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Abstract: Function words are commonly considered to be a small and closed class in which each
element is associated to a specific and fixed logical meaning (Chierchia 2013 and the references
therein), such as and, or, if, etc. I will provide empirical arguments to show that in fact the syntactic
derivation of a sentence can weaken this assumption by discussing the cases of Italian negative
exclamative and “surprise” clauses.
Relevant data. Negatives exclamatives (Delfitto & Fiorin 2014) are ambiguous between two types:
one in which the propositional meaning is negative and one in which it is affirmative. Consider, for
example, the following sentence:
(1) Che cosa non ha mangiato Gianni!
what
neg has eaten
John
a. ‘What John did not eat!’ (= John has not eaten something)
b. ‘What John ate!’ (= John has eaten everything)
With the reading in (1a) the speaker highlights that John did not eat something and negation revers
the true-value conditions of the sentence; with the reading in (1b) the speaker communicates that John
ate everything and negation is somehow empty since it does not change the polarity of the sentence.
This represents the first piece of the puzzle: the same negative marker non can be a real negation or
an empty one (technically speaking, an instance of what is called expletive negation; cfr. Horn 1989;
Yoon 2011; Makri 2013). I will call the reading in (1a) “Negative Exclamative” (NE) and the one in
(1b) “Expletive Negative Exclamative” (ENE) (Greco 2019)
Crucially, the two structures differ grammatically. According to Grimshaw (1979) and Zanuttini
& Portner (2003), exclamatives are factive and, therefore, they can only be embedded under factive
predicates (2a); however, focusing on a specific sub-class of factive predicates, to know-verbs, we
find that only the NE interpretation is possible, ENE’s one is not (2b):
(2) a. È incredibile [che cosa non abbia
mangiato Gianni]!
rd
is incredible what
neg had.3 sing.Subj eaten
John
. ‘It is incredible what John did not eat!’
. ‘It is incredible what John ate!’
b. Luca sa
[che cosa non ha mangiato Gianni]!
Luke knows what
neg has eaten. John
. ‘Luke knows what John did not eat!’
. ‘#Luke knows what John ate!’

(NE)
(ENE)
(NE)
(#ENE)

The expletive reading of negation is completely rejected in (2b) whereas the standard one is
preserved. The immediate question is why it happens since there are no apparent reasons to do so:
the morphological material setting up the sentence does not change, neither the semantic relations
between the different parts of the sentence.
Such a fact is mirrored by cases in which the real status of negation is completely ruled out in
favor of the expletive one: the “Surprise negation Sentences” (Snegs). According to Greco (2018,
2019), Snegs are limited to a specific context in which speakers are struck by an unexpected fact
showing a marked intonation blending acoustic features of questions and exclamatives (hence the ?!
diacritics):
1

(3) E non mi
è scesa dal
treno Maria?!
and neg Cl.to me is got off-the train Mary
. ‘Mary got off the train!’
. ‘#Mary did not get off the train’
Such sentences cannot be negative at all regardless of the negative marker “non” (not) and negation
seems to have lost its function rule, representing the second piece of the puzzle.
To sum up, we saw cases in which negation is ambiguous between the negative and the expletive
reading (1) and cases in which negation should be ambiguous but it is not, ruling out either the
expletive reading (2b) or the standard one (3). Prima facie, it is possible to propose that there are three
negative function words (homophones in Italian) but this is far-fetched because function words fall
into a very small and closed class. Let us consider an alternative.
A possible solution. The three negations can be reduced to a single one assuming that the syntactic
derivation of the sentence causes the different interpretation of the only function word corresponding
to not. I will combine some crucial assumptions of the cartographic project (Cinque & Rizzi 2010)
and of the minimalist program (Chomsky 2008, 2013) to show that this is not only possible, but also
desirable. More specifically, I will propose that the same Italian negative marker not can receive both
the standard and the expletive interpretations depending on its syntactic derivation: when it is merged
in the TP-area (a là Belletti 1990; Zanuttini 1997) during the v*P-phase, it reverses the truth-value
conditions of the sentence like in the case of NEs; when it is merged in the CP domain and the v*Pphase is already closed, it gives the expletive interpretation seen in ENEs and Snegs, since the
propositional meaning of the sentence has already been elaborated in the v*P phase (Chomsky 2008).
In other words, there is only one function word for not but its meaning changes depending on the
syntactic context in which it is introduced (in the following schema I will underscore the phases):
(4) a. [CP ... [v*P[X°non] ...]
b. [CP ... [X°non] ... [v*P ... ]

(NE)
(ENE/Snegs)

From this point of view, the expletive reading of negation turns out to be just a reflex of the syntactic
context in which the negative marker not is merged, suggesting, among other things, that standard
and expletive negations are different instances of a unique function word.
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