analyses of morpho-
syntactic variables, the low frequency of null subjects in English precludes the 
straightforward adoption of this approach. Moreover, the widespread practice of 
artificially reducing overt pronominal subject tokens completely obliterates the 
possibility to make quantitative statements on the influence of collocational pat-
terns in earlier studies. How to achieve the proper balance between necessary 
economy and sufficient detail in the quantitative investigation of low-frequency 
phenomena is thus a methodological issue yet to be resolved.

The present study has been successful in showing that English null subjects 
are subjected to variation governed by variable rules, which exhibit intra-linguis-
tic variability between the varieties analysed here. In the spirit of Torres Cacoullos 
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and Travis’ (forthc.) variationist typology, the cross-linguistic significance of these 
findings is discussed in the following. The strong effect of coreferential coordina-
tion for all four varieties studied here strengthens Torres Cacoullos and Travis’ 
(2015) doubts about the English-specific status of this context. It is intuitively 
appealing to assume a more general validity of this constraint on a cognitive basis 
– coordination, especially when overtly marked by a conjunction, links two (or 
more) predicates of the same subject in a contiguous form. It commonly implies 
situational continuity, making the referent of the zero pronoun highly predict-
able. However, when considering the effects of coreferential coordination, it is 
crucial to make the circumscription of this context transparent: is it defined in 
broader conceptual terms, including e.g. lists and asyndetic coordination, or con-
fined to those cases marked more explicitly by conjunctions like or and but, or in 
the most narrow sense employed by Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2014) and the 
present study, restricted to the schematic [ pronouni verb and Øi verb ]?

While coordination is thus a possible candidate for promotion from lan-
guage specific to universal constraint, the opposite tendency is observed for the 
assumed universal factor switch reference. Principles of information process-
ing are commonly evoked as an explanation for this factor. However, the effect 
of null anaphora on processing complexity is assessed differently. Lezama and 
Almor (2011) show that non-emphatic overt pronouns and repeated names, i.e. 
redundant anaphoric elements, cause a processing delay for the canonical NSL 
Spanish, but the lack of this effect for Chinese calls into question the universal 
nature of this “repeated name penalty” and is more in line with C.-T. Huang’s 
(1984) evaluation of null anaphors as additional interpretational load on the 
hearer. Like previous studies on English, the present one has failed to establish 
statistically significant effects for the factor group switch reference outside coor-
dination. While a higher likelihood of null anaphora in contexts of continuous 
reference is an immediately plausible prediction, the validity of this claim beyond 
canonical NSLs is not proven beyond reasonable doubt. These inflectional lan-
guages, however, profit from the related factor “discourse connectedness”, man-
ifested in continuous morphological marking. Persistence, on the other hand, 
is not as established as switch reference in the study of subject pronoun omis-
sion, but seems a likely candidate for a universal structural constraint based on 
general psycholinguistic principles such as priming, and thus deserves further 
cross-linguistic investigation.

Processing load is also evoked in Wagner’s (2012, 2016) discussion of VP 
complexity. This factor represents an attempt to operationalise and explain more 
anecdotal observations on the higher frequency of subject omission on past, 
and especially negated verb forms. In the present study, the better known and 
obviously related factor verb type takes precedence, together with the evalua-
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tion of collocational patterns; however, the different status of learner features 
in the Asian varieties, depending on their differences in nativisation, makes VP 
complexity a promising factor for future studies on subject omission in contact 
varieties. Considering their cognitive basis, especially the factor groups associ-
ated with processing load call for experimental approaches complementing the 
analysis of corpus data, e.g. measuring comprehension rates of different struc-
tures (Tao and Healy 2005), but also the targeted evocation of production data 
for different linguistic contexts (see e.g. Chen and Pan 2009, Li 2014, Xiao 2002).

Intonation is a factor neglected by the present study. Its role in marking 
given and new information in spoken language is crucial, most notably here in 
the distinction between stressed (strong) and unstressed (weak) pronouns as a 
further dimension of accessibility marking according to Givón’s topicality hierar-
chy (Givón 1983; see also section 2.1.2; for a more detailed assessment of stressed 
and unstressed subject pronouns in English, see Travis and Torres Cacoullos 
2014). Moreover, differences in intonational patterns form a major dividing line 
between speakers of different ethnic backgrounds in Singlish (Lim 2001), their 
investigation thus possibly leads to different groupings within and among the 
data sets analysed here. Complementary investigation of more general contrasts 
in information management of different language types and varieties, incorpo-
rating lexical, syntactic and phonological aspects, are a vivid field of study (see 
e.g. Calhoun 2010, Heusinger 1999), and promise valuable insight for the study 
of contact varieties of English as well, especially those with tonal substrate lan-
guages. 

A central aspect of variationist investigation is the role of stylistic variation. 
As for many sociolinguistic variables, text type is crucial for the realisation of 
subject pronouns, which makes a comparison with results based on different 
types of data difficult. The present study is focussed on direct conversation, where 
the physical presence of a referent is one major clue for its accessibility (section 
2.1.2); the absence of shared physical context in telephone conversations hinders 
comparability with the results of Jia and Bayley (2002) for Mandarin Chinese. On 
the other hand, teacher-student classroom interaction also constitutes a very spe-
cific communicative situation. This is confirmed by both Jia and Bayley (2002) 
and Li et al. (2012), who find widely varying deletion rates for different persons 
in the different text types. These differences are presumably based on the pre-
dictability of certain forms in the specific situational context. Second person sin-
gular is unexpected in the classroom setting, where the teacher is more likely to 
address the group as a whole and second person singular thus exhibits a higher 
rate of overt pronouns, whereas second person plural reference is unexpected in 
telephone conversation, and consequently is more likely to be expressed in this 
text type. Even within specific contexts, studies on Singlish in classroom contexts 
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show that there is linguistic variation on almost microscopic levels of situational- 
or topic-shift within a session, of both teachers and students, according to task 
and content (see also section 5.5.4). 

Narratives constitute another specific text type, relevant here for their role in 
the study of information structure (e.g. the Pear Stories). Especially the relatively 
free conversations in the GSSEC feature several narrative stretches within the con-
versational setting. As shown by Travis and Lindstrom (2016), in the English Pear 
Stories, null subjects are significantly more frequent than in Standard American 
English conversation (as represented by the SBCSAE). Especially the rate of null 
subjects found for third person contexts is higher in narratives, which typically 
show a high degree of topic- and character-continuity. Moreover, TAM marking of 
the verb, a significant factor in studies on Spanish null subjects, possibly mani-
fests differently in linear narratives exhibiting more contiguous temporal sequen-
tiality than conversations. Judging from the results on Chinese classroom speech, 
and English narratives, person is one structural constraint decisively affected by 
the text type analysed. Studies restricting their investigation to one person thus 
need to proceed carefully when drawing more general conclusions on the distri-
bution of null subjects. 

Through their anaphoric function, the usage of referential pronouns is neces-
sarily bound to the content as well as the context of speech. Given the availability 
of additional genres in the ICE corpora, a logical next step is the inclusion of 
further sub-corpora of the respective varieties in order to test Travis’ (2007) and 
Travis and Lindstrom’s (2016) hypothesis on genre variation as a purely quantita-
tive phenomenon that leaves underlying structural constraints untouched. This 
is possibly not true to the same degree in World Englishes, where issues of norm 
orientation and codification might lead to rather different outcomes between dif-
ferent types of speech.

Further aspects of language contact and linguistic nativisation for subject 
pronoun expression are discussed in the following section. 

6.2.2 Language contact and linguistic nativisation

The stylistic dimension and the indexical use of non-standard features is of 
central relevance for the study of World Englishes. Higher amounts of idiosyn-
cratic behaviour of individual speakers are observed for the L1 varieties British 
and Singapore English, compared to the more homogeneous behaviour of the L2 
varieties Indian and Hong Kong English. Given the function of English in India as 
a non-native link language, and the primary use in ICE-HK as a means of commu-
nication with non-Hong Kong speakers, the degree of informality encountered in 
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the conversations in ICE-GB and GSSEC is probably not even available for the L2 
varieties, an assessment shared by Percillier (2016: 192). While null subjects are 
considered an informal, colloquial feature in Standard English, their status in the 
Asian varieties is not as clear, not least due to their association with substrate 
origins. On the other hand, Schröter (2010) shows that variation between formal 
and informal speech in Singapore English is marginal for subject omission; the 
feature is apparently below conscious usage, and not employed as a sociolin-
guistic marker the way e.g. be deletion is. The comparative analysis presented 
here provides the first steps in the systematic description and structural circum-
scription of variable subject pronouns in Asian varieties of English. Its results 
constitute a good basis for the design of experimental tasks further exploring dif-
ferent structural constraints, such as acceptability ratings, comprehension tests, 
or syntactic pattern completion, that specifically target structural conflict sites of 
language contact, and possibly include speakers of different demographic back-
grounds (see e.g. Jin 1994, Spring and Horie 2013, Yuan 1997).

Regarding the frequency of subject pronoun omission, the different degree 
of cultural indigenisation in the three Asian Englishes investigated here is mir-
rored by the amount of linguistic nativisation. This provides further evidence for 
the precedence of variety type over the areal effect of shared substrates on the 
morphosyntax of contact varieties. In principle, the three Asian varieties should 
exhibit similar feature pools inherited from their topic-prominent substrates, 
from which they draw structural features. It is thus quite likely that pronoun drop 
is actuated in all three Asian varieties studied here, but propagated only in Sin-
gapore English (see e.g. Lange 2012: 236). What determines the fate of a given 
morphosyntactic feature as either an ephemeral interlanguage phenomenon, or 
as a lasting characteristic of an indigenised variety is rather impossible to predict; 
however, favouring factors both from linguistic and extralinguistic perspectives 
can be identified post hoc. These are discussed in the following. 

According to Schneider, the most fertile ground for structural change in 
contact varieties of English lies at the lexico-grammar interface (Schneider 2007: 
46). This is also addressed in Mukherjee and Gries’ (2009) discussion of collo-
structional nativisation. Apparently, this process does not only apply to comple-
mentation patterns and transitivity, but also to specific lexical contexts for the 
contact feature subject omission in the Asian Englishes. Verb type is identified as 
highly influential for all varieties in this study. The influence of this factor man-
ifests in two ways: verb types in terms of semantic and syntactic features, and 
the influence of individual collocates in the different varieties. Torres Cacoullos 
and Travis (2014) assume the cross-linguistic presence of lexically specific con-
structions favouring subject omission, but expect them to manifest with differ-
ent, language specific collocates. The results of the present study corroborate this 
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assumption: each variety shows idiosyncratic collocates of null subjects, such 
as British English sounds and see, Indian English means and asked, Hong Kong 
English is, and Singapore English depends and can/cannot. In cases like the Sin-
glish discourse particle know, Wee (2003a) claims that its emergence is facilitated 
by the status of Singlish as NSL. Reversely, the presence of idioms like cannot pro-
vides a nurturing context for pronoun omission, and a possible starting ground 
for further context expansion.

One stronghold of null subjects in Singapore English, expletive subjects spe-
cifically, is the existential got-construction. This structure is classified as gram-
matical replication by Heine and Kuteva (2005). Its propagation is supported 
by the relatively strong attraction of get and got (with possessive and modal 
meaning) to null subjects in British English (see Table 3.1). Moreover, existential 
got follows a cross-linguistically observed path of grammaticalisation; conse-
quently, its use is also attested Malaysian English (Percillier 2016: 93). This con-
vergence of cross-linguistic developments with suitable lexical exponence in the 
lexifier is the backbone of Bao’s (2010) lexifier filter model, which tries to account 
for the varying results of this selection process post-hoc, and calls for quantitative 
investigation like the analysis provided here for more nuanced insights into the 
consequences of this filtering mechanism. 

Chapter 5 also shows the limits of comparative variationist analysis. While 
Hong Kong English and especially Indian English can usefully be measured 
against the same analytical categories as their superstrate, the predictive value 
of the explanatory structural factors is rather limited for Singapore English. In 
Singapore English, the topic-prominent Sinitic languages and related substrates 
of the same language type, like the contact languages Baba Malay and Bazaar 
Malay, have led to structural changes so extensive that their effect is evaluated as 
a typological shift from subject prominence to topic prominence (e.g. by Ansaldo 
2004, 2009, Bao and Lye 2005), going as far as Ansaldo’s claim that Singlish “is 
more an Asian variety with English influences than a variety of English” (Ansaldo 
2009: 145). It is remarkable that this shift is so visible in the informal educated 
variety of Singapore English, which is the basis for the present investigation, 
whereas so far this fundamental transformation has mainly been claimed for the 
basilectal variety Singlish. On the one hand, as section 5.5.4 shows, this influence 
stretches beyond the rather rigid analytical categories necessary for systematic 
multivariate analysis. On the other hand, subject deletion rates in the educated 
variety are not as remote from Chinese as it seems at first glance: the approxi-
mately 50% null subjects reported for Mandarin Chinese in detailed quantitative 
investigation by Jia and Bayley (2002) and Li et al. (2102) include imperatives and 
predicative adjectives, manifesting as be deletion in Singapore English. In a pre-
vious study on Singapore English, Schröter (2010) takes contexts of null subjects 
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without overt be into account as well. This wider envelope of variation almost 
doubles the omission rate in Singapore English conversations to more than 20% 
of pronominal subject tokens, compared to 12% in the present study. A further 
indicator for topic prominence is the amount of null expletives, a feature usually 
associated with lower degrees of linguistic proficiency in earlier stages of lan-
guage learning (see e.g. Phinney 1987). In generative approaches, overt expletive 
pronouns in the target language are deemed a crucial hint for parameter setting 
in language acquisition; their presence unambiguously signals the setting [ - pro-
drop] and triggers its entailing structural consequences. Referential pronouns, on 
the other hand are variable in their realisation in NSLs, and thus not as compat-
ible with the conceptualisation of a binary parameter set by cues in the input for 
both L1 and L2 learners. However, the role of null expletives in Singapore English 
is qualified by their strong attraction to a lexically specific context, the existen-
tial got-construction. Obviously collocational patterns and preferences provide 
niches for substrate features, but whether these are the last resort, or are paving 
the way for future expansion of a substrate feature, is not deducible from syn-
chronic investigation, but requires diachronic data.

The contrasts between the Asian varieties analysed here align with their 
position in different phases of Schneider’s evolutionary cycle of postcolonial 
Englishes. This opens two further avenues of research: on the one hand, the com-
parison with speakers of Malaysian English promises more insight on the role 
of different substrates in Singapore English. While Malaysian English is closely 
related historically to Singapore English, their developments diverge after Sin-
gapore’s independence, leaving them at different stages of nativisation (Schnei-
der 2007: 144–160). On the other hand, a comparison of the results achieved here 
either with historical data of Singapore English, as represented e.g. in oral history 
interviews by the National Archives of Singapore, or with current acquisition 
data of L1 speakers of Singapore English, as suggested by Buschfeld (2015, 2018), 
could enlighten the evolution of variable subject realisation along the process of 
nativisation in the variety most progressed on this path. 

Whether English is used as L1 or L2 in a speech community crucially depends 
on language-external factors, and its status consequently affects the linguistic 
system, especially regarding the propagation of innovative structural features in 
World Englishes. An example for a pattern that should be attested in two of the 
feature pools, but only is propagated in one of the varieties, is the X or not ques-
tion, which frequently omits subject pronouns. It stems from a variety of Chinese 
(Teochew) present in both Singapore and Hong Kong, but is only attested in the 
Singaporean variety of English. The absence of X or not questions in Hong Kong 
English can be explained by the local lack of prestige of the Chinese variety pre-
dominantly employing this structure. The sociolinguistic situation is different in 
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Singapore, and consequently this specific substrate structure is more acceptable 
in the respective variety. Such explanations are not as evident for null relative 
pronouns or the existential got-construction; for these structures, no differences 
between varieties of Chinese are attested. 

Matras identifies two crucial factors for the propagation of structural innova-
tions in bi- or multilingual communities, namely the “directionality of bilingual-
ism, and the extent of control and pressure that is exerted on speakers to conform 
to more established speech norms” (Matras 2009: 312).

Although in Singapore there is strong institutionalised pressure towards 
Standard English, e.g. in the form of the Speak Good English Movement (goodeng-
lish.org.sg), there are several aspects that hinder the eradication of features like 
subject pronoun omission from informal educated Singapore English:
1. The central role of Singlish in Singaporean identity formation gives way to 

countermovements and linguistic liberation attempts, e.g. the Coxford Sin-
glish Dictionary (www.talkingcock.com), the Speak Good Singlish Movement, 
etc., which possibly override prescriptive efforts (see e.g. Ho and Alsagoff 
1998, Ooi 2001, Tan 2017, Wee 2014, 2018).

2. Null subjects are not a sociolinguistic marker; there is no evidence of a con-
scious targeting of this structure from the material presented on the SGEM 
website, as is the case e.g. for prepositions and morphological marking.

3. Several constructions favouring null subjects in Singlish either fit an existing 
paradigm, such as the discourse marker know, or have an iconic function 
related to local culture, such as can/cannot (Wee 2003, Wong 2015).

This tension between “control and pressure” (Matras 2009) and the urge of speech 
communities towards linguistic emancipation (Schneider 2007) is characteristic 
for the evolution of World Englishes and makes Singapore English such a fasci-
nating field of sociolinguistic research.

6.3 Conclusion

The present investigation constitutes a case study of the possibilities of compara-
tive variationist research on World Englishes, using the classic syntactic parame-
ter of variable subject pronoun realisation as a measure of substrate convergence 
in three contact varieties of English in Asia. 

In an ideal world, comparative analysis operates on the basis of investigat-
ing identical structural constraints, within consistently defined variable contexts 
for all varieties or languages under scrutiny. Given different research foci, this 
is all but impossible without a concerted effort. The difficulty lies in finding the 
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balance between generalisability of results, as is desirable in comparative, possi-
bly even typological enterprises, and abstracted categories that still appropriately 
describe the linguistic realities encountered in the respective data sets (see Kort-
mann 2014). In its broad inclusion of linguistic contexts, the analysis of British 
English in chapter 3 is intended not only as a comparative baseline for the present 
study, but will hopefully also be useful as a yardstick of null subjects in spoken 
Standard English for future research. The surprising surge of empirical research 
on null subjects in non-NSLs like English in recent years proves the demand for 
data-based analyses of this low-frequency syntactic phenomenon; the relevance 
of this approach lies in the systematisation of structural descriptions as a test of 
anecdotal or impressionistic observations.

Torres Cacoullos and Travis (2015) argue that the analysis of intra-linguis-
tic variability helps to assess “inter-linguistic (dis)similarity”, i.e. the concrete 
structural presentation and conditions of variables like subject pronouns in dif-
ferent varieties of a language can provide insight into the cross-linguistic valid-
ity of structural constraints on subject expression and thus identify truly uni-
versal tendencies. I argue that the reverse is also true, and contributes a crucial 
aspect to the investigation of World Englishes: integrating the typological per-
spective in the study of language-internal or micro-variation can help to assess 
the source and status of a feature in a given (contact) variety (see also Brunner 
2017, Siemund 2016). This approach is especially fruitful when contact effects 
between languages of different typological configuration are assessed. By focus-
sing on contact between non-NSL English and topic-prominent, or radical NSLs, 
the present study complements Torres Cacoullos and Travis’ focus on contact 
between English and the canonical NSL Spanish.

The preceding analyses in chapter 5 and section 6.1 show that contact with 
typologically different languages leaves measurable traces in the grammar of the 
Asian Englishes that can insightfully be analysed by multivariate analysis. Sub-
strate influence in the educated variants of the respective varieties goes beyond 
the superficial raising of subject omission rates and affects the variable rules 
determining omission, indicating changes in the underlying grammatical system. 
Juxtaposing the constraints found for the Asian varieties with those found in their 
substrates clarifies the contrasts both between substrate and contact varieties, 
and between the different contact varieties. 

To conclude, this study has shown both promise and pitfalls of compara-
tive quantitative investigation of contact varieties. Systematic divergence in the 
grammar of the Asian Englishes can be identified in quantitative terms, and 
degrees of contact can be measured using comparative variationist diagnostics 
to evaluate the relative degrees of language specific and universal tendencies. 
In the present case, the existence of specific constructions associated with null 
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subjects shows how lexically specific constructions provide a nurturing habitat 
for contact features, but whether null subjects are a stable feature of Asian Eng-
lishes, are on the retreat, or even on the rise, remains to be seen in future studies. 
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Appendix A: Data

Table A.1: GSSEC files in ICE-Singapore

GSSEC file words speakers ICE file

1:1 2,149 1:1:a-I 1:1:b-C 1:1:c-C ICE-S1A-086
1:2 807 1:2:a-I 1:2:b-C 1:2:c-?
1:3 5,024 1:3:a-C 1:3:b-? 1:3:c-I 1:3:d-C ICE-S1A-088
2:1 1,523 2:1:a-C 2:1:b-? 2:1:c-C ICE-S1B-079
2:2 520 2:2:a-C 2:2:b-C ICE-S1A-084
3:1 2,583 3:1:a-M 3:1:b-M ICE-S1A-084
3:2 1,214 3:2:a-M 3:2:b-M 3:2:c-M
3:3 896 3:3:a-M 3:3:b-M 3:3:c-M
4:1 1,252 4:1:a-M 4:1:b-M 4:1:c-M ICE-S1A-069
4:2 505 4:2:a-M 4:2:b-M
4:3 2,069 4:3:a-M 4:3:b-M ICE-S1A-079
4:4 447 4:4:a-M 4:4:b-M 4:4:c-C 4:4:d-C
5:1 1,618 5:1:a-I 5:1:b-I ICE-S1A-086
5:6 5,727 5:6:a-I 5:6:b-I 5:6:c-I
5:8 2,350 5:8:a-I 5:8:b-I ICE-S1A-085
6:1 8,184 6:1:a-I 6:1:b-I
6:2 8,031 6:2:a-I 6:2:b-I 6:2:c-I 6:2:d-C
6:3 2,142 6:3:a-I 6:3:b-I ICE-S1A-087
7:6 452 7:6:a-C 7:6:b-C
7:7 1,082 7:7:a-C 7:7:b-C
8:1 3,294 8:1:a-C 8:1:b-C ICE-S1A-090
11:2 2,242 11:2:a-I 11:2:b-I

Speaker ethnicity: C = Chinese, M = Malay, I = Indian, ? = unknown

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-008
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Appendix B: Additional statistics

Table B.1: Mixed-effects model with speaker as random intercept ICE-GB 

Random effects:

Groups name
Speaker (Intercept)
Number of obs: 3,468, groups: speaker, 50

Variance
0.3440

Std.Dev.
0.5865

Fixed effects: Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.9356 0.2929 -6.608 <.0001 ***

and: y 3.7976 0.3951 9.612 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -1.2664 0.4711 -2.688 0.0072 **
Clause: question -0.1324 0.7721 -0.172 0.8638
Position: 2 -2.5000 0.5484 -4.559 <.0001 ***
Position: 3 -0.7691 0.5957 -1.291 0.1967 .
Position: >3 -0.5793 0.3162 -1.832 0.0670 .
Person: second -1.1210 0.4244 -2.642 0.0083 **
Person: third -0.0574 0.2938 -0.195 0.8450
Reference: non-referential 0.8527 0.3384 2.520 0.0117 *
Switch: partial -0.3863 0.4489 -0.861 0.3895
Switch: full -0.6734 0.2820 -2.388 0.0170 *
Persistence: NP 0.6353 0.3893 1.632 0.1027
Persistence: zero 1.4183 0.5402 2.625 0.0087 **
Verb Type: psychological -0.6514 0.3219 -2.024 0.0430 *
Verb Type: auxiliary -1.9198 0.2837 -6.767 <.0001 ***
Verb Type: modal -0.9615 0.3520 -2.732 0.0063 **

Table B.2: Mixed-effects model with verb token as random intercept ICE-GB

Random effects:

Groups name
Verb Token (Intercept)
Number of obs: 3,468, groups: Verb Token, 148

Variance
0.6965

Std.Dev.
0.8346

Fixed effects: Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.3230 0.3385 -6.862 <.0001 ***

and: y 3.7248 0.3941 9.452 <.0001 ***
Clause: subordinate -1.3900 0.4860 -2.860 0.0042 **
Clause: question -0.5475 0.7896 -0.693 0.4881
Position: 2 -2.4929 0.5664 -4.401 <.0001 ***

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-009
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Random effects:

Groups name
Verb Token (Intercept)
Number of obs: 3,468, groups: Verb Token, 148

Variance
0.6965

Std.Dev.
0.8346

Fixed effects: Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Position: 3 -0.5525 0.6090 -0.907 0.3643
Position: >3 -0.5562 0.3274 -1.699 0.0893 ..
Person: second -1.2277 0.4397 -2.792 0.0052 **
Person: third 0.2778 0.3083 0.901 0.3675
Reference: non-referential 1.0017 0.3550 2.822 0.0048 **
Switch: partial -0.1469 0.4667 -0.315 0.7530
Switch: full -0.7841 0.2888 -2.715 0.0066 **
Persistence: NP 0.5096 0.4054 1.257 0.2087
Persistence: zero 1.4182 0.5499 2.579 0.0099 **
Verb Type: psychological -0.4673 0.4244 -1.101 0.2709
Verb Type: auxiliary -1.2885 0.4598 -2.802 0.0051 **
Verb Type: modal -0.8590 0.5079 -1.691 0.0908 .

Table B.3: Analysis of Deviance model comparison including factor group turn length ICE-GB

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType + 
Turn Length

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,451 712.14
2 3,448 705.23 3 6.9037 0.0750.

Table B.4: Analysis of Deviance model comparison excluding factor group switch reference 
ICE-GB

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,453 717.66
2 3,451 712.14 2 5.5196 0.0633 .

Table B.2: (continued)
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Table B.5: Minimal adequate model ICE-GB - overview

Model: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType

Model Likelihood 
Ratio Test

Discrimination 
Indexes

Rank Discrimination 
Indexes

Obs 3,468 LR chi2 395.45 R2 0.394 C 0.867
overt 3,338 d.f. 16 g 1.776 Dxy 0.735
zero 130 Pr(> chi2) <0.0001 gr 5.906 gamma 0.747
max | deriv | 8e-10 gp 0.056 tau-a 0.053

Brier 0.024

Table B.6: Model evaluation by bootstrapping minimal adequate model ICE-GB (n = 142)

index.orig training test optimism index corrected

Dxy 0.7385 0.7567 0.7274 0.0292 0.7093
R2 0.3938 0.4025 0.3794 0.0231 0.3707
Intercept 0.0000 0.0000 -0.1062 0.1062 -0.1062
Slope 1.0000 1.0000 0.9559 0.0441 0.9559
Emax 0.0000 0.0000 0.0311 0.0311 0.0311
D 0.1137 0.1167 0.1093 0.0073 0.1064
U -0.0006 -0.0006 0.0003 -0.0009 0.0003
Q 0.1143 0.1172 0.1090 0.0082 0.1061
B 0.0242 0.0242 0.0247 -0.0005 0.0247
g 1.7760 1.9195 1.8263 0.0932 1.6828
gp 0.0558 0.0568 0.0555 0.0013 0.0546

Table B.7: Analysis of Deviance model comparison with monofactorial model “and” ICE-GB

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and 

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,451 712.14
2 3,466 844.40 -15 -132.26 <2.2e-16 ***
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Table B.8: Logistic regression model including factor group VP complexity ICE-GB

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.7117 0.2743 -9.885 <2e-16 ***

and: y 3.7605 0.3541 10.619 <2e-16 ***
Clause: subordinate -1.1174 0.4551 -2.455 0.0141 *
Clause: question -0.6450 0.7600 -0.855 0.3924
Position: 2 -2.6100 0.5462 -4.778 1.77e-06 ***
Position: 3 -0.7011 0.5700 -1.230 0.2187
Position: >3 .0.4706 0.3100 -1.564 0.1179
Person: second -0.9332 0.3914 -2.384 0.0171 *
Person: third -0.2015 0.2774 -0.726 0.4676
Reference: non-referential 0.5300 0.3231 1.640 0.1009
Switch: partial -0.4800 0.4296 -1.117 0.2638
Switch: full -0.7577 0.2700 -2.807 0.0050 **
Persistence: NP 0.4934 0.3766 1.310 0.1901
Persistence: zero 1.4192 0.4958 2.863 0.0042 **
VPcomplexity: 2 -0.1635 0.2378 -0.688 0.4916
VPcomplexity: 3+ -0.0452 0.3423 -0.132 0.8951

Table B.9: Wald statistics of factor group significance including factor group VP complexity 
ICE-GB

Df Deviance Resid.Df Resid.Dev. Pr(>Chi)

NULL 3467 1108.85
and 1 264.451 3,466 844.40 < 2.2e-16 ***
Clause 2 18.222 3,464 826.18 0.0001 ***
Position 3 41.977 3,461 784.20 4.058e-09 ***
Person 2 5.553 3,459 778.65 0.0623 .
Reference 1 0.191 3,458 778.46 0.6624
Switch 2 8.559 3,456 769.90 0.0138 *
Persistence 2 8.532 3,454 761.37 0.0140 *
VPcomplexity 2 0.493 3,452 760.87 0.7814

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Appendix B: Additional statistics   281

Table B.10: Analysis of Deviance model comparison including factor group VP complexity ICE-GB

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VP com-
plexity

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,451 712.14
2 3,452 760.87 -1 -48.733 2.933e-12 ***

Table B.11: Logistic regression model including interaction term Person:VerbType ICE-GB

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.2354 0.4951 -2.495 0.0126 *

and: y 3.9008 0.3857 10.113 <2e-16 ***
Clause: subordinate 0.1411 0.7624 0.185 0.8531
Clause: question -1.5228 0.4736 -3.215 0.0013 **
Position: 2 -2.6480 0.5486 -4.827 1.39e-06 ***
Position: 3 -0.7647 0.6010 -1.272 0.2033
Position: >3 -0.5146 0.3098 -1.661 0.0968 .
Person: second -1.9276 0.6954 -2.772 0.0056 **
Person: third 0.5472 0.4096 1.336 0.1816
Reference: non-referential -1.1410 0.3436 -3.321 0.0009 ***
Switch: partial -0.3064 0.4475 -0.685 0.4936
Switch: full -0.6218 0.2814 -2.209 0.0271 *
Persistence: NP 0.7754 0.3918 1.979 0.0478 *
Persistence: zero 1.3996 0.5314 2.634 0.0084 **
VerbType: psychological -0.8329 0.4994 -1.668 0.0954 .
VerbType: auxiliary -0.7507 0.4622 -1.624 0.1044
VerbType: modal -0.4089 0.5420 -0.754 0.4506
Person2:VerbTypeP 3.3038 0.9190 3.595 0.0003 ***
Person3:VerbTypeP -0.6074 0.7729 -0.786 0.4319
Person2:VerbTypeX -14.476 529.99 -0.027 0.9782
Person3:VerbTypeX -1.8526 0.5957 -3.110 0.0019 **
Person2:VerbTypeM 0.9021 1.0763 0.838 0.4020
Person3:VerbTypeM -1.3686 0.7803 -1.754 0.0794 .
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Table B.12: Analysis of Deviance model comparison including interaction term Person:VerbType 
ICE-GB

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType + 
Person * VerbType

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,451 712.14
2 3,445 680.09 6 32.056 1.592e-05 ***

Table B.13: Minimal adequate model first person ICE-GB - overview

Model: S ~ and + Clause  + Persistence + VerbType

Model Likelihood 
Ratio Test

Discrimination 
Indexes

Rank Discrimination 
Indexes

Obs 901 LR chi2 95.11 R2 0.310 C 0.833
overt 857 d.f. 7 g 1.061 Dxy 0.666
zero 44 Pr(> chi2) <0.0001 gr 2.889 gamma 0.730
max | deriv | 1e-5 gp 0.058 tau-a 0.062

Brier 0.035

Table B.14: Model evaluation by bootstrapping minimal adequate model first person ICE-GB (n 
= 169)

index.orig training test optimism index corrected

Dxy 0.6673 0.6574 0.6181 0.0394 0.6280
R2 0.3101 0.3241 0.2746 0.0495 0.2606
Intercept 0.0000 0.0000 -0.2185 0.2185 -0.2185
Slope 1.0000 1.0000 0.9067 0.0933 0.9067
Emax 0.0000 0.0000 0.0659 0.0659 0.0659
D 0.1045 0.1103 0.0918 0.0185 0.0860
U -0.0022 -0.0022 0.0015 -0.0037 0.0015
Q 0.1067 0.1125 0.0904 0.0221 0.0845
B 0.0352 0.0350 0.0361 -0.0011 0.0363
g 1.0609 1.6576 1.4481 0.2095 0.8514
gp 0.0583 0.0608 0.0557 0.0051 0.0533
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Table B.15: High-frequency verb lemmas

GB  IN  HK  SG

be 1,295 be 1,184 be 1,130 be 963
do 374 have 446 have 476 do 426
have 357 do 229 do 470 will 261
would 136 can 145 think 275 can 229
can 149 will 134 can 175 have 195
think 120 should 88 will 131 get 147
will 85 think 86 want 78 go 147
go 68 go 73 go 74 think 109
say 62 get 72 would 61 want 108
get 50 come 66 get 56 say 102
know 48 say 51 know 56 know 57
could 37 know 50 like 48 come 53
want 31 mean 47 need 45 should 46
mean 27 want 45 say 44
see 20 would 43 should 33

could 41

Table B.16: Minimal adequate model ICE-IN

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.3780 0.1818 -13.080 <2e-16 ***

and: y 2.6044 0.3554 7.328 2.34e-13 ***
Clause: question -0.6330 0.6467 -0.979 0.3276
Clause: subordinate -2.5096 0.4193 -5.985 2.17e-09 ***
Person: second 0.2176 0.3296 0.660 0.5091
Person: third 1.0768 0.2165 4.975 6.54e-07 ***
Switch: partial -2.2550 0.6242 -3.613 0.0003 ***
Switch: full -0.0159 0.2095 -0.076 0.9395
Persistence: NP 1.3627 0.3002 4.539 5.65e-06 ***
Persistence: zero 2.9699 0.3410 8.708 <2e-16 ***
Verb Type: psychological -1.1126 0.2900 -3.837 0.0001 ***
Verb Type: auxiliary -2.8724 0.2791 -10.293 <2e-16 ***
Verb Type: modal -2.9426 0.4502 -6.536 6.32e-11 ***
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Table B.17: Analysis of Deviance model comparison minimal adequate model ICE-IN

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Person + Switch + Persistence + VerbType

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,619 925.20
2 3,623 931.25 -4 -6.0525 0.1953

Table B.18: Model evaluation by bootstrapping logistic regression model ICE-IN (n = 125)

index.orig training test optimism index corrected

Dxy 0.8051 0.8174 0.7999 0.0175 0.7876
R2 0.4148 0.4233 0.4028 0.0205 0.3942
Intercept 0.0000 0.0000 -0.0536 0.0536 -0.0536
Slope 1.0000 1.0000 0.9528 0.0472 0.9528
Emax 0.0000 0.0000 0.0203 0.0203 0.0203
D 0.1475 0.1483 0.1429 0.0055 0.1420
U -0.0006 -0.0006 0.0003 -0.0008 0.0003
Q 0.1480 0.1489 0.1426 0.0063 0.1417
B 0.0339 0.0329 0.0343 -0.0014 0.0353
g 2.2199 2.3919 2.2680 0.1239 2.0959
gp 0.0783 0.0773 0.0776 -0.0003 0.0787

Table B.19: Minimal adequate model ICE-HK

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -2.8071 0.1859 -15.100 <2e-16 ***

and: y 2.5769 0.2730 9.441 <2e-16 ***
Clause: question -1.5245 0.5410 -2.818 0.0048 **
Clause: subordinate -0.3365 0.2083 -1.615 0.1063
Person: second 0.7776 0.2622 2.966 0.0030 **
Person: third 1.5084 0.1958 7.704 1.32e-14 ***
Switch: partial -0.8514 0.3456 -2.464 0.0138 *
Switch: full -0.9339 0.1969 -4.742 2.12e-06 ***
Persistence: NP 0.5440 0.2237 2.432 0.0150 *
Persistence: zero 1.5636 0.3114 5.021 5.13e-07 ***
Verb Type: psychological -0.5808 0.2271 -2.557 0.0106 *
Verb Type: auxiliary -1.4639 0.2035 -7.195 6.24e-13 ***
Verb Type: modal -1.2989 0.2775 -4.681 2.86e-06 ***

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Appendix B: Additional statistics   285

Table B.20: Analysis of Deviance model comparison minimal adequate model ICE-HK

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Person + Switch + Persistence + VerbType

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,962 1,233.8
2 3,966 1,235.7 -4 -11.941 0.0178 *

Table B.21: Model evaluation by bootstrapping logistic regression model ICE-HK (n = 191)

index.orig training test optimism index corrected

Dxy 0.6732 0.6822 0.6594 0.0228 0.6505
R2 0.2840 0.2929 0.2731 0.0198 0.2642
Intercept 0.0000 0.0000 -0.0985 0.0985 -0.0985
Slope 1.0000 1.0000 0.9552 0.0448 0.9552
Emax 0.0000 0.0000 0.0294 0.0294 0.0294
D 0.0996 0.1030 0.0956 0.0074 0.0922
U -0.0005 -0.0005 0.0002 -0.0007 0.0002
Q 0.1001 0.1035 0.0954 0.0081 0.0920
B 0.0395 0.0391 0.0399 -0.0008 0.0403
g 1.3819 1.4736 1.3995 0.0741 1.3077
gp 0.0656 0.0668 0.0647 0.0020 0.0636

Table B.22: Mixed-effects model with ethnicity as random intercept GSSEC

Random effects:

Groups name
ethnicity (Intercept)
Number of obs: 3,939, groups: ethnicity, 3

Variance
4e-14

Std.Dev.
2e-07

Fixed effects: Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.6706 0.1476 -11.316 <2e-16 ***

and: y 2.7616 0.2892 9.549 <2e-16 ***
Clause: subordinate -0.6886 0.1971 -3.493 0.0005 ***
Clause: question 0.6531 0.1911 3.418 0.0006 ***
Position: 2 -0.6359 0.1466 -4.337 1.44e-05 ***
Position: 3 -0.9595 0.2170 -4.421 9.80e-06 ***
Position: >3 -0.4208 0.1389 -3.029 0.0025 **
Person: second -0.3332 0.1588 2.099 0.0358 *
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Random effects:

Groups name
ethnicity (Intercept)
Number of obs: 3,939, groups: ethnicity, 3

Variance
4e-14

Std.Dev.
2e-07

Fixed effects: Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Person: third -0.2539 0.1389 -1.828 0.0676 .
Reference: non-referential 0.8381 0.1477 5.674 1.39e-08 ***
Switch: partial -0.0534 0.2413 -0.221 0.8248
Switch: maintenance 0.2934 0.1143 2.567 0.0102 *
Persistence: NP 0.3976 0.1759 2.260 0.0238 *
Persistence: zero 0.9681 0.1925 5.028 4.96e-07 ***
Verb Type: psychological -0.5643 0.1665 -3.389 0.0007 ***
Verb Type: auxiliary -0.7828 0.1352 -5.789 7.08e-09 ***
Verb Type: modal 0.0047 0.1426 0.033 0.9734

Table B.23: Minimal adequate model GSSEC

Coefficient SE Z p-Value

Intercept -1.5231 0.1238 -12.305 <2e-16 ***

and: y 2.7188 0.2868 9.481 <2e-16 ***
Clause: question 0.5359 0.1799 2.978 0.0029 **
Clause: subordinate -0.7117 0.1966 -3.621 0.0003 ***
Position: 2 -0.6529 0.1463 -4.462 8.10e-06 ***
Position: 3 -0.9652 0.2169 -4.451 8.56e-06 ***
Position: >3 -0.4318 0.1387 -3.114 0.0018 **
Reference: non-referential 0.6971 0.1286 5.422 5.89e-08 ***
Switch: partial -0.3361 0.2379 -1.413 0.1577
Switch: full -0.2689 0.1137 -2.365 0.0180 *
Persistence: NP 0.3475 0.1719 2.021 0.0433 *
Persistence: zero 0.9787 0.1922 5.093 3.52e-07 ***
Verb Type: psychological -0.5469 0.1661 -3.293 0.0010 ***
Verb Type: auxiliary -0.7562 0.1337 -5.654 1.56e-08 ***
Verb Type: modal 0.0130 0.1421 0.092 0.9270

Table B.22: (continued)
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Table B.24: Analysis of Deviance model comparison minimal adequate model GSSEC

Analysis of Deviance Table

Model 1: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Person + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType
Model 2: S ~ and + Clause + Position + Reference + Switch + Persistence + VerbType

Resid. Df Resid. Dev. Df Deviance Pr(>Chi)
1 3,922 2,586.4
2 3,924 2,591.5 -2 -5.1225 0.0772 .

Table B.25: Model evaluation by bootstrapping logistic regression model GSSEC (n = 200)

index.orig training test optimism index corrected

Dxy 0.4068 0.4190 0.3950 0.0241 0.3828
R2 0.1351 0.1421 0.1284 0.0136 0.1214

Intercept 0.0000 0.0000 -0.1046 0.1046 -0.1046
Slope 1.0000 1.0000 0.9449 0.0551 0.9449
Emax 0.0000 0.0000 0.0327 0.0327 0.0327

D 0.0722 0.0763 0.0685 0.0077 0.0645
U -0.0005 -0.0005 0.0003 -0.0008 0.0003
Q 0.0727 0.0768 0.0683 0.0085 0.0642
B 0.0943 0.0941 0.0948 -0.0007 0.0950
g 0.8624 0.9044 0.8515 0.0528 0.8096

gp 0.0879 0.0908 0.0863 0.0045 0.0833

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Index
African American Vernacular English  145
age  6, 33, 60, 90, 173, 186, 197, 222
analytic language  2, 24, 100, 105, 111, 143
Angloversal  121, 141
animate  51–52, 110
APiCS  117, 123
areality  100, 121, 141, 233, 248
auxiliary verb  56, 81, 150, 182, 185, 193, 205, 

216, 227

bare conditional  140, 152, 220, 233
be deletion  137, 143, 150, 248
Bislama  26, 53, 118, 123, 146, 156, 179
bootstrapping  69, 86, 199
borrowing scale  113–114, 120
Butler English  142

Cantonese  7, 26, 33, 130–132, 136, 139
Chinese Pidgin English  118, 130
cleft construction  20, 128, 133, 144, 156
collocation  43, 61–63, 74, 77, 90, 144, 147, 

164–170, 190, 223, 244, 246, 250
collostructional nativisation  144, 223, 248
comment  19, 104–107, 128, 210, 213
complexity  32, 43, 56, 245
– verb phrase complexity  41, 55, 81, 94, 237, 

246
concordance index  69, 86, 91, 176, 185, 188, 

196–197, 199, 209
conditional clause  49, 140, 152
convergence  4, 32, 38, 113, 126, 128, 144, 

147, 155, 231, 234, 249, 251
creole  3, 25, 111, 115–116, 142, 145, 156, 179, 

191
creoloid  115

diary  2, 36, 49
diglossia  135
dummy pronoun  18, 37, 52, 106, 123, 127, 

129, 133, 143, 202, 233
Dynamic model  4, 10, 120–121, 125, 128, 130, 

134, 144, 219, 222, 233, 248, 250

education  5–6, 28, 124, 130, 134, 137

EFL  7, 120
ENL  120
ESL  7, 120
ethnicity  7, 121, 130, 134, 137, 144, 198, 219, 

222, 246
eWAVE  120, 122, 129, 133, 135, 137, 233
existential got  137, 139, 165, 167, 204, 212, 

217, 220, 249–250
exonormative  121, 132
expletive  18, 22, 24–25, 225, 249

feature pool  66, 115, 120, 144, 248, 250
Finnish  2, 25, 31–32, 91
focus  2, 19–22, 109, 128, 202
founder effect  136

gender  4, 6, 28, 33, 42, 59, 110, 173, 186, 
197–198, 222

generic reference  17, 26, 51–52, 76–77, 92, 
101, 109, 144, 156, 213, 218, 225, 231, 
240

German  25
GloWbE  5
grammaticalisation  112, 124, 220, 249

Hindi  125–126, 144, 175, 234
Hokkien  131, 136, 139

idiolect  218
imperative  34, 45, 104, 110, 230, 244, 249
inanimate  17, 110, 115–116
Indo-European  104, 126
information packaging see information 

structure
information structure  9, 16, 18–22, 247
intonation  9, 22, 49, 137, 220, 246
Italian  1, 23, 25–26, 33, 100

Kannada  128, 175

language acquisition  3, 36, 41, 115, 132, 250
language policy  4, 125, 131, 134
Lexifier Filter Model  113, 249

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110649260-010

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



290   Index

Malay  134–137, 198, 222
– Baba Malay  136, 249
– Bazaar Malay  136, 249
Malayalam  126, 144, 175, 234
Malaysian English  123, 142–143, 249
modal verb  41, 56, 63, 77, 82, 89, 92, 140, 

145, 159, 165, 168, 181, 185, 190, 193, 
196, 206, 214, 226, 237, 239, 249

model diagnostics  86, 91, 209, 229, 236, 243
Model Likelihood Ratio Test  69, 86, 176, 185, 

188, 196, 199, 209
mother tongue  6–7, 125, 134
multicollinearity  70, 176, 188, 199
multilingualism  113, 120, 125–126, 135–136, 

174, 219, 251

narrative  6, 9, 16, 22, 31, 41, 111, 126, 167, 
183, 211, 247

nativisation  10, 120, 125, 128, 131, 134, 144, 
187, 223, 227, 233, 246–250

Newfoundland English  2, 38, 41, 47, 56, 58, 
90, 92, 94, 237

null object  25, 103, 117, 129, 206, 217, 233
null relative pronoun  132, 138, 142, 152, 190, 

228, 251

orderly heterogeneity  4, 27

Pakistani English  142
parameter  9, 23, 36, 104, 111, 120, 124, 133, 

225, 243, 250
Principles and Parameters  1, 25
Pear Stories  22, 40, 110, 247
Peranakan  136
persistence  31, 42, 54, 64, 66, 79–80, 86, 

89, 92, 109, 147, 158, 180, 185, 191, 196, 
205, 209, 212, 226, 229, 237, 240, 242, 
245

priming  31–32, 39, 42, 54, 80, 93, 180, 185, 
192, 218, 238, 245

Philippine English  142
phonology  21, 28, 36, 114, 121, 128, 131, 137, 

157, 220, 246
pidgin  115, 118, 120, 136, 142
Portuguese  25, 31, 100
pragmatics  18, 33, 99, 103, 106, 115, 117, 

128–129, 213, 215, 217

predicative adjective  113, 150, 216, 232, 244, 
249

processing  19, 33, 41, 53, 56, 64, 237, 245
pro-drop  2, 15, 23–26, 36, 100–104, 117–119, 

142–143, 225, 250
proficiency  7, 116, 120, 131, 135, 137, 142, 173, 

187, 218, 220, 222, 250
psychological verb  30, 32, 56, 77, 81, 89, 147, 

159, 168, 185, 196, 209, 237, 240

question  46, 49, 64, 75, 84, 89, 110, 121, 137, 
141, 144, 153, 155, 178, 185, 190, 196, 
201–202, 208, 218, 220, 227–228, 238, 
250

quotative verb  40, 48, 73, 152, 167, 171, 178

R²  69, 86, 176, 185, 188, 196, 199, 209
radical pro-drop  24, 100–103
random effects  32, 42, 67, 82, 90, 198, 221, 

244
reduplication  128
register  2, 8, 16, 36, 49, 57
relative clause  22, 36, 49, 131, 137, 142, 144, 

152, 190, 197, 214, 221, 233
relative particle  138, 214, 220
repeated name penalty  245
replication  112, 137, 146, 152, 214, 229, 249
rheme  19

second language acquisition  111, 115, 132
simplification  115, 132, 143
Sinitic  100, 135, 150, 153, 249
South African Indian English  123, 173, 238
Spanish  1, 6, 9, 15, 23–25, 29–32, 36, 38–40, 

47, 53, 56, 89, 100, 103, 110, 116, 232, 
238, 245, 247, 252

Speak Good English movement  135, 251
Sprachbund  126, 129
Sri Lankan English  122, 142
Standard Average European  2, 24
style  9, 47, 137, 141, 149, 151, 222
– acrolect  123, 173, 225, 238
– basilect  123, 225, 238, 249
– mesolect  123, 238
– stylistic variation  137, 159, 220, 246
switch reference  29, 33, 40–41, 42, 53–54, 

64, 68, 78–79, 84, 86, 91–92, 109–110, 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Index   291

158, 179–180, 185, 191, 196, 205, 209, 
212, 220, 226, 231, 236, 240, 245

Tamil  134, 175
Teochew  131, 136, 138
theme  19
Three Circles model  120
topic
– topicality scale  20, 22, 246
– topic-drop  26, 36
– topic prominence  100, 104–109, 113, 117, 

127, 133, 140, 148, 209–217, 220, 222, 
249

topicalisation  105, 127, 210, 218

VarbRul  66, 71, 178
variable context  10, 27, 29, 33, 39, 41, 44, 57, 

92, 94, 110, 145, 150, 185, 195, 208, 221, 
229, 234, 240, 244, 251

variance inflation factor  70, 87, 176, 188, 199
varioversal  121, 141

Wald statistics  67, 85, 176, 187, 199, 223, 235
WALS  100, 118, 123

X or not question  138, 141, 153, 202, 220, 
228, 250

yes-no question  138, 153

Zipf’s law  56

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:30 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use


	Acknowledgements
	Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	List of Abbreviations
	1. Introduction
	Part A: Null subjects in British English
	2. Null subjects: Theoretical, methodological and descriptive foundations
	3. Empirical baseline: Null subjects in Spoken British English
	Part B: Null subjects in Asian Englishes
	4. Asian languages and varieties of English: Theory, description and comparison
	5. Empirical comparison: Null subjects in Asian Englishes
	6. Discussion and Conclusion
	References
	Appendix A: Data
	Appendix B: Additional statistics
	Index

