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Background: It is well-known ever since Montalbetti (1984) that strong subject pronouns 
cannot function as bound variables in embedded contexts in Spanish, in contrast to an empty 
pro (sentences in (1) taken from Alonso-Ovalle & D’Introno 2000): 
(1) a. Nadiei sabe que proi vendrá.  b. *Nadiei  sabe    que éli vendrá. 
     nobody knows that    will-come                      nobody knows that he will-come 
However, Alonso-Ovalle & D’Introno (2000) note that strong pronouns in subject position do 
not behave alike with respect to bound variable readings if we take into account the syntactic 
position and Focus properties of these elements in Spanish and Catalan ((3) from Alonso-
Ovalle & D’Introno 2000:3): 
(2) Tots els jugadorsi estan convençuts que guanyaran ellsi. 
 all   the  players    are   persuaded  that  will-win  they 
 ‘For any player x, x is persuaded that x will win’.  (Catalan; Solà 1992:290) 
(3) Ningún estudiantei piensa         que (sólo) ÉLi/j pasó                el examen. 
 no        student       believe:3SG that (only) he   pass:3SG.PAST the exam 
 ‘No studenti believes that only hei passed the exam.’ (Spanish)   
Sentence (3) shows that a contrastive interpretation of a preverbal subject pronoun allows a 
bound variable interpretation in Spanish. (2) shows that strong pronouns can be bound if they 
appear in postverbal position in Catalan.  Given that subjects in situ are associated with 
contrastive Focus in Catalan (see e.g. Bonet 1989), the (un-)availability of a bound variable 
reading in (1b) vs. (2)/(3) derives from a difference between non-contrastive vs. contrastive 
Focus. In matrix clauses and control infinitives, morphological ‘pronouns’ can further be 
construed as anaphoric elements if they are associated with emphatic stress or an emphatic 
particle like mismo/mateix ‘self’ (see e.g. Piera 1987, Solà 1992): 
(4) Juliai hizo ellai (misma) la cena. 
 Julia made   she (self)    the dinner  
(5) Juliai prometió [hacer ellai (misma) la cena]. 
 Julia promised   make she   self      the dinner 
This indicates that contrast and emphasis can license anaphoric ‘pronouns’.  
 
An analysis: ‘Pronouns’ (overt and covert) are uniformly ‘born’ as minimal pronouns (in the 
sense of Kratzer 2009) in Spanish and Catalan, i.e. they enter syntax as a D-element with 
unvalued phi-features, D[ϕ:_] (Landau 2014). This underspecified ‘pronoun’ acquires its LF and 
PF properties during the syntactic derivation by means of interfacing with (i) the pragmatic 
component at phasal interface points and (ii) Agree with interpretable ϕ-features on verbal 
functional categories. Following López (2002), we assume that the pragmatic interface 
communicates with morpho-syntactic feature bundles at the phase edges before morpho-
phonological insertion takes place. In Romance pro-drop, D[ϕ:_] will be provided a Vocabulary 
Item at the vP phase edge in the unmarked case, resulting in null pronunciation:  
(6) a. [vP D[ϕ:_] v-hizo [VP la cena]] 
 b. Morpho-phonological insertion (at vP level):  D[ϕ:_] → Ø 
 c. Merge of T, v-to-T, Agree [T[3.sg.m] / D[ϕ:_]], etc. 
However, if [+contrast] is assigned at the (phasal) interface point Spec,v, null insertion will be 
blocked, given an inherent incompatibility of Focus with null realization. Given that D is in the 
phase edge, it is available to further computation and ϕ-valuation with T, being equipped with 
interpretable ϕ in Romance pro-drop languages (e.g. Barbosa 1995): 
(7) a. [+Contrast]-assignment to D[ϕ:_] in Spec,v (→ blocks null insertion) 
 b. Merge of T, v-to-T, Agree [T[3.sg.m] / D[ϕ:_]] → ϕ-valuation: D[ϕ:3sg.m] 
 c. Morpho-phonological insertion (at CP level): D[ϕ:3.sg.m] → /el/ 



Thus, assignment of [+contrast] to D triggers delay of morpho-phonological insertion until phi-
valuation takes place. We thus have a case of a pronounced ‘minimal pronoun’ (cf. also 
Alonso-Ovalle & D’Introno 2000). The impossibility of a bound variable reading in (1b) does 
not necessarily follow from the ‘lexical’ nature of unstressed pronouns. We argue that it 
follows from a different subtype of Focus. Note that the contrast between (1b) and (3) reflects a 
difference between ‘mild’ and ‘strong’ emphasis on pronouns in Spanish and Catalan: as Rigau 
(1989) shows, an unstressed strong pronoun receives an exhaustive listing interpretation and 
can introduce new information while a stressed strong pronoun is contrastively focused (see 
also Brucart 1987 for discussion of Spanish): 
(8) A: Qui vol venir, tu o en Joan? (‘Who wants to come, you or John?’)  
 B: {Jo / #JO} vull   venir....en   Joan, no  ho sé.     
    I       I     want come     the John  not it   know.1SG 
  ‘I want to come...I don’t know about John.’ (Catalan; Rigau 1989:193) 
New information focus on pronouns is incompatible with bound variable readings given that it 
resolves a variable left open in discourse (Jackendoff 1972) and, thus, must be associated with a 
ϕ-specified element. We argue that new information focus does not only impose the PF-
requirement of ϕ-valuation of D[ϕ:_] (differently from [+contrast]) but that it imposes ϕ-
valuation in syntax. Thus, new information Focus at the vP phase edge triggers direct ϕ-copying 
from v onto D[ϕ:_]. The subject is provided with a complete ϕ-value before LF Transfer and a 
bound variable reading is blocked: 
(9) a. Focus assignment (new information) to D[ϕ:_] in Spec,v 

b. [vP D[ϕ:_]/[Focus] v[ϕ]-hizo [VP la cena]] 
 c. Agree [v[3.sg.m] / D[ϕ:_]] → ϕ-valuation 
 d. v-to-T, IM of D, construction of CP, etc. 

e.  CP transfer: i) Morpho-phonological insertion (at CP level):  D[ϕ:3.sg.m] → /el/ 
           ii) Focus interpretation: new information 
Interpretable ϕ on the verbal functional categories in Romance NSLs introduce an optionality in 
the ordering of morpho-phonological insertion, Transfer and ϕ-valuation, an optionality that is 
resolved by discourse-sensitive information (subtypes of Focus) at the vP phase edge as a 
pragmatic interface point.  

Emphatic pronouns in control infinitives are derived in an analogical way to strong pronouns 
in finite pro-drop: they result from the assignment of emphasis to D[ϕ:_] in Spec,v, which delays 
morpho-phonological insertion until ϕ-valuation. Given that control infinitives are not 
necessarily full CP phases (cf. e.g. Boeckx et al. 2010), morpho-phonological insertion can be 
delayed until ϕ-valuation by an antecedent at the matrix vP level. 
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