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1 Introduction: pronouns in impersonal constructions (ICs) 
• In Catalan, referential subject pronouns are used only for emphasis or to avoid 

ambiguity (cf. e.g. Todolí 1998: 26-30, 2002: 1348-1350, Wheeler et al. 1999: 164-165, 
459, Payrató 2002: 1161-1164, Vallduví 2002: 1226-1229): 

(1a)  Parla català. “(S/he) speaks Catalan” 
(1b)  Ell / El cambrer parla català. “He / the waiter speaks Catalan” 
(1c)  Jo he demanat peix, tu has demanat arròs, i ells han demanat bistecs. 
  (Wheeler et al. 1999: 459) 
  “I have asked for fish, you have asked for rice, and they have asked for steaks” 
 

• In impersonal constructions (ICs) – with e.g. weather verbs or impersonal expressions 
–, the use of a subject pronoun is impossible (cf. Todolí 1998: 27, Wheeler et al. 1999: 
459-461): 

(2a)  Plou. “(It) rains” 
(2b)  *Ell plou. “It rains” 
(3a) Sembla que hi ha dues maneres de classificar. “(It) seems that (there) are two 

ways to classify” 
(3b)  *Ell sembla que hi ha dues maneres de classificar. “It seems…” 
 
⇒ All null subject languages exhibit this behavior: Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian analogous 
to Catalan. 
 

• In non-null subject languages like French, German, and English, the finite verb has to 
be realized with a subject pronoun (or a lexical subject). The subject pronouns 
encountered in ICs are called expletive pronouns since they are semantically empty, 
e.g. FRE il in (4b, c) and ENG it in (5b, c): 

(4a) FRE Il parle français. “He speaks French” 
(4b) FRE Il pleut. “It rains” 
(4c) FRE Il semble qu’il y a deux manières de classifier. “It seems that there are…” 
(5a) ENG He speaks German. 
(5b) ENG It rains. 
(5c) ENG It seems that there are... 
 
Haider (2001: 285) comments on the clustering of the pro-drop parameter that „einzig die 
Korrelation von pro-drop mit dem Fehlen von Subjektsexpletiva ausnahmslos gilt“ (only the 
correlation of pro-drop and the absence of subject expletives holds without exception). 
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Occurrences of subject pronouns in ICs in Romance null subject languages (non-standard 
varieties): 
(6) POR Ele chovia tanto que as ruas eram ribeiras. (Academia das Ciências de Lisboa  

2001: 1340) “It rained so much that the streets were rivers” 
(7) GAL El chove. “It rains” (Álvarez Blanco et al. 1986: 169) 
(8) DOMSPA Ello estaba lloviznando un poco. (Jiménez Sabater 1975: 165) 
  “It was drizzling a bit” 
(9) ITA Egli piove. “It rains” (Lasca 38 from Meyer-Lübke 1899: 357) 

Egli era in questo castello una donna vedova. (Boccaccio from Fornaciari 
1897: 56) “There was in that castle a widowed woman” 

(10) OCC Aquò plòu. “That rains” (Alibèrt 2000: 283) 
  La plòu. “There rains (= it rains)” (Quaglia 2004: 10) 
(11) MAJ Si ‘m demànas ¿Qui n‘ hora es? / et respòng; ÉLL es estàda: / 

S‘ hòra que señy jà ‘s passàda, / de mòdo que jà no ‘s res.  
(Amengual 1858: 609) 

  “When (you) ask me: What time is (it)? / and (I) answer: it has been: / 
  The hour that (I) show already has passed, in the way that (there) already no is 

anything” (quartet for a sundial) 
 
Investigation: usage of the neuter pronoun ell and the neuter demonstratives: 

• Analysis of the synchronic usage in Balearic Catalan and some varieties in Catalonia 
(Empordà and Garrotxa) on the basis of the scientific literature, a corpus study on five 
rondaies (folktales) collections, and an account of the Christmas feasts. 

• A critical view on two dictionaries from around 1500 where ell is documented for the 
first time  

• Clarification concerning the existence / usage in Old Catalan corpora. 
• Parallel investigation of the neuter demonstratives (això, allò, açò and ço) in subject 

function because of analogous use of these and expletive personal pronouns in certain 
constructions in German and French (with shades of meaning): 

(12a) FRE Il pleut. “It rains” 
(12b) FRE Ça pleut. “That rains” 
(13a) GER Es regnet. “It rains” 
(13b) GER Das regnet. “That rains” 
 
⇒ Interchangeability of FRE il / ça or GER es /das (examples (12a, b) and (13 a, b)):  
tight relation between expletive subject pronouns and neuter demonstratives. 
 
 
2 Ell in impersonal constructions in Catalan 
2.1 The occurrences of ell in dictionaries from around 1500: 

• Liber elegantiarum by Joan Esteve (1489: 149): 
(14a) Ell es de usança. “It is of usage / habit” 
(14b) Ell se vol ab tot studi entendre ales letres per que en vides la edat del home basta a 

aço. “It wants (= one wants) with every study to understand the writings because…” 
(14d) Ell es de nessitat o necessari. “It is of necessity or necessary” 
(14f) Ell li pla en aquesta manera. “It pleases him that way” 
(14g) Ell es una bruta cosa. “It is a dirty matter” 
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• Examples taken from Barnils’ (1916: XVIII) introduction to the Catalan-German 
dictionnary Vocabolari molt profitos per apendre Lo Catalan Alamany y Lo Alamany 
Catalan (1502): 

(15a) El crema – Es brint (1810) “It burns” 
(15b) El es plen – Es ist fol (2076) “It is full” 
(15c) El ha gran temps [= hi ha molt temps] – Sein ist lang zyt (2343) “It is a long time” 
(15d) El es ver – Es ist war (2364) “It is true” 
(15e) El bull – Es walt (2550) “It boils” 
(15f) El significa – es beduot (2700) “It means” 
(15g) El me plau – Es gefelt mir (2615) “It pleases me” 
 
2.2 Synchronic occurrences of ell – Balearic Islands, Empordà, and Garrotxa 
Occurrence of ell – best known and most frequently documented in Balearic Catalan: 

• Early documentations: Amengual 1835, 1858; see example (11).  
• Ell frequently used in rondaies (folktales) and folk songs – a feature of spoken 

language (in rural areas)? 
• Ell in Balearic (DCVB IV: 701; see also Solà 2003) in the following ICs: 

 
(16a) Ell tanmateix és gros, això! (Men.) “It still is big, that!” 
(16b) Ell això no acaba mai! (Mall., Men., Eiv.) “It that not ends ever! (= it never ends)” 
(16c) A Pollença vaig anar / a dur una pollencina, / i la volia fadrina; / varen dir:  

Ell no n’hi ha! (cançó pop. Mall.)  
“To P. (I) went / to take a girl from P., / and (I) wanted her maidenly; they said: 
there not of-it there has! (= there is not anyone)” 

 
Usage in Catalonia: 
Only two examples are reported (in the dialects of Empordà and Garrotxa) – one by Alcover 
& Moll (1951) in the DCVB and one by Coromines (1982) in the DECat.  
 
(17)  Ell ha de ploure un dia o altre! “It has to rain one day or (the) other” 

(Llofriu [(Palafrugell, Costa Brava, Baix Empordà]; DCVB IV: 701) 
 

No further examples in dictionaries, grammars, and dialect descriptions of these varieties:  
if (still) existent, then extremely marginal status. 
 
2.3 Previous proposals for the analysis of the use of neuter ell in impersonal 
constructions 

• Analysis as expletive pronoun: Amengual (1835), Barnils (1916), Spitzer (1917, 1918, 
1920, 1941) and – using examples from these and other sources from the literature and 
in comparison to the other Ibero-Romance languages – Silva-Villar (1998). 

• Debate between Tallgren (1914: 77-78, 1918: 87-88, 1920) and Spitzer (1917: 715-
716, 1918: 69-70, 1920, 1941) about the status of ell, which Tallgren analyzes as an 
adverb. 
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3 The use of the neuter demonstratives això, allò, açò and ço 
 

  1st degree 2nd degree 3rd degree 
m. 
sg. 

aquest / 
est(e) 

aqueix / 
eix(e) 

aquell CAT 

ADV. ACÍ AQUÍ (AHÍ) ALLÍ, ALLÀ 
CAT açò això allò 
SPA esto eso aquello 
POR 

neu- 
ter 

isto isso aquilo 
Table 1: The system of (neuter) demonstratives in Catalan, Spanish and Portuguese1 

 
• Això (< IPSÚM, DECat: 236 (entry eix); according to the DCVB (I: 374-375) also used 

as subject in sentence-initial position without referential meaning: 
–h) Això és…: serveix per introduir una ampliació o formulació més explícita del que s’ha dit abans; 
cast. esto es, es decir. Baixàrem a St. Joan de l’Erm pel dret, això ès [sic!], pel camí, Verdaguer Exc. 
17. […] 
–v) Això era…: fórmula per iniciar la narració d’una rondalla (Mall.). També diuen «això era i no 
era…» o «això era una vegada…». 
This last mentioned usage in Majorcan corresponds to the use of the expletive in 
folktales in non-null subject languages: GER es war einmal…, FRE il était une fois… 
in contrast to SPA érase una vez… 

• Allò (<ILLÚD, DECat: 267 (entry ell, ella) and DCVB I: 586); less variation in usage 
(main meanings: aquella cosa “this thing” or used to designate persons or animals), 
only rarely used as a subject. 

• Açò (< ECCE HOC, DECat: 719 (entry est) and DCVB I: 122); main meanings: aquesta 
cosa “this thing” or used to designate persons or animals, similar to allò (DCVB I: 
122), no use as a non-referential subject reported. 

• ço in Old Catalan equivalent of això. Nowadays mostly in the combinations per ço, ço 
de, en ço de and ço que (DCVB III: 229-230, DECat: 720-721). 

 
 
4 Investigation of the occurrences of neuter pronouns 
4.1 Analysis of three Old Catalan corpora: 

• hom: Soberanas, Rossinyol & Puig (2001): Homilies d’Organyà. Around 1203. 
• usatges: Bastardas (1991): Usatges de Barcelona. Catalan manuscript: 2nd half of the 

13th c. 
• doc-hist: Martí i Castell & Moran (1986): Documents d’història de la llengua 

catalana. Texts 1-6, 8-9, 11-14, 16-22. 1031 / 1035 until the 2nd half of the 13th c. 
 

Corpus ell / el això / 
axò 

allò açò / 
a(i)zo 

ço / 
zo 

hom * * * 33 47 
usatges * * * 41 51 
doc-hist * 1 * 23 30 
total * 1 * 97 128 

Table 2: Neuter pronouns in Old Catalan Texts2 
 

                                                           
1 In italics: forms mainly used in Valencian, bold the ones of the Principat and the Balearic Islands. (The entire system 
represents the ‘classical’ Catalan system.) 
2 * = Form does not occur in the text. 
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Results: 
• No neuter ell / el. 
• No neuter demonstratives allò and a(i)xò (exception: one isolated occurrence of axò in 

doc-hist). 
• Only the neuter demonstratives açò ((graphic) variants assò, ayçò, aico, azo, aizo / 

ezo) and ço ((graphic) variants so, co, zo / zó) are used. 
 

Corpus això / axò açò / a(i)zo ço / zo 
 S O P o S O P o S O P o 
hom * * * * 7 7 17 2 15 9 20 3 
usatges * * * * 3 11 25 2 24 * 4 23 
doc-hist 1 * * * 10 9 4 * 2 * 21 7 
total 1 * * * 20 27 46 4 41 9 45 33 

Table 3: Functions of neuter demonstratives in Old Catalan texts3 
 
Occurrences in the (apparent) subject position: 
(19) E jatsesia que axò·s pusca entendre […] (doc-hist, 47; 2. H. d. 13. Jh.) 
(20b) Aizo dona anos exemple qenos deuem […] (hom, 6v, 1) 
(20c) Aizo porta significanza de tot peccador qi esta […] (hom, 8v, 15) 
(20d) […] Senniors aizo uol dir emostrar (hom, 1v, 4) 
(20f) aizo es laparaula de deu. (hom, 6r, 9) 
(21b) […] si tot açò fal, […] (usatges, 149) 
(21c) [A]çò són lo(s) Usatges dels usamens de la cort; […] (usatges, 53) 
(22a) […] ja fos ezo que li prohome lo i dizien ben; […] (doc-hist, 26; end of 12th /  

beginning of 13th c.) 
(22b) —Ja, azo é En Blanc, e·n Talafer, e·n Guiamet es qui venen veer mo pare. (doc-hist,  

34; 1250) 
(22c) Ayçò ben se pot provar, Pere. (doc-hist, 44; 2. H. d. 13. Jh.) 
(22d) […] e ayçò s’esdevén a alscuns a lur profit, […] (doc-hist, 44; 2. H. d. 13. Jh.) 
(22e) Per què apar que ayçò viu per nós, […] (doc-hist, 45; 2. H. d. 13. Jh.) 
(22h) Assò és carta feta entre […] (doc-hist, 56; 1276) 
(22i) Feit fo assò en Exàtiva […] (doc-hist, 56; 1276) 
(23a) Zo es qe noa cor emal afer. (hom, 2r, 20-21) 
(23b) zo qoue asaber qe es la anima qi deu pregar […] (hom, 8r, 14-15) 
(24b) […] e ab conseyl en totes coses, ço és assaber, pleyts tan grans com pocs; […] 

(usatges, 97) 
(25b) […] so és per les ligs, […] (doc-hist, 53; 1272) 
 
Results: 

• Neuter pronouns almost always used referentially. 
• No clear non-referential usage, but some examples with quite unspecific reference with 

no deictic function or where the use seems to be unnecessary. (Especially açò / ço in 
copular constructions; (20f, 21a, c, 22a, f, 23-25). 
⇒ Assumption: process of grammaticalization and desemanticization (bleaching) 
starts, resulting later in the usage of the pronoun in certain constructions with the 
copula (és)ser in Balearic. 

 
                                                           
3 S = (Apparent) subject, O = direct object, P = after preposition, o = other usage. * = Form does not occur in the text. 
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4.2 Analysis of six modern Balearic corpora 
Strikingly frequent occurrences of ell in rondaies: analysis of five rondaies corpora and an 
account of the Christmas feasts: 
 

• salom: Alcover (1915): «En Salom i es Bal·le», in Aplec de rondaies mallorquines d’En 
Jordi d[’]es Recó. Tom I. 

• mall: Alcover (1964): Aplec de rondaies mallorquines d’En Jordi d’es Recó. Tom 
XVIII. 

• nadal: Alcover (1957): «Ses festes de Nadal», in Ses matances i ses festes de Nadal. 
• men: Ferrer Ginard (1973): Rondaies de Menorca. 
• eiv: Castelló Guasch (1999): Rondaies i contes d’Eivissa. 
• form: Castelló Guasch (1994): Rondaies de Formentera. 

 
Corpus ell això allò açò / ço 
salom 4 (1) 7 (4) * * / * 
mall 56 (2) 81 (8) 36 (3) 3 (0) / * 
nadal 29 (6) 14 (0) 9 (0) 7 (1) / * 
men 31 (7) 1 (0) 7 (0) 52 (11) / 

1 (0) 
eiv 14 (3) 103 (10) 14 (0) * / * 
form 8 (3) 44 (4) 12 (1) * / * 
total 142 (22) 250 (26) 78 (4) 63 (12) 

Table 4: Neuter pronouns in Balearic texts4 
 
Results: 

• Neuter ell appears only rarely in the (apparent) subject position of ICs: 22 of 142 
cases.  

• Això (in Menorca açò) is very frequent as subject of ICs: expletive usage in the copular 
construction predominant, especially in the opening formula of the rondaies. 

• Allò and açò / ço appear rarely in the subject position of ICs, though açò replaces in 
Menorca això and is therefore very frequent in this variety. 

 
Corpus ell 
 eS nS oS na na 

+ opr 
salom 1 * * 3 * 
mall 2 15 21 17 1 
nadal 6 * 7 14 2 
men 7 * 5 16 3 
eiv 3 * 5 6 * 
form 3 * * 4 1 
total 22 15 38 60 7 
Table 5: Function of non-referential ell in Balearic texts5 

                                                           
4 * = Form does not occur in the text. In brackets: number of pronouns (of the total) in (apparent) subject position of 
impersonal constructions. 
5 eS = (apparent) expletive subject, nS = ell cannot be the subject of the sentence considering its meaning, even though 
the verb is in the 3rd person singular and no other subject is realized, oS = other, non-pronominal subject realized, na = 
no agreement with the verb (or no (finite) verb present), opr = other pronoun realized. * = Construction does not occur 
in the text. 
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Examples of ell as (apparent) subject in ICs (very rare): 
(26) —¡Jo ’t posaré a sa presó! li diu es Bal·le. 

—¡Ell no hu provará! s’ exclama En Salom. An es qui creu es Bal·le, no ’l posen dins 
sa presó. (salom, 154) 

(27) ¿Què me’n direu? Ell era sa mateixa murtera a on s’eren enredonides ses seues  
germanes; […] (mall, 133) 

(28a) —Ell no hi haurà perill que patesca gaire fam! (nadal, 102) 
(28b) —Ell va de lo bo a millor! (nadal, 153) 
(29a) –No, ell és ben cert –deia En Pere–; i si no, mirau. (men, 20) 
(29b) Ell no hi ha qui la confongui. (men, 67) 
(30a) —Ell és veritat! (eiv, 74) 
(30b) Ell no me’n puc avenir! (eiv, 132) 
(31a) Ell era veritat, que a sa finestra n’hi havia un, que enguaitava! (form, 20) 
(31b) Ell va ser ver. (form, 50) 
 
⇒ Ell seems to be used as an (apparent) subject in these rare cases (21 of a total of 142 uses), 
it is almost always sentence-initial and never obligatory in ICs. 
 
But most of the time ell occurs in other constructions:  
(32a) I comensa a fer-se en fora i en fora, i es pareier darrera ell; i ell revolts d’ aquí i  

d’ allá; i assetsuaixí sonava a rompre, […] (salom, 151) 
(32b) —[…] No he fet més que lo que vostè m’ ha dit. 

—¡Ell no poren fer una berba amb tu, segons veig! diu es Bal·le. (salom, 153) 
(32c) —Salom, no ’m vengues amb perendengues, diu es Bal·le. Torne ’m es serró, i es mal  

será mort. 
—¡Tornar-lo! ¡Ell m ’en gordaré com de caure! No i encara me falta robar-li una cosa  
que li sabrà més greu. (salom, 157) 

(33a) Ell aquella dona no maltractà pus Na Catalineta; […] (mall, 26) 
(33b) —Ell ja torn esser jo, es descuidat! (mall, 43) 
(33d) —Ell ja ho hauríem d’esser! — contesta Na Catalina. (mall, 145) 
 
⇒ In these constructions, either a non-pronominal subject is realized or ell does not agree with 
the verb. Ell is almost always – like in the ICs – sentence-initial. It occurs primarily in 
dialogues. Its adverbial character is obvious and it is used to mark emphasis or the speaker’s 
attitude.  
 

Corpus això allò  açò / ço 
 S O P o S O P o S O P o 
salom 5 1 * 1 * * * * * * * * 
mall 34 14 24 9 9 17 8 2 1 1 * 1 
nadal 2 1 7 4 2 1 6 * 3 1 * 3 
men * * 1 * * 3 3 1 25 7 15 6 
eiv 47 14 25 17 10 * * 4 * * * * 
form 16 4 13 11 6 1 3 2 * * * * 
total 10

4 
34 70 42 27 22 20 9 29 9 15 10 

Table 6: Functions of neuter demonstratives in Balearic texts6 
                                                           
6 S = (apparent) Subject, O = direct object, P = after preposition, o = other usage, * = Form does not occur in the text.  
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Això (or açò in Menorca) in copular constructions as non-referential subject – the typical 
beginning of a folktale: 
 
(34) Això era un homo que li deien En Salom, […] (salom, 150) 
(35) Això eren tres germanes fadrines, que estaven totes soletes: […] (mall, 5) 
(36) Açò vol dir que era una viuda que tenia un fii que era de nom Pere. (men, 13) 
(37) Això vol dir que era un ca pagès que mai havia baixat a Vila. (eiv, 7) 
 

• Referential use of això – most of the time with unspecific reference to the whole 
situation: 

 
(38a) —Salom, no siguem al·lots, diu es Bal·le: que això acabarà malament. (salom, 157) 
(38c) —No res, idò. A ca-meua t’ esper, i ¡com som Bal·le! que, si vens, no te ’n tornaràs 
viu! 

—Això se veurà, diu En Salom. (salom, 157) 
(39a) —Això no és un home –digué, tot regirat, as altres dos criats–. 

Això és el mateix dianye en persona! (eiv, 20) 
(39b) —Això és parlar com es àngels! –exclamà el rei, totcontent–. Endavant. (eiv, 46) 
 
Results: 

• Allò in subject position only rarely used and if used, then referentially. 
• Açò is – apart from Menorca – used scarcely or not at all. 

 
 
5 Are the neuter pronouns ‘true’ expletives? 
5.1 Ell as discourse marker 
Most examples of ell with unspecific reference in the Balearic corpora do not occur in ICs, but 
in sentences where it cannot be analyzed as a subject (and therefore not as an expletive either), 
as the following examples from the DCVB (IV: 701) illustrate: 
 
(40)  Ell tu saps que crides! (Eiv.) 
(41)  Ell sabeu quina al·lota que és! (Alcover Cont. 2) 
 
Here, ell cannot function as a subject, since it does not occupy the subject position, which is 
filled by another overt subject pronoun – tu in (40), or since there is no agreement as in (41).  
 
Proposal: analysis of ell as discourse marker or ‘topic expletive’ (cf. Faarlund 1990, Silva-
Villar 1996, 1998). 
 
Trask (1993: 84) describes a “discourse item” as having the following properties: 

Any lexical item or grammatical form which typically serves to relate one utterance to 
another in a discourse, or to relate the utterance in a particular way to the discourse as 
a whole. 

⇒ This description covers the functioning of ell in (40)-(41). 
 
Arguments for an analysis of ell as a discourse marker: 

• Missing agreement of ‘pronoun’ and verb in some sentences: ell cannot be subject. 
Agreement in other sentences only default agreement (3rd person singular) ⇒ Only 
superficial as these sentences would exhibit the same agreement without ell. 

• Ell behaves similar to a German ‘Vorfeldexpletivum’ that can be realized in the 
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‘Vorfeld’ (specifier of the CP) only, but not in subject position (SpecIP) and does not 
bear any personal features (cf. Brandner 1993 and the distributional analysis in Pütz 
1986: 12-15): (43b) and (43c) are not attested and supposed to be ungrammatical: 

 
(42a) GER Es war einmal ein König, der […] “There was once a king who...” 
(42b) GER *Einmal war es ein König, der […] “Once was there a king who...” 
(42c) GER *Ein König war es einmal, der […] “A king was there once who...” 
(42d) GER *War es einmal ein König, der […]? “Was there once a king who...?” 
(43a)  Ell era veritat, […] (form, 20) “It was true” 
(43b)  *?Veritat era ell. “True was it” 
(43c)  *?Era ell veritat? “Was it true?” 
 

• Distribution of ell shows peculiarities in comparison with ‘true’ expletives in French 
and German: almost always realized in sentence-initial position.7 ‘True’ expletives also 
appear in other positions and in embedded sentences: (45b) and (45c) are not attested 
and supposed to be ungrammatical: 

 
(44a) GER Es gibt nicht viel davon. “There is not much of it” 
(44b) GER Davon gibt es nicht viel. 
(44c) GER Gibt es nicht viel davon? 
(45a)  Ell no n’hi ha! (DCVB IV: 701) “There is not of it (= it does not exist)” 
(45b)  *?No n’hi ha ell! “Is not of it there!” 
(45c)  *?No n’hi ha ell? “Is not of it there?” 
 

• Realization of ell in front of the subject is possible (40). Then it is not verb-adjacent 
and does not agree with it. 

• Frequency of use of ell does not correlate with use of other subject pronouns. With 
weather verbs, the prototypical expletive construction, ell is not found in the analyzed 
corpora. (The only example featuring ell ((17) from the DCVB (IV: 701)) is at least 
extremely marginal. 

• In ICs ell is not obligatorily used. In languages with ‘true’ expletives, this is not 
possible: 

 
(46a)  […] que era un gust; […] (men, 15) “... that (it) was a pleasure” 
(46b) GER […] dass es eine Freude war.  
(47a)  Però no hi va haver remei; […] (men, 20) “But (there) was no remedy 

(= that was not possible)” 
(47b) GER Aber es gab keine Abhilfe (= es war nichts zu machen). 
 
⇒ Difference in sentences with or without ell: speaker’s attitude to the described events: 
emphasis, surprise, consternation, doubt, etc. ⇒ characteristics of a discourse marker. 
Ell is an element without pronominal features, its use depends on the information structure, 
not on the grammar / syntax. This applies also to cases where an analysis as an expletive 
would be possible superficially. This analysis is similar to our analysis of Dominican Spanish 
ello (Hinzelin & Kaiser 2005) 
                                                           
7 Only in very rare cases ell is not sentence-initial but occurs after other sentence-initial adverbs / discourse markers or 
extraposed at the end of the sentence (one example in nadal). 
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Veny (2003: 77): 
D’altra banda, quan es tracta de diàleg […] la laxitud dialectal és més forta, propiciada 
per l’obtenció d’un major realisme. Hi trobem […] la partícula emfàtica ell («Ell això ja 
són números de tres xifres!» T14), […] 

Veny (1999: 89-90): 
És interessant l’ús d’ell introductori d’oracions exclamatives per a augmentar-ne la 
força expressiva: “Ell aquest viatge seria més llarg que jo no feia comptes...”; “Ell jo no 
ho puc dir perque no l’he vista”; “Al·lots meus, ell allí nengú sabia què fer ni què dir”; 
“Ell te’n guardaràs ben i a prou!” […] 

Alcover / Moll (1951: 701) in the DCVB:  
partícula que s’usa al començament d’una frase exclamativa, per renforçar-ne 
l’expressió (Empordà, Mall., Men., Eiv.) […] 

Todolí (2002: 1370-1371): 
Finalment, en el dialecte balear la forma ell del pronom de tercera persona pot aparèixer 
en contextos com els exemplificats en (32), on no representa cap argument del verb, 
sinó que funciona com una partícula exclamativa […] 
(32) a ¡Ell ha de ploure un dia o altre! [not Balearic Catalan – MOH] 

b ¡Ell tanmateix és gros, això! 
c ¡Ell saps aquesta dona que ho és, de raonera! 
d ¡Ell això no acaba mai! 

A diferència dels pronoms de tercera persona acabats de descriure, el pronom que 
apareix en les oracions de (32) és invariable i no realitza cap funció argumental. De fet, 
ocupa sempre una posició externa a l’oració i apareix fins i tot amb verbs meteorològics 
(32a), que es caracteritzen perquè són zeroargumentals i, per tant, no poden dur 
arguments. 

 
5.2 Això as expletive in copular constructions 

• això (açò in Menorca) in copular constructions: clear non-referential usage. ⇒ 
Development of expletive usage (only) in these constructions. In rondaies beginnings 
the use is stylistically obligatory. Also in non-sentence-initial position: Vol dir que açò 
era… 

• Perhaps further development in the same direction as PTG aquilo: aquilo não há 
casas para alugar (Brauer-Figueiredo 1999: 441) ⇒ *això no hi ha pisos per llogar 
(not attested). *Això plou. (not attested).  

 
 
6 Conclusion 

• The Old Catalan corpora indicate a frequent use of neuter demonstratives like açò / 
a(i)zò and ço / zo, sometimes with unspecific reference. 

• The analyzed Old Catalan texts do not contain examples of ell with unspecific 
reference. 

• Ell in the initial position of certain constructions in Balearic Catalan has obviously a 
different function compared to expletives like German es.  

• Sentences in which an overt subject is used or the verb does not agree with the 
‘expletive’ suggest an analysis as a discourse marker – even in superficially ambiguous 
sentences in which the ‘pronoun’ could be interpreted as an expletive as well as a 
discourse marker. 

• Certain uses of the demonstrative això (or açò) exhibit characteristics of an expletive: 
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the copular construction used in the beginning of rondaies like això era… (or açò vol 
dir que era… in Menorca) are analogous to the German es war einmal… 

• The sociolinguistic situation and standardization and dialect convergence processes in 
Balearic Catalan probably lead to the loss of the discourse-marking ell and the 
expletive use of això / açò.  
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