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Abstract                                                                                                                                                              
The term expletive in English refers to a word that is used in a sentence 
without contributing to its meaning due to its contentless. This is best 
exemplified in the dummy pronoun it whose pivotal role in the sentence is 
mostly syntactic rather than semantic due to its unreferentiality. As this study 
is a contrastive study, then its main purpose is  to detect   whether or not 
there is like this dummy pronoun in Arabic. Concerning the methodology 
adopted in this study is basically of Haegeman (1994) which involves 
proving via syntactic and semantic evidence represented in theta-theory (θ-
theory) and the Extended Projection Principle (EPP) respectively, the fact 
that expletives are intrinsically devoid of meaning. The study has shown that 
the term expletive does in fact exist in Arabic (i.e. Modern Standard Arabic) 
and it is best represented in the third person pronoun called dhameerlsh?an 
i.e. pronoun of magnitude which is a counterpart of the dummy it due to its 
unreferentiality. In view of this, it is  no small wonder finding out that 
languages such as English and Arabic, which are totally different in respect 
to their linguistic families, to exhibit similarities in  respect to this aspect of 
grammar viz. expletives , and perhaps to other grammatical aspects . 

Key Words: dummy   arguments   theta-theory  theta-criterion  extended 
projection principle  
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 التحليل المقارن لضمير الحشو "هو" في الإنجليزية وضمير الشأن في العربية

 المستخلص

يخاد  بسرطمح الحذؽ في المغة الإنجميدية الكمسة التي تجخل في بشاء  القؽاعجي لمجسمة دون   
أن تذارك في تخكيبيا الجلالي؛ وذلغ لخمؽىا مؼ السعشى أصلًا. ويتسثل ىحا بذكل واضح بزسيخ 

أن الغائب "ىؽ" اللاإشاري الحي يتسحؽر دوره في الجسمة مؼ حيث البشاء لا مؼ حيث السعشى. وبسا 
ىحه الجراسة ىي دراسة تقابميو بيؼ الانجميدية والعخبية فيي تدعى لمكذف عؼ ما أذا كان لسثل ىحا 
السرطمح وجؽد في المغة العخبية أم لا .أما بالشدبة لمسشيجية التي تبشتيا ىحه الجراسة  فيي تعؽد أصلًا 

شى وذلغ مؼ خلال ( والتي تتزسؼ أثبات حقيقة خمؽ مرطمح الحذؽ مؼ السع4991الى هيجسؼ )
الادلة الشحؽية والجلالية الستسثمة بشعخية السحؽر ومبجأ الأسقاط السؽسّع .قج يكؽن الامخ مدتغخباً لأول 
وىمة الحرؽل عمى وجؽد لسثل ىحا السرطمح في العخبية ؛ وذلغ لمتباعج الشدبي بيؼ المغتيؼ. لقج  

الستسثل بالزسيخ ىؽ اللاإشاري لو ما كذفت ىحه الجراسة ان مرطمح الحذؽ في المغة الإنجميدية 
يشاظخه أو ما يذابيو في العخبية )المغة العخبية الحجيثة السعاصخة السشطؽقة أو السكتؽبة( ألا وىؽ ضسيخ 
الذأن ىؽ الحي لا يعؽد عمى اسػ أصلًا؛ أي أنو خال مؼ الإحالة. وفي ضؽء ىحا يتزح أن لا غخابة 

الذبو في ما بيشيا بالشدبة لسرطمح الحذؽ أو أي مؽضؽع   في أن تعيخ ىاتان المغتان أوجياً مؼ
أخخ مؼ مؽاضيع الشحؽ  بالخغػ مؼ التبايؼ الكبيخ في انتساءاتيسا المغؽية كؽن المغة الانجميدية تشتسي 
الى العائمة المغؽية السدساة باليشجية الاوربية  في حيؼ تشتسي المغؽ العخبية الى العائمة السدساة بالمغات 

 ية.الدام

 الحذؽ, السؽاضيع , نعخية السحؽر, السبجأ السحؽري, مبجأ الأسقاط السؽسّع الكلمات المفتاحية :
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                                               Section I 

1. Introduction 

It is natural for words used in a sentence to participate in its syntax 
and its semantic make-up as well; however, this is not always true. That is 
to say there are some words that are used in a sentence without actually 
contributing to its meaning.  There is no astonishment in this simply because 
there does exist such words which are used just for their syntactic 
requirement due to their contentless. Such words are called expletives. 
Amazingly, expletives constitute a phenomenon in English because of the 
many structures in which they are used as shown below. Typical examples 
of expletives in English are represented in the dummy pronoun it and the 
non-deictic there. The focus however will be on the dummy it in 
correspondence with the title of this work. The dummy pronoun it is defined 
as:  

(1) " a semantically empty element often a noun phrase , which is required 
for well-formedness in certain positions in certain structures' 
(Trask,1993:87). This fact is maintained by Praninskas (1973:133) who 
describes the pronoun it as it is not always a personal pronoun; sometimes 
it is a kind of expletive that does not refer to anything; it just fills a position 
in a sentence pattern. Therefore, she calls it impersonal it which is used in 
statements about time, weather, distance, and identification as exemplified 
respectively: 
 (2)   Is it late? No, it is early. 

 (3)   Is it raining? No, but, it looks like rain. 



 

2798 
 

(4)   How far is it to George's school? It's about three miles. 

(5)  Someone is at the door. Who is it? I don't know who it is. 

 In addition to these structures, the dummy pronoun it is also used in cleft 
sentences as in (6): 

(6)   It was Spanish that he wanted to learn. 

Quirk and Greenbaum(1973: 414 -15) show that a cleft sentence is so 
called because it divides a single clause into two separate sections, each is 
with its own verb. The first includes the pronoun it followed by the verb 
which is then followed by the element on which the focus falls or is thrown.  
Another structure in which the dummy pronoun it is used is as in (7): 

(7)   It makes me sad to see people scavenging the garbage for a living.  

The pronoun it in (7) is called anticipatory pronoun it.  

This pronoun replaces a postponed or an extraposed clause which has 
been moved to final position because it is more usual. Hence (7) with the 
dummy it is more usual than where the clause appears in its position: To 
see people scavenging the garbage for living makes me sad. (7) is then 
characterised as having two subjects: the postponed subject which is the 
notional (real) clausal subject and the anticipatory subject it (Quirk and 
Greenbaum,1973: 423). Quirk et al (1985: 89) in their manipulation of the 
anticipatory pronoun it shows that it is totally needed for structural 
requirement as it carries no information by itself. All it does is that it 
supplies the structural requirement for an initial subject. They add that its 
only semantic function is merely to signal that the content of the subject is 
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expressed in a later position in the sentence. This idea is maintained by 
Hasselgård et al (2012: 5) in which he describes the anticipatory it  as it 
carries little or no independent meaning, and that it points forward to the 
'notional subject' which is placed later in the sentence for reasons of end 
weight or emphasis. 

There is of course like this dummy pronoun in behaviour in Arabic, 
that is, dhameerlsh?an huwa. This pronoun is also syntactically rather than 
semantically required because of its contentless. This study then consists of 
three sections: the first is for the description of the dummy pronoun it in 
English, the second is for the description of dhameerlsh?an huwa in Arabic 
and that the third is for the comparison between the two pronouns  followed 
by the conclusions.  

I. I  Literature Review  

There have been a relatively large number of studies that focused on 
the dummy pronoun ‘it’ in the field of linguistics. The concept of the dummy 
pronoun ‘it’ has been supported by many studies, particularly those that 
investigated non-native languages from cross-linguistic perspectives based 
on formal linguistic theory (Hilles, 1986; 1991; Liceras, et al., 1999; Montrul, 
1997; O’ Grady, 2002; Phinney; 1987). 

Burizo (1986) investigated expletive ‘there’ in Italian language. He 
concluded that expletive ‘there’ ends up in an object position rather than in 
an ordinary subject position.  Another study has been done by Kayne 
(2008) who dealt with expletive "it" in French language. The result of the 
study showed that existential sentences contain both object ‘there’ and a 

http://folk.uio.no/hhasselg/terms.html#notional
http://folk.uio.no/hhasselg/terms.html#end_weight
http://folk.uio.no/hhasselg/terms.html#end_weight
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second expletive ‘it’. Kayne (2008) concluded that that   expletive ‘it’ is 
similar to expletive ‘there’ is not true.      

All in all, these studies on expletive "it" phenomenon, which are directly 
relevant to our study, may lead us to hypothesize that the term expletive 
does participates in the structure of the sentence without contributing to its 
meaning. To our knowledge, no previous study has dealt with the expletive 
‘it’ in both English and Arabic in the way this study has dealt with.     

1.2    Definition of expletive 

The term expletive (also called pleonastic) refers to "a 'dummy' 
constituent with no inherent semantic content", such as the pronoun it in the 
sentence 'It is unclear why he resigned.' (Radford, 2004:451). Expletives 
are defined as "elements in NP positions which are not arguments and to 
which no theta role is assigned" (Haegeman (1994:62). In view of this, 
expletives add nothing to the meaning of the sentence --- all they do is 
filling out a slot in the sentence without contributing to its meaning. The fact 
that an expletive just fills out a slot in the sentence can be traced in its origin 
which is taken from Late Latin expletivus, from explere 'fill out', from ex –'out' 
+ 'plere' 'fill' (Oxford Dictionary Online, 2017). 

1.3    The hypothesis of the study 

  In the light of the definitions of expletives above, it is hypothesized 
that some elements that enter in the composition of the sentence do not 
actually contribute to its semantic make-up due to their contentless. Though 
this might seem a little bit bizarre, it is natural with expletives such as the 
dummy pronoun it. The fact that expletives are devoid of meaning is verified 
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via both of theta-theory and Extended Projection Principle which render 
good support to our postulation.  

1.4    Theta-theory  

          "Theta-theory is concerned with the assignment of thematic roles 
such as agent-of-action, etc. (henceforth θ -roles)"(Chomsky, 1981: 5-6). 
"Theta-roles are described as the semantic properties assigned by heads" 
(Chomsky, 1986: 93). A category that bears a theta-role is an argument 
(Roberts, 1997: 59). An argument is a ‘referring expression’, i.e. an 
expression which corresponds to (picks out) an individual or an entity in a 
given world (or discourse domain). (Ouhalla,1999:149). How many 
arguments does a head take depends on its meaning? "The set of 
arguments selected by the verb, including the subject constitutes its 
Argument structure". (Culicover,1997: 17).  

 According to theta-theory every argument in the sentence must 
receive a theta–role assigned to it by the verb and that no argument is left 
unassigned, or else the sentence is ruled out. This amounts to saying that 
the number of arguments must match the number of the theta-roles and that 
the violation of this would filter out the sentence. This can be summed up in 
the theta criterion upon which theta-theory is built.        

  (8) Theta criterion 

        Each argument bears one and only one theta- role, and each theta- 
role is assigned  to one  and only one argument. (Chomsky,1981: 36). 

 Thematic-roles are agent (actor or causer) (the instigator of action); theme 
(the person or thing undergoing the action); experiencer (the entity 
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experiencing some psychological state) ; benefactive/ beneficiary (the person 
or entity benefits from the action expressed by the predicate) ; Goal (the 
entity towards which the activity expressed by the predicate is directed); 
source (the entity from which something is moved as a result of the  activity 
expressed by the predicate), and location (the place in which the action or 
state expressed by the predicate is situated). (Fillmore, 1968). All these 
semantic roles are illustrated in the following scenario: 

(9)       Mary                 saw        a fly          on the wall. 

      EXPERIENCER                 THEME      LOCATION 

  (10)    She         borrowed      a magazine     from George. 

           AGENT                         THEME         SOURCE 

(11)    She       squashed      the bug        with a magazine. 

         AGENT                      THEME      INSTRUMENT 

(12)   She      handed           the magazine       back   to George. 

         AGENT                       THEME            GOAL (or a
 
benefactive)  

(13)   Gee thanks said George. 

                                      AGENT               (Yule, 2014: 113 )  

The scenario shows that arguments are assigned theta-roles depending on 
their relationships with the predicate i.e. the verb. It also shows that the 
agent theta – role (except in 9) is assigned to the subject as it is the 
instigator of the action, while the other theta- roles such as theme, goal, etc. 
are assigned to the objects or complements depending  on their syntactic 
function. 

     Theta-roles are distinguished as internal- theta roles i.e. those assigned 
within the VP and are thereby called internal arguments and external-theta 
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role i.e. the one assigned to the subject outside the VP and is thus called 
external argument.(Culicove,1997: 21). 

     Theta-roles assigned to arguments can be represented in the form of a 
theta-grid which is part of the lexical entry of the predicate. 
(Haegeman,1994: 51).  Below is the theta- grid of the verb borrow in (10) 
as appears in (14): 

(14)  borrow: verb        

  

 

 

 The theta-grid in (14) shows that borrow assigns three theta-roles to the 
arguments that it takes--- each is assigned to its corresponding argument ; 
hence the theta-roles of the verb borrow are saturated. Further illustration 
that the respective theta-roles are assigned to their corresponding 
arguments, linguists such as Haegeman(1994), Carnie (2007) etc. suggest 
inserting  indexes in the slots under their corresponding  arguments. Hence 
another version of the theta- grid of the verb borrow in (14) appears in (15):  

 

 (15)  borrow:  verb                 

  

 

Having known this, it is relevant to find out whether this is also applicable to 
the dummy pronoun it or not. This is dealt with in the coming section.  

1.5    Theta-criterion and the dummy pronoun it  

AGENT                 

NP 

THEME                  

NP 

SOURCE    

   NP 

   

AGENT                 

NP 

THEME                  

NP 

SOURCE    

   NP 

         I      j        K 
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In the preceding section, we witnessed how verbs assign theta-roles 
to the arguments they take. However, not all verbs can assign theta-roles; 
of these verbs which do not seem to assign any theta-roles are weather 
verbs:  

(16)  a. It rained  

         b. It snowed  

         c. It hailed          Carnie (2007: 228) 

What goes on in (16a, b, and c) is that the pronoun it is not assigned 
a theta-role simply because the verbs with which it is used cannot assign a 
theta-role. As this violates   theta-criterion which stipulates that each 
argument must bear a theta-role, it is logical to ask why these sentences 
are not accordingly ruled out. The answer is simply because the pronoun it 
in (16) is not an argument. What prevents the pronoun it in (16) not to be 
an argument is simply because it is a dummy pronoun i.e. a pronoun with 
no referring expression to which a theta-role must be assigned. The fact 
that the pronoun it in (16) is a dummy pronoun i.e. a pronoun with no 
referring expression is manifested in (17) which shows that there is no 
possibility of enquiring about its reference:   

     (17)  *What rained?    Borsley (1999:86)  

 Other verbs that do not assign theta-roles are those called raising 
verbs/ predicates (Ouhalla,1999:84). Typical examples of these verbs are 
seem, appear and complex predicates such as be likely. The main 
characteristic of these verbs is that they do not have an external theta-role 
of their own to assign. As such, the subject position of the root clause which 
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includes a raising predicate, can be occupied either by the subject moved 
from the embedded clause within it as appears in (18) or by the expletive it 
as appears in (19): 

(18) Mary seems [to have solved the problem]. 

(19) It seems [that Mary has solved the problem.] (Ouhalla (1999: 84) 

 What goes on in (18) is that the subject position occupied by the NP Mary 
is assigned the theta-role agent by virtue of the verb solve of the embedded 
clause and not by the verb seem which is already identified as a raising verb 
i.e. a verb that cannot assign a theta-role, while in (19) the subject position 
is occupied by the expletive it whose insertion comes as a result of 
movement of the NP Mary to its original subject position in the embedded 
clause. The insertion of the expletive it seems to be plausible on two bases: 
first, because it is not an argument that requires to be assigned a theta-role; 
second, it fills the empty subject position that results due to the movement of 
the NP Mary to the subject position of the embedded clause--- without the 
insertion of the dummy pronoun it, (19) would be excluded because it would 
be left without a subject and thus violating EPP (see 1.6):   

 (20) *Seems [that Mary has solved the problem.] 

   This is more illustrated within the theta-grid of each of seem and solve.  

 (21) seem   

 

 (22) solve  

 

 

 AGENT                        

    NP   

   THEME 

       NP 
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 In (21) the theta-grid of seem is empty; this means that the verb seem 
cannot assign   theta-roles, while in (22) the theta-grid of solve is with two 
theta-roles: the agent is assigned to the subject Mary and that the theme is 
assigned to the NP the problem. This emphasises that the subject Mary in 
(18) is assigned the theta-role agent by virtue of the verb solve and not by 
the verb seem which is a raising verb i.e. a verb that cannot assign theta-
roles.   

 Haegeman(1994: 62) maintains that the insertion of the pronoun it in 
the subject position in (19) is done for some structural reason, that is, 
English sentences must have an overt subject (see the following  section). 
Hence the presence of it does not seem to contribute to the semantic make-
up of the sentence --- all it does is that it is a place-holder for the 
otherwise unfilled subject position.  

   In the next section we will discuss why it is necessary to fill the subject 
position rather than leaving it empty or unfilled.  

1.6    The Extended Projection Principle (EPP) 

 In the preceding section we argued that the need for the dummy 
pronoun it is simply for some structural reason. This means that its presence 
or absence has no impact on the semantic make-up of the sentence. Given 
this, it is then plausible to ask why its presence is mandatory though it is 
semantically-empty. The answer to this question is represented in the 
principle known as the  Extended Projection Principle (henceforth EPP) 
which is defined as in (23): 

(23) Every sentence must have a subject (Culicover, 104: 1997).                     
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 The term subject in (23) refers to ‘formal subject’ which is distinguished 
from ‘logical subject’ (i.e. semantic subject). Formal subject is ‘a category 
that occupies the subject position of a clause, irrespective of whether it is 
semantically empty or not (Ouhalla (1999: 125). The concept of subject in 
(23) makes it easy to the subject position to be filled with the dummy 
pronoun it in compliance with EPP. The same concept of subject in (23) is 
adopted by Cook (1988: 115) who uses the term ‘grammatical subject’ 
which is specified as it may be assigned a theta- role, but need not.   

Another picture of EPP is encoded in the form a phrase structure rule 
as in (24): 

(24)   Extended projection principle 

          S       NP – AUX – VP      Haegeman (1994: 69) 

 The NP in (24) refers to the subject whose existence is mandatory as in 
(25):  

  (25)   Maigret accused Poirot. 

 The attempt to leaving out the subject causes the sentence to be ill-
formed as in (26): 

  (26)   *Accused poirot Maigret.  

 It is obvious that the ill- formedness of (26) follows from EPP i.e. having a 
sentence without a subject or, say, a subjectless sentence.  
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                                              Section II 

                                       Expletives in Arabic 

2.1 Introduction 

Generally speaking, expletives refer to words which are devoid of meaning. 
Nonetheless, they are still required because they participate in assigning the 
sense of greatness or magnification to the content of the sentence with 
which they are used as true with   dhameerlsh?an huwa. The fact that this 
pronoun adds or assigns greatness to the matter in question is manifested in 
that it is not used unless the content of the sentence to which it is added is 
worthy of greatness. Therefore, it is not possible to use this pronoun with a 
sentence such as: 

(27) Huwal-thubaabu yaTeeru                                                                                                                                                             

         It        the  flies          fly  

       “It is that flies can fly."  (Al- Istrabady,   : 464)                                                                                                                                    

In addition to its semantic role, dhameerlsh?an sometimes plays a central 
role in the structure of some sentences to the extent that those sentences 
cannot be made without it. These points besides other points concerning this 
pronoun are dealt with in detail within the following sections.  

2.2. Definition of expletive 

             The term expletive in Arabic is lexically known as ḥeshoo i.e. 
pleonasm which refers to "a thing or a person that is used merely to fill a 
slot." www.almanny.com/ar/dict/ar-en/expletive/). The notion of filling which 
is a major characteristic of the term ḥeshoo is essentially taken from  the 

http://www.almanny.com/ar/dict/ar-en/expletive/
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verb ḥashaa which means "filling something", of which is filling a pillow (Al-
Jurjāny, 1995:50).   

Linguistically speaking, the term expletive refers to "any word which is 
used in a structure (i.e. sentence structure) without causing any change in 
its original meaning except assigning strength or emphasis to it." (Besandi, 
2005: 25). Being so, expletives add nothing to the overall meaning of the 
structure of the sentence due to their contentless. There is almost a 
consensus among Arab grammarians upon this concept of expletives. An 
excellent example of the term expletive in Arabic is represented in 
dhameerlsh?an huwa  which is dealt with within the coming section.  

2.3     Dhameerlsh?an ( Pronoun of Magnitude)  

 Dhameerlsh?an  is a third person masculine or feminine singular 
pronoun placed before a sentence to which it assigns greatness or 
exaggeration (Al-Istrabady, 1975 : 464). Compare the following:   

(28)   a   ?alamīr-u qādim-un 

              the prince coming 

          "The prince is coming." 

        b    huwal-?amīr-u qādim-un 

               it the prince coming 

            "It is that the prince is coming." 
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  (28a &b) are two sentences with the same meaning except that in (28b) 
the meaning is exaggerated or magnified due to dhameerlsh?an huwa which 
is placed before it.  

  This pronoun is a dummy pronoun i.e. it is with no referring 
expression from which it takes reference. Accordingly, Kufa school 
grammarians called it dhameerl-majhōl , the anonymous pronoun i.e. a 
pronoun with no referring expression (Ibn Yaceesh, :65). In my opinion, Kufa 
school grammarians are completely accurate calling it so, simply because of 
the anonymity of its reference i.e. it is with no  referring expression from 
which it takes reference. 

 Anonymity, which is typical of  this pronoun, seems to be intended 
simply because it causes a sense of suspense inside  the listener who 
aspires to know what that anonymous pronoun refers to ( Al- Alawi, 745 : 
142).  

The fact that this pronoun is an anonymous pronoun is expressed in 
the way it is interpreted, that is, alsh?an or alamar i.e. the matter which is 
still unknown unless it is explained by the sentence coming after it (?ibn 
Ya'yeesh: 65) . Hence another way of rendering (28b) is given in (29):    

(29)   ?al-sha?an-u al-amīr-u qādim-un 

            "The matter is that the prince is coming."      

 There is of course a correspondence between dhameerlsh?an huwa  being 
a third person masculine singular pronoun and the word alsh?an  or alamar 
by which it is in interpreted. This indicates that this pronoun cannot be other 
than a third person masculine singular as in (29), or a third person feminine 
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singular due to which it is interpreted as alqisah when the sentence has a 
feminine NP (? ibn Ya'yeesh: 64). Accordingly, (30) can be rendered as in 
(31):  

(30)   Hiyal ?amīrat-u qādimat-un 

         she the princess coming 

          "It is that the princess is coming."  

 (31)? al-qisat-u al-amīrat-u qādimat-un 

          "The story is that the princess is coming."   

        Dhameerlsh?an , being a third person pronoun, might be confused 
with the  normal third person pronoun huwa (he). This confusion is soon 
dissipated by the fact that the normal third person pronoun is being 
referential, unlike dhameerlsh?an which is not as appears in its definition: 

32.   It is a pronoun with no antecedent which is interpreted by the word 
matter                     or state (Al- Saraj,1983:143). Compare the following:  

(33) (a) huwal zemān-u ghadāru-un  

                 it the prince coming 

              "It is that time is coming." 

        (b)? al-zemān-u huwal ghadāru-n 

                 def- time he treacherous 

             "It is time which is treacherous."  
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 Both of (33a&b) include a third person masculine singular pronoun huwa. 
However, the two pronouns are totally different: the one in (33a) is 
dhameerlsh?an i.e.  a pronoun with no antecedent from which it takes 
reference, while the one in (33b) is a  normal third person pronoun as it has 
an antecedent before it ,that is,  the NP al zemān (time) from which it takes 
reference. By the way, this type of pronoun is called dhameerlfasal, 
separating pronoun i.e. a pronoun that occurs  between the subject 
(inchoative) and its predicate (enunciative) to indicate that the NP coming 
after it is  a predicate and not an adjective ( Al-Samarai, 1987: 51).    

2.4      Dhameerlsh?an and theta-criterion 

Mentioned earlier that theta-criterion expressed in (8) stipulates that 
each argument must be assigned a theta-role. As such dhameerlsh?an is 
not subject to this condition simply because it is not an argument to which a 
theta-role must be assigned. This quick conclusion raises the question of 
why  dhameerlsh?an cannot be an argument. The answer is that an 
argument as argued before implies having a referring expression whether an 
individual or entity to which a theta-role is assigned. Since dhameerlsh?an 
is with no referring expression, then it is a non-argument pronoun i.e. a 
pronoun to which no theta-role is assigned. This is obvious in its definition 
given in (32) repeated here for convenience as in (34):  

34. It is a pronoun with no antecedent which is interpreted by the word 
matter or state. According to (34) dhameerlsh?an  cannot be an argument 
simply because it is with no antecedent to which a theta-role must be 
assigned. This is verified by the term by which it is known amongst 
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adherents of Kufa school, that is, the anonymous pronoun i.e. a pronoun 
with no referring expression. 

     Another reason for dhameerlsh?an  not to be an argument and 
consequently not assigned a theta-role is manifested in its second main 
function as described in (35):  

(35)    Another major function of dhameerlsh?an is allowing semi- verbal  
particles to  be used with verbal sentences without which this wouldn't 
happen ( Al-Samarāi,           1987:65).  

 This is exemplified in (36):  

(36)    ?inna-hu la yanjaḥu-l-kasool-u 

          particle  it not succeed def lazy  

       "It is that the lazy does not succeed. "  

It is obvious that the verbal sentence la yanjaḥu-l-kasool-u in (36) is 
preceded by the particle ?inna. This is not allowed in Arabic grammar except 
with the existence of dhameerlsh?an. Put differently,  dhameerlsh?an gives 
license to the particle ?inna to be used with verbal sentences--- this 
wouldn't happen in case dhameerlsh?an were a normal pronoun i.e. a 
pronoun with a referring expression and thus being an  argument.   

2.5 Extended Projection Principle(EPP) and dhameerlsh?an   

Despite its contentless, dhameerlsh?an is still required for some 
syntactic reason represented in EPP as expressed in (23). Consider the 
following: 
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(37)    [huwal]  [?amīr-u qādim-un] 

             Topic        comment 

The pronoun huwa in (37) is dhameerlsh?an in the topic position followed by 
a sentence functioning as its comment. Despite its contntless, it is still 
required for some syntactic reason. Let us suppose that the pronoun huwa 
in (37) were deleted while keeping the topic-comment sentence in its 
comment position as shown in (38): 

   38.  *              [?alamīr-u qādim-un] 

             Topic        comment 

 (37) is excluded because it is without a topic or let's say a topicless 
sentence. This shows that dhameerlsh?an is not optional despite its 
contentless. Putting it in terms of EPP which stipulates that each sentence  
must have a subject,  (37) is ruled out because it is violating EPP. 

 Another situation where dhameerlsh?an is required due to EPP is 
shown  in (39):    

39.  ? innahu la yufluḥu-l-dhālim-u 

           particle it not prosper def just  

         " It is that the unjust will not prosper."  

 (39) is a special kind of a nominal sentence simply because it is essentially 
a verbal sentence before changing it into a nominal sentence as shown in 
(40): 

 (40) la yufluḥu-l-dhālim-u. 
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        Negation particle prosper the unjust  

         "The unjust will not prosper." 

   The scenario of changing the verbal sentence in (40) into a nominal 
sentence or, say, a topic-comment sentence as in (39) is represented in 
preceding it by the particle ?inna, which is typically used with nominal 
sentences. Accordingly, (40) would be as in (41):  

 (41)  *?inna   ______    [la yufluḥu-l-dhālim.]  

           Particle    topic             comment 

  It is obvious that (41) is ruled out because it is violating  EPP i.e. it is 
without a subject. The only candidate to occupy the topic position in (41) as 
well as allowing the particle ?inna to be used with the bracketed verbal 
sentence is using dhameerlsh?an huwa; this time dhameerlsh?an huwa 
appears in its bound form rather than in its free form that requires to be 
attached to the particle ?inna as in (42):  

 (42) ?innahu lan yufluḥu-l-dhālim 

           particle it not prosper def just  

         " It is that the unjust will not prosper."  

  Dhameerlsh?an  in (42) hence does two functions: first, filling the empty 
topic position as stipulated by  EPP ; second, allowing the particle ?inna  to 
be used with the verbal sentence due to which it is changed into a nominal 
sentence.  
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Bergstrӓsser  (2003:91) describes  how Arabic changes  a verbal 
sentence into a nominal sentence as in (42) as a merit of Arabic. Arabic as 
such, as he says, has invented a way of changing a verbal sentence into a 
nominal sentence by placing semi-verbal particles before it as typical with 
nominal sentences without changing its structure; this, however, does not 
occur directly but only by means of dhameerlsh?an. Hence is the necessity 
of dhameerlsh?an.     

Section III  

Contrastive Analysis 

         Having finished the process of description of both of the dummy 
pronoun it and dhameerlsh?an huwa, the time is ripe to start comparing 
them in order to find out how far English and Arabic are similar or dissimilar 
in respect to these two expletive pronouns. The process of comparison 
involves the juxtaposition of the item being described in each language in 
order to see whether the two languages agree or disagree upon it.  

 3. 1      What is meant by expletives? 

The picture of expletives in both English and Arabic is almost the 
same, i.e. being slot fillers. Both languages agree that expletives are no 
more than slot fillers to the subject position they occupy. This role they play 
is as a result of their contentless which is true in both languages.  

3. 2   Syntactic position of expletives 

        A cursory look at the examples with expletives viz. the dummy 
pronoun it and dhameerlsh?an huwa soon reveals  that  these two 
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pronouns always appear in the subject position. This might be attributed 
to the fact that the subject position is the only position that tolerates 
having such a pronoun. It might as well be attributed to the fact tha a 
sentence whether in English or Arabic accepts or tolerates the subject 
position to be filled with a dummy pronoun rather than leaving it unfilled. 
This is further maintained by EPP which is true in both languages as 
shown below.       

     3. 3   Theta-criterion and the dummy pronoun it 

The dummy pronoun it does not seem to submit to theta- criterion 
which stipulates that every argument must be assigned a theta-role.  This is 
because it is not actually an argument to which a theta-role must be 
assigned. This is evidenced by the types of verbs with which this pronoun is 
used, namely weather verbs and raising verbs / predicates.  Such verbs 
cannot assign theta-roles to the NPs they take. This consequently explains 
why they take the dummy pronoun it as their subject.  

3.4 Theta-criterion and dhameerlsh?an huwa  

 like the dummy pronoun it, this pronoun is not conditioned by theta-
criterion. By the same token that the dummy pronoun it is not assigned a 
theta-role, this pronoun is not assigned a theta-role either; this is 
because both pronouns are not arguments. Hence in the same way that 
there is one or more than one reason that averts the dummy pronoun it 
not to be an argument, there is also more than one reason that averts 
this pronoun not to be an argument. First, this pronoun is essentially 
added to assign greatness or magnification to the matter in question. 
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Such a thing cannot be obtained unless with this type of pronoun i.e. 
being an unreferential type of pronoun. Second, this type of pronoun 
allows the particle ?inna, which is typically used with nominal sentences, 
to be used with verbal sentences--- without this pronoun this would 
never happen. 

The fact that this pronoun is not an argument which in turn means that 
it is not assigned a theta-role is best represented in the term by which it 
is known amongst adherents of Kufa school, that is, dhameerl- majhōl , 
the anonymous pronoun i.e. a pronoun with no referring expression. This 
is similar to the term impersonal it used by Praninskas (1973) in her 
manipulation of pronouns.    

3. 5 The dummy pronoun it and dhameerlsh?an huwa 

These two pronouns exhibit a lot of similarities due to which they are 
considered as counterparts. For example, they are both dummy pronouns 
i.e. with no referring expression. This is evident via their definitions 
(cf.1&32).This of course has its impact on their participation in the 
sentence--- they both participate in the structure of the sentence without 
contributing to its meaning. That is to say, their participation does not add 
to the overall meaning of the sentence. It is true that in some examples 
in English (cf.6&7), the dummy pronoun it adds emphasis or end weight 
to the sentence; this, however, does not add anything to the overall 
meaning of the sentence. Similarly dhameerlsh?an huwa that adds 
greatness or magnification to the sentence with which it is used (cf.28b ); 
nonetheless, it adds nothing to the overall meaning of the sentence. They 
are also similar in terms of the initial position they occupy in the 
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sentence. In all of the examples in both English and Arabic, the two 
pronouns appear only and only in the subject position.   

3.6 Extended Projection Principle (EPP) 

English and Arabic are similar in their attitude towards EPP. In both 
languages, a sentence that violates EPP is ruled out. (26) in English and 
(40) in Arabic are ruled out on the basis that they both lack a subject i.e. 
violating EPP. 

4. Conclusions   

This study has investigated the dummy pronoun it in English and 
dhameerlsh?an huwa in Arabic in attempt to find out how far these two 
languages converge or diverge upon these two dummy pronouns. It is 
naturally assumed that the two languages would exhibit more differences 
than similarities due to their different language families. However, the study 
has surprisingly disclosed that the two languages showed more similarities 
than differences. One of the similarities being shown by this study is related 
to the position that these two pronouns occupy in the sentence. The two 
languages totally agree that these two pronouns always appear in the 
subject position. It seems to be that in both languages no other position 
accepts to be filled with such a pronoun except the subject position. A quick 
glance at the examples having these two pronouns would soon reveal this. 

Another similarity between English and Arabic as far as these two 
pronouns is related to their contentless. In both languages, none of these 
two pronouns contribute to the semantic make-up of the sentence. It might 
be argued that  in English the dummy pronoun it sometime assigns the 
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sense of emphasis or end weight to the sentence to which it is added; so 
does dhameeralsha?an huwa in Arabic which is essentially added for the 
sake of assigning magnification or greatness to the content of the sentence 
to which it is added. This, however, does not add to the overall meaning of 
the sentence. The fact that these two pronouns are contentless is best 
shown in that they cannot be arguments to which thematic-roles must be 
assigned.  

 The two languages are also similar with respect to the significance of 
these two pronouns to the syntax of the sentence. Despite their contentless, 
they are indispensable in the sense that their deletion causes the sentence 
to be ungrammatical (cf. 20, 40).  

The two languages yet differ in the frequency of occurrence of these 
two pronouns. It seems to be that the dummy pronoun it constitutes a 
phenomenon in English unlike dhameeralsha?an  in Arabic. This is obvious 
throughout the number of structures in which the dummy pronoun it is used. 
In English, for example , the dummy pronoun it is used in structures to 
express time, weather, distance, etc. (cf. 2-4) ,while  in Arabic these notions 
are rendered as lexical items as appears in (43), (44), and (45) respectively. 
In each of the sentences below, the equivalent lexical word of each of the 
notions above has been intentionally underlined for the sake of illustration:    

  43. Hal-lwaqt-u muta?akhar-un? Kala, alwaqt-u mubakarun. 

  44. Hal-asamā?a-u tamTur-u?  Kala, lakinaha yabdu ka?anah-u maTar.      

  45. Kem hiyal-masāfat-u limadrasatiJorge? Hawallay thalat-u ?amyāl.   
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 In addition to these structures, the dummy pronoun it is also used  in 
the cleft sentence i.e. a sentence whose first part includes the dummy 
pronoun it followed by a verb, followed by the element to be emphasized (cf. 
6). The dummy pronoun it is also used in structures where it occupies the 
position of the real clause subject which has been relegated or postponed 
since the sentence looks more usual with it (cf.7). Dhameeralsha?an, on the 
other hand, is not widely used as its counterpart in  English. The number of 
structures in which dhameeralsha?an is used seems to be  limited. This 
might be attributed to the nature of the language. English seems to 
encourage the use of expletives more than Arabic.  

 

References 

Al-Alawi, Y. H. (1423H) . Al-Tirāz Liasrārl-Balāgha wclūm Haqā iq-l?c jāz. 
Vl.II             Beirut: Al- Maktaba Al-cunsiriyah.   

Al-Jurjani, A. (1995).  Kitāb-l Tacreefāt. Beirut: Dār-l Kutub-l clmiyyah.  

Al- Istrabady,R. ( 1975). Sharḥl-Radhy clal Kafiyah. Tahran: Muasastil 
Sadiq.    

Al-Samarāi, F. (1987). Mac
ānil-Naḥu, (vol. 1). Baghdad:Bayt-ul ḥikma. 

Al-Sarāj, M. (1983). ?al-Lubāb fi Qawācdl Lugha waālāt-l?Adab. Damascs: 
Dar al-           Fikir. 

Bergstrӓsser, G. (2003). Arabic Grammar Development .Ramadan 
Abdultawab (ed.)         Cairo: Maktabat Al-Khunji.     



 

2822 
 

 Besandi, Kh. (2005). 'Tacdudul MusTalaḥ watadākhuluh: Qira?ah 
filTurathal-                  lughawi'. Al-Turath Al-cArabi, 98, 1-26. 

 Borsley, R.  (1999).  Syntactic Theory: A Unified Approach. Arnold: 
London. 

Burzio, L. (1986). Italian Syntax: A Government Binding Approach. Reidel: 
Dordrecht.  

 Carnie, A. (2007). Syntax: A Generative Introduction. Oxford: Blackwell. 
 
Chomsky, N. (1981). Lectures on Government and Binding. Dordrecht: 
Foris.   

Chomsky, N. (1986). Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin and Use. 
New               York: Praeger. 

Cook, V. J. (1988). Chomsky's Universal Grammar: An Introduction. 
Oxford:                    Blackwell. 

Culicover, P. W. (1997). Principles and Parameters: An Introduction to 
Syntactic              Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Fillmore, C. (1968).  ' The case for case', in E. Bach and J. Harms(eds), 
Universals in Linguistic Theory, New York: North-Holland, 1-88. 

Haegeman, L. (1994).  Introduction to Government and Binding Theory. 
Oxford:                Blackwell. 

Hasselgård, H. , Lysvåg, P., and Johansson S. (2012). Glossary of 
Grammatical terms      used in English Grammar: Theory and Use. 
Oslo:Universitetsforlaget. 



 

2823 
 

Ibn-l Hajib, J. (1985). Kitabl-kāfiyah filnaḥu VL. II. Explained by Radhi-
ldeen-                  l?aistarabadi. Beirut: Dār-l kutub-l clmiyah.  

IbnYaceesh, (2001). Sharḥu l-Mufaṡṡal. Beirut: Dar alkitab Al-a’lmiyah.  

Kayne, R.S. (2008). "Expletives, Datives, and the Tension between 
Morphology and Syntax" in T. Biberauer (ed.) The Limits of Syntactic 
Variation, John Benjamins, Amsterdam, 175-217.                       

Ouhalla, J. (1999). Introducing Transformational Grammar: From Principles 
and              Parameters to Minimalism. London: Arnold.  

Oxford Dictionary Online, 2014.  

Praninskas, J. (1975). Rapid Review of English Grammar. London: 
Prentice-Hall. 

 Quirk, R. and Greenbaum S. (1973). A University Grammar of English. 
London:                Longman. 

Quirk, R., Greebbaum, S., Leech, G. and Svartvik, J.(1985). A 
Comprehensive                  Grammar  of  the English language, London: 
Longman.       

Radford, A. (2004). Minimalist Syntax: Exploring the Structure of English. 
Cambridge:      Cambridge University Press. 

Roberts, I. (1997). Comparative Syntax. London: Arnold.  

Trask, R. L. (1993).  A Dictionary  of Grammatical Terms in Linguistics.  
Routledge:         London. 



 

2824 
 

Yule, G. (2014). The Study of Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.   

www.almanny.com/ar/dict/ar-en/expletive/. 

www.collinsdctionary.com/dictionary/english/expletive.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.almanny.com/ar/dict/ar-en/expletive/24-July2015



