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2 Argument Drop in Adult Dutch 
 
 
2.1 Introduction 

Adult Dutch is a topic drop language, that is, elements appearing in topic 
position may be dropped in colloquial speech. From an acquisition 
perspective, the presence of topic drop in adult Dutch indicates that Dutch 
children are hearing clauses where the direct object (or another argument) is 
missing. The primary aim of this chapter is to investigate the occurrence of 
topic drop in adult Dutch and determine not only which arguments are 
grammatically dropped, but the frequency with which they are dropped.  

Topic drop in Dutch is a syntactic phenomenon usually only 
mentioned as a footnote to verb second movement and topicalization. More 
often than not, researchers assume that topic drop occurs with any element or 
constituent appearing in topic position (Hyams 1994, Weerman 1989). 
Traditional analyses propose that the topicalized argument may be absent 
when a null topic operator is carrying the phi features of this argument 
(§2.2.3). Corpus data collected by Jansen (1981) are also presented to 
illustrate the use of topic drop in colloquial speech (§2.2.4). Original data, 
collected from several native speaker informants, are presented and 
demonstrate clearly that not all arguments are easily dropped. Explanations 
are sought for these findings in §2.4. The implications for children acquiring 
Dutch are explored at the end of the chapter (§2.5). 
 
2.2 Topicalization in Dutch 

2.2.1 The Syntax of Topicalization in Dutch 

In order to address topicalization, we need to first consider Dutch word 
order. Dutch, like German, is a V2 language with an underlying SOV word 
order (Den Besten 1983, Koster 1975). The finite verb must always appear 
in the second position of declaratives and interrogatives (1). In subordinate 
clauses, the verb appears sentence-finally (2). 
  
(1) Morgen    werkt  zij   thuis.  VERB SECOND 
 tomorrow works she home  
 ‘Tomorrow she’s working at home.’ 

(2) Ik   dacht     dat  zij morgen      thuis werkt. VERB FINAL 
 I    thought that she tomorrow home works 
 ‘I thought that she’s working at home tomorrow.’ 
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We assume that the topicalized element is base-generated outside of the CP 
and adjoined to the main clause (3). We refer to this element as the clause-
external topic. The type of phrase adjoined is not specified because any 
lexical category can appear in this position (i.e. VPs, nouns, adverbs, etc.). 
SpecCP is filled by a null/overt topic operator, co-indexed with the clause-
external topic, while C0 is the landing site for the finite verb in matrix 
clauses. A null variable or demonstrative pro-element (d-word) is generated 
in the position where the topicalized constituent would have been base-
generated (Hoekstra & Zwart 1994, Weerman 1989, Zwart 1997).1 SpecCP 
requires an operator, so the null variable/d-word moves into SpecCP 
position, becoming an operator (OP) in the process (Sigurðsson 1989).  
 
(3) Morgen OPi werkt  zij   thuis ti. TOPICALIZATION 
 tomorrow      works she home 
 ‘She’s working at home tomorrow.’ 

 
       XP 
            3 
Morgeni      CP 

     wo 
  Spec      C' 
  Øi                   ei 
           C0                  IP 
          werktj  3 
     Spec        VP 
     zij 6 

     … ti tj thuis …   
In subordinate clauses, movement of the verb to second position is also 
prohibited because of the presence of the complementizer (e.g., dat ‘that’) in 
C0. Topicalization is disallowed in subordinate clauses; only if the verb 
appears in C0, does topicalization take place (4). 
 
(4) * Ik dacht [XP morgen [CP  dat  zij  thuis werkt.]]  
    I   thought   tomorrow     that she home works 

 ‘I thought she would work at home tomorrow.’ 
 

                                                 
1Several different structures for the left-periphery of the clause are proposed for Dutch and 
other languages. For example, the topic operator may appear in SpecCP (Weerman 1989) or, 
more recently, in SpecTopP (Hoekstra & Zwart 1994, Rizzi 1997). The choice between TopP 
and CP is irrelevant in the context of this thesis. As the traditional assumption employs CP, 
we adopt it here. 
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The topic operator in SpecCP may also be realized overtly in the form of a d-
word with the clause-external topic (Hoekstra & Zwart 1994, Koster 1978a). 
Sentences in which the d-word and topic co-occur are referred to as 
Contrastive Left Dislocation constructions (CLD), as in examples (5-6) 
(Anagnostopolou 1997, Van Haaften, Smits & Vat 1983, Zaenen 1997).2, 3  
 
(5) Morgen,   dan  werkt  zij  thuis. CONTRASTIVE LEFT DISLOCATION 
 tomorrow then works she home   
 ‘Tomorrow, then she’ll be working at home.’ 

(6) Die man, die  ken    ik niet.  CONTRASTIVE LEFT DISLOCATION 
 that man  that know  I  not    
 ‘That man, I don’t know.’ 

 (Van Haaften, Smits & Vat 1983:137(6a)) 
 
In structure like that in (7), the clause-external topic is not present, while the 
d-word appears in SpecCP position. We refer to this construction as clause-
external topic drop because the clause-external topic is missing, but is still 
phonetically realized by the topic operator. 
 
(7) Die ken    ik niet. CLAUSE-EXTERNAL TOPIC DROP 
 that know I   not 
 ‘I don’t know him.’ 
 
We also have structures in which neither the clause-external topic nor the 
topic operator is overt (8). We refer to these structures as (full) topic drop. 
These structures are the focus of this chapter. 
 
(8) Ken   je     dat  boek? 
 know you that book? 
 ‘Do you know that book?’ 

                                                 
2The structure of CLD constructions is controversial with respect to whether or not it is 
generated through movement. For the purposes of this thesis, we assume that the structure is 
composed of a satellite element adjoined to the main clause with the d-word as an overt 
realization of the operator in C0. 
3 Regular pronouns and reflexives cannot appear with the d-word in operator position (taken 
from Zwart 1997:249 (9)). 
(i) Hem (??die)        ken    ik niet. 
 him       that one know I   not 
 ‘Him, I don’t know.’ 
(ii) Zichzelf (??die)       respecteert hij niet. 
 himself      that one respects      he  not 

‘He does not respect himself.’ 
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 ec ken ik niet. 4   (FULL) TOPIC DROP 
      know I not 
 ‘I don’t know (it).’ 
 
Basically, four structures are available in finite declarative clauses,  
including: Contrastive Left Dislocations (9a), regular topicalizations (9b), 
clause-external topic drop (9c), and full topic drop (9d). 
 
(9) a. [Topic  Topici] [CP  D-Wordi [IP VFIN ...ti ...]]5       CLD 
 b.   [Topic Topici] [CP    OPi [IP VFIN ...ti...]  TOPICALIZATION  
 c. [Topic  Øi] [CP  D-wordi [IP VFIN ...ti...]]     CL. EXT. TOPIC DROP 
 d. [Topic Øi] [CP  OPi [IP VFIN ...ti...]]      TOPIC DROP 
 
We now look more closely at the overt topic operators, the d-words. 
 
2.2.2 The Demonstrative Pro-Elements or D-Words 

The topic operator is sometimes realized overtly in the form of a 
demonstrative pro-element, or d-word. The demonstratives able to appear as 
topic operators are listed below in Tables 2.1 and 2.2.  
 
Table 2.1 Demonstrative Pronouns in Dutch 
 

HET-WORD (SINGULAR)6 DE-WORD PLURALS 
dat ‘that’ die ‘that’ die ‘those’ 

 
Table 2.2 Other D-Elements in Dutch 
  

OTHER D-ELEMENTS 
daar 
dan 
toen 
zo 

‘there’7 
‘then-future, conclusion’ 

‘then-past’ 
‘so’ 

 
As with other pronominals, an important criterion for using a demonstrative 
is the presence of a discourse referent (Webber 1991). Without an explicit 

                                                 
4The term ec refers to a generic empty category, without committing to a specific type of 
empty category.  
5We use the Topic subscript to indicate the clause-external topic. This is not intended to imply 
the presence of a Topic Phrase. 
6The het-words are words of neuter gender while de-words are common gender. The genders 
collapse when forming the plural. The plural forms take the same demonstrative pronouns, as 
well as the same definite article, de. 
7 Daar ‘there’ may also act as a pronoun, not only a locative adverb. 
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mention in the discourse or context, the use of a demonstrative is 
ungrammatical.8 

Demonstratives frequently appear in SpecCP as an alternative to third 
person personal pronouns. For example, in response to a question such as 
Waar zijn mijn boeken? ‘Where are my books?’, rather than repeating the 
entire NP de boeken ‘the book’ the response is often Die liggen in de kast 
‘They are in the cupboard’. The demonstratives replace many constituents 
besides DPs, including VPs and propositions. When demonstratives replace 
a constituent, they retain the phi features of that constituent (if present).9 
These features include gender and number. Demonstratives in Dutch are 
used to replace third person constituents, never first and second person 
pronouns (10-11). 

 
(10) Wat vind je    van Marie? 

what find you of   Marie 
‘What do you think of Marie?’ 

Zij/ze/die     is een beetje gek. 
she/she/that is a     bit      crazy 
‘She’s a bit crazy.’ 

 

                                                 
8Further evidence for discourse-linking is pointed out by Hoeksema (1999). In the case of 
obligatorily inverted bare noun predicates, a d-word cannot be used. On the other hand, the 
use of a definite article is grammatical, indicating the presence of a referent. The referent for a 
demonstrative must be present in the discourse. Referring to a specific, existing referent 
(outside the discourse context) is not a sufficient condition. 
(iii) Vraag   is alleen hoelang    de  vakbonden dit   blijven   accepteren. 
 question is only    how-long the unions      this continue accept-INF 
 ‘Question is, only how long will the unions continue to accept this.’ 
 De vraag is alleen hoelang … 
 the question is only how-long … 

* Die vraag is alleen hoelang … 
that question is only how-long  

9Van Kampen (1997) finds several instances where the d-word, in colloquial Dutch, does not 
reflect the gender and/or number features of its antecedent. Example (vii) is taken from Van 
Kampen (1997:97, (43a)) (italics and bold are our own emphasis). Meisje ‘girl’ is a neuter 
noun. Van Kampen’s point is that it should be replaced by dat, not die, however, speakers 
often use die in casual speech. 
(iv)  die heb ik gezien 
         that have I seen 
         die = auto(s), hond(en),  jongen(s), meisje(s) 
  (car(s),   dog(s),      boy(s),      girl(s)) 
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(11) Wat  vind  je   van mij? 10          
 what find you of    me    
 ‘What do you think of me?’  

 Jij/je/*die     bent een beetje gek.    
 you/you/that are   a    bit     crazy 

‘You’re a bit crazy.’ 
 
Generally speaking, speakers prefer to move the d-word to SpecCP rather 
than leaving it in base-generated position (12). 
 
(12) Wat  vind je    van Jan? 
 what find you of    Jan 
 ‘What do you think of Jan?’ 

* Ik vind die   gek. 
    I   find  that crazy 
 ‘I think he’s crazy.’ 

 Die vind ik gek. 
 that find I crazy 
 ‘I think he’s crazy.’ 
 
Only discourse-linked (i.e. linguistically copresent) elements are referred to 
with a d-word. When a speaker uses the demonstrative, he/she is indicating 
that the topic of discourse remains the same.  
 
2.2.3 Topic Drop 

Subjects and objects may only be dropped from SpecCP position in matrix 
clauses where the verb appears in C0. The Spec-head relationship between 
the topic operator and finite verb licenses topic drop. This process is usually 
referred to as topic drop. The traditional analysis simply states that topics are 
dropped if they are identifiable through the discourse (Hoekstra & Zwart 
1994, Weerman 1989). In the case of arguments, phi features serve to help 

                                                 
10Dutch has two sets of pronouns for subjects and (in)direct objects: strong and weak. The 
weak pronouns are sometimes referred to as clitics (Zwart 1997:33).  
  Strong Weak   Strong Weak 
NOM. 1Psg ik ’k  ACC. 1Psg mij me 

2Psg jij je  2Psg jou je 
3Psg hij -ie  3Psg hem ’m 

  zij ze   haar ’r 
 1Ppl wij we   het ’t 
 2Ppl jullie -  1Ppl ons - 
 3Ppl zij ze  2Ppl jullie -  
     3Ppl hen/hun ze 
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identify the null topic. The presence of phi features is represented by a phi 
subscript in (13).  
 
(13) (Dat boek) ken    ik niet.  
  that book  know I   not 
 ‘(That book), I don’t know.’ 

[[dat boeki] [CP OPϕi  ken [IP ik … ti niet]]]] TOPICALIZATION 
        [CP OPϕi  ken [IP ik … ti niet]]]] TOPIC DROP 
 
This analysis predicts few restrictions on topic drop.  

Balkenende (1995) argues that topic drop is the non-realization of the 
d-word. In sentences with topic drop, the d-word has moved to topic position 
and is subsequently dropped (14-15).  

 
(14) [CP dat [C heeft Jan aan Marie gegeven.]] 
      that     has   Jan to     Marie given 

(15) [CP ec   [C heeft Jan aan Marie gegeven.]] 

 (taken from Balkenende 1995:52, bolding is our emphasis) 
 
The ‘dropping’ of the d-word is licensed by the presence of an antecedent (in 
the discourse or syntax). The prediction is that constituents not able to co-
occur with a d-word cannot be dropped from topic position. Specifically, 
first and second person pronouns should not be dropped. This analysis also 
attempts to account for the pragmatic restrictions on topic drop as well. To 
use a d-word, a specific discourse referent is required. Since only d-words 
may be dropped, only discourse-linked elements are dropped (§2.2.2). 
Based on this analysis, any topic which can co-occur with a d-word is drop-
able. We now turn to the corpus data collected on topic drop in adult Dutch. 
 
2.2.4 Corpus Data on Topic Drop 

With the exception of Balkenende (1995), little work has been done in the 
generative literature on the distribution of topic drop in Dutch. Jansen (1981) 
conducted a study of several phonological and syntactic processes occurring 
in spoken Dutch. The data were taken from native speakers who were asked 
a series of questions. Their responses were transcribed and used as the basis 
of his discussion. Since the data in his work consist mainly of spontaneous 
speech, they lend additional insight to the test data to be presented in §2.3.  

According to the data provided in Jansen (1981), topic drop occurs in 
about 10% of the sentences meeting the topic drop criteria. Van Kampen 
(1997) reaches similar conclusions when looking at the spontaneous speech 
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of a single adult Dutch speaker. She finds that between 10% and 15% of 
utterances undergo topic drop.  

First person singular subjects were dropped the most frequently of all 
personal pronouns (by raw number, not proportionally). This is not 
surprising given that first person singular subjects may be dropped in ‘diary’ 
contexts and the interviewees are responding to questions in the first person. 
The context lends itself to diary drop. First person plural subjects and third 
person subjects followed in number of occurrences of drop. Second person 
subjects were dropped on only two occasions in the entire corpus. Direct and 
indirect object personal pronouns were never dropped. Objects of 
prepositions can also be dropped from sentence-initial position, according to 
Jansen (1981), as long as the preposition has been stranded in the lower part 
of the clause. These elements were dropped more frequently than the 
personal pronouns mentioned thus far; of a potential 271 deletions, 35 were 
dropped (13%).  

Jansen (1981) also compares the rates of object drop between 
demonstratives and personal pronouns. He finds that the demonstratives 
were dropped with far more frequency than the personal pronouns (Table 
2.3). Out of a potential 4594 demonstrative deletions, 373 were dropped. 
Only 86 of a potential 8317  personal pronouns were dropped. Note that the 
judgements as to which sentences have a personal pronoun versus those 
which have a demonstrative are based on Jansen’s personal intuitions.11 
 
Table 2.3 Rates of Argument Drop from Topic Position in Adult  
 Dutch: Personal versus Demonstrative Pronouns (based  
 on Jansen 1981) 

Drop Rates from Topic Position Pronoun Type 
Raw Numbers % 

Demonstrative 373/4594 8% 
Personal 86/8317 < 1% 

 

Jansen (1981) finds an asymmetry between subject and object drop. A higher 
proportion of objects are dropped than subjects (Table 2.4). 
 

                                                 
11This is problematic for Jansen (1981), particularly in the case of third person constituents. 
However, it provides us with an approximate idea of the minimal rates of d-word drop – our 
main focus in this discussion. 
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Table 2.4 Rates of Subject and Object Drop from Topic Position  
 in Adult Dutch (based on Jansen 1981) 

Drop Rates from Topic Position  
Raw Numbers % 

Dropped Subjects 150/3211 5% 
Dropped Objects 223/1383 16% 

 
Overall, first and second person arguments are not dropped frequently in 
spontaneous speech. Third person elements tend to undergo higher rates of 
drop. Objects are dropped approximately three times more often than 
subjects. 
 

2.2.5 Summary 

Dutch is a V2 language with an underlying SOV order. Finite verbs move to 
the head of CP. A topic operator moves into SpecCP. Verb movement and 
topicalization are two interwoven processes. Topicalization and topic drop 
are prohibited in subordinate clauses. Topicalization only occurs in V2 
clauses because it requires the presence of an operator in SpecCP as well as 
the verb in C0. A null variable in the sentence, representing a particular 
constituent, moves into SpecCP to satisfy this condition. The null/overt 
variable/operator is identified by its referent via discourse-linking.  

Topic drop is an optional process occurring only in spoken Dutch. 
Traditional theory proposes that the null topic operator must bear the phi 
features of its referent. Otherwise, the element is not syntactically 
identifiable. According to Balkenende (1995), topic drop should only occur 
with elements representable by d-words. Jansen (1981) confirms Balkenende 
(1995) by illustrating that d-words undergo more object drop than the 
personal pronouns. Objects are dropped more frequently than subjects in 
Jansen’s corpus data (1981). The expectations of Balkenende (1995) are 
tested against the informant data.  

 
2.3 Informant Data on Topic Drop in Dutch12 

To determine what Dutch speakers consider grammatical topic drop, several 
sets of utterances were tested with native speakers. While the studies by 

                                                 
12I would like to thank all of the informants who patiently filled out the questionnaires, and, 
also, Hans den Besten, Bert Botma, Joost Siegman, Peter Siegman, and Erik Jan van der 
Torre, and, in particular, Anne Baker for administering the test to 13 of her linguistics 
students. I must also make special mention of Aniek IJbema, who provided me not only with 
countless judgements and examples but invaluable discussion of the data from the perspective 
of a native speaker. 
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Balkenende (1995) and Jansen (1981) offer insight into the topic drop 
phenomenon, this study expands upon their results. Jansen (1981) focuses 
primarily on corpus data. This is highly valuable because we can see what 
native speakers produce in actual conversation. However, this does not tell 
us what constructions native speakers cannot produce. The absence of a 
construction does not entail its ungrammaticality. Balkenende’s study (1995) 
relies primarily on his own judgements, as well as that of a few other native 
speakers. Unfortunately, his data were not quantified, so it is not clear how 
many speakers may have considered a particular construction grammatical or 
ungrammatical. Our study endeavours to test several cases of topic drop with 
a larger group of speakers; the results of this study are quantified.  

The data came from a class of thirteen Dutch university students, as 
well as six non-students, all of whom are university-educated native speakers 
of Dutch. Native speakers were given several examples of topic drop. Each 
example of topic drop occurred with (16a) a context question or statement, 
(16b) a sentence with the relevant element being replaced by a demonstrative 
pronoun in sentence-initial position (where applicable), and (16c) a sentence 
where the topic was dropped.13 Individual speakers were asked for their 
judgements orally or based on a written questionnaire (provided in Appendix 
1). The university students were given the questionnaire and had the 
sentences read aloud to them as well. In all cases, the context question 
preceded the judgements. Example (16) is taken from the questionnaire 
given to the informants:14 
 
(16) a. Heb   je   dit  boek  in Amsterdam gekocht? 
   have you this book in Amsterdam bought 
  ‘Did you buy this book in Amsterdam?’ 

 b. Ja, dit   heb   ik in Amsterdam gekocht. 
 yes this have I   in Amsterdam bought 
 ‘Yes, this, I bought in Amsterdam.’ 

 c. Ja, heb   ik in Amsterdam gekocht. 
 yes have I   in Amsterdam bought 
 ‘Yes, I have bought (this) in Amsterdam.’      
                                                 
13In some instances, informants were provided with two utterances containing the d-words. 
One in which the d-word moved to topic position and the other where the d-pronoun remained 
in base-generated position. This was to determine how strong a preference the speakers would 
show for moving the d-word into sentence-initial position. Results indicated a preference for 
movement. Also, some of the examples in Appendix 1 tested the distinction between 
topicalization of weak versus strong pronouns, and the use of personal versus demonstrative 
pronouns for third person animates. The results indicate that only strong pronouns may appear 
sentence-initially. No clear preference for d-words or third person personal pronouns was 
found. 
14Example (16) is (A1.38). 
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The informants were asked to judge the sentences as ‘good’, 

‘ungrammatical’ or ‘not sure’.15 Results for the questionnaires are presented 
in Appendix 2 by constituent type and by sentence.16 When discussing the 
results, we refer to the number of cases where the clause was judged 
ungrammatical (i.e. the number of times a particular example was deemed 
ungrammatical). Some sentence constituent types (e.g. direct object) were 
tested more frequently when the results were not clear from the initial set of 
informant judgements, so the total number of test cases varies among 
constituent types. Raw numbers for each are provided in Appendix 2. 

Few examples were judged by all speakers to be either grammatical or 
ungrammatical. Most of the following statements are tendencies based on a 
group of speakers, and are not absolutes. Inter-speaker variation was high. 
The results from the informant data are discussed in tandem with the 
conclusions reached by Balkenende (1995).17  

 
2.3.1 Subject Drop 

The data indicate that first and second person subject drop is grammatical in 
highly specific cases only. Third person subject drop is not grammatical in 
most cases.18 

Informants did not agree upon the grammatical status of first person 
subject drop.19 Dropping second person subjects was judged ungrammatical 
in 92% of cases.20 Judgements regarding third person subjects were less 
unanimous, but leaned strongly towards ungrammatical.21 Third person 
singular subject drop was judged ungrammatical in 61% of cases, while third 
person plural subject drop was ungrammatical in 57% of the cases.22  
                                                 
15The questionnaire format was used in the initial stages of the study, and speakers were 
sometimes interviewed individually for further clarification.   
16Table A2.1 presents results by constituent type and Table A2.2 presents results by sentence. 
17In addition to these elements, Balkenende (1995) lists sentential arguments, verbal 
arguments, locative adjuncts and temporal adjuncts as examples of grammatical topic drop. 
The purpose of this chapter, however, is to focus on argument drop, so the status of these 
constituents is not investigated here. In the data we collected here, dropping verbal arguments, 
locative and temporal adjuncts is more problematic than what Balkenende (1995) presents. 
Judgements varied considerably among speakers and according to the specific element 
omitted. For example, gisteren ‘yesterday’ was more readily dropped than morgen 
‘tomorrow’. These constituents could be construed as discourse entities, allowing them to be 
omitted in the right contexts. Testing temporal adverbs which are less easily interpreted as 
discourse entities, such as later ‘later’, may clear up this issue. 
18See A1.7-A1.8. 
19See A1.3, Table A2.1. 
20See A1.5-A1.6, Table A2.1. 
21See A1.7-A1.8. 
22See Table A2.1. 
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Balkenende (1995) argues that subject drop from topic position is 
freely available, with the dropping of first and second person pronouns being 
more restrictive. The results from first and second person subject drop 
appear to support his conclusions. However, these data show that the 
informants cannot drop third person subjects as consistently as he predicts.  
 
2.3.2 Direct Object Drop 

First and second person direct objects do not appear in topic position 
(without focus/contrastive stress). Speakers considered dropping either first 
or second person direct objects ungrammatical (i.e.  between 92% and 100% 
of cases).23, 24  
 A dichotomy arose between animate and inanimate third person direct 
objects, therefore, we describe the judgements for each separately. Dropping 
third person animate direct objects induced highly varied judgements 
between speakers.25 No clear trend was detectable in dropping third person 
animate singular direct objects (42%-28%-30% split), whereas dropping 
third person animate plural direct objects was often judged ungrammatical 
(67%).26 In contrast, native speakers generally considered dropping third 
person inanimate direct objects from topic position grammatical.27 Overall, 
third person singular inanimate direct object drop was grammatical in 78% 
of the judgements.28 Third person inanimate plural object drop was 
grammatical in 81% of the judgements.29  

Balkenende (1995) suggests that all third person direct objects are 
easily dropped, whereas first and second person direct objects are not drop-
able. These conclusions are partly supported by these informant data, 
although we find a distinction is maintained between animate and inanimate 
third person objects.   

 

                                                 
23Koster (1978b) argues that these elements cannot appear sentence-initially. As pointed out 
by Aafke Hulk (p.c.), contrastive topicalization of first and second person direct objects may 
occur in the full pronominal form: 
(v) MIJ heeft niemand gezien. 
 me has    nobody   seen 
 ‘Nobody has seen me.’ 
24See A1.11-A1.14, Table A2.1. 
25See A1.16-A1.17, A1.36, Table A2.1. 
26See Table A2.1. 
27See Table A2.2 for list of example numbers. 
28See Table A2.1. 
29See Table A2.1. 
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2.3.3 Indirect Object Drop  

First and second person indirect objects, like direct objects, cannot be 
topicalized or dropped. Native speakers confirmed this overwhelmingly; all 
cases were deemed ungrammatical.30 Only third person animate indirect 
objects were tested because occurrences of inanimate indirect objects are 
rare.31  No clear trend was present in the judgements of third person animate 
singular or plural indirect object drop (43%-37%-13%, 46%-39%-15% 
splits, respectively).32  

Balkenende (1995) argues that indirect objects can, in fact, be 
deleted, but as with subjects and direct objects, dropping first and second 
person personal pronouns is restricted. These predictions were correct for 
first and second person pronouns, but not all Dutch speakers find dropping 
third person indirect object pronouns grammatical. 

 
2.3.4 Complement Prepositional Phrase Drop  

Dropping complement prepositional phrases depended upon whether or not 
the verb subcategorized for a particular PP. For example, in praten over ‘to 
talk about’, the verb requires the preposition over ‘about’ as part of its 
meaning. This is reflected in the fact that only the object of the preposition 
over ‘about’ can be replaced by a d-word (e.g. daarover ‘there-about’). This 
type of complement prepositional phrase could not be dropped in its 
                                                 
30See A1.18-A1.21, Table A2.1. 
31We attempted to elicit judgements from informants for third person inanimate indirect 
objects with little success. For example, when we used the noun het uitzendburo ‘the 
employment agency’, my informants found the grammatically ‘correct’ d-word substitution, 
dat ‘that-singular’ to be questionable, while die ‘that-plural’ to be acceptable. They could only 
interpret the sentence as involving the people at the employment agency rather than the 
agency as an inanimate on its own. Topic drop was judged ungrammatical. 
(vi) En wat heb jij het uitzendburo gestuurd? 
 and what have you the employment-agency sent 
 ‘And what did you send to the employment agency?’ 

?? Dat heb   ik mijn CV gestuurd.  
 that have I   my    CV sent 
 ‘I sent my CV there.’ 

 Die heb ik mijn CV gestuurd. 
 those have I my CV sent 
 ‘I sent them my CV.’ 

 ?* ec Heb  ik mijn CV gestuurd. 
 Ø have I   my   CV sent 
 ‘I sent (them) my CV.’ 
Similar judgements were given when we tried to use de Postbank (a national bank in the 
Netherlands) as the indirect object.  
32See A1.22-A1.23, Table A2.1. 
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entirety.33 In contrast, a complement PP, for which the preposition itself does 
not play a part in the verb’s meaning, can be replaced by a d-word (e.g. 
daar). These complement PPs were drop-able.34 

Balkenende (1995) argues that argument PPs are dropped without 
causing ungrammaticality, while adjunct PPs cannot be dropped. 
 
2.3.5 Dropping the Objects of Prepositions 

Objects of prepositions may be dropped from topic position, in most cases 
(89%, Table A2.1). This applies only to cases where the preposition has been 
stranded and only its object complement has been topicalized.35, 36  

Balkenende (1995) also argues that the object of complement PPs can 
be dropped grammatically. 
 
2.3.6 Summary 

Table 2.5 illustrates the relationship between topicalization, d-word 
replacement and drop-ability. In the first column, ‘Topicalization’, first and 
second person arguments are only optionally topicalized (i.e. when used 
contrastively). The second column shows which constituents may be 
represented with a d-word. Third person animates are optionally represented 
with d-words because personal pronouns are an acceptable alternative. 
Complement PPs may also be realized by a d-word, if the verb does not 
subcategorize for a particular prepositional phrase (in which case the 
preposition cannot be replaced). The third column illustrates which elements 
are drop-able. All of these elements are third person inanimate constituents.  
 

                                                 
33See A1.24, Table A2.1. 
34See A.57, Table A2.1. 
35In topicalization constructions, either the entire PP can be adjoined to SpecCP, or simply the 
object of the PP moves into SpecCP, resulting in the preposition remaining at the end of the 
sentence. The object of the preposition is always expressed with the d-word daar ‘there’. 
36See A1.47, A1.55-A1.56. 
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Table 2.5   Ability for Various Constituents to Topicalize,  
Undergo D-Word Replacement, or Undergo Drop  

Constituent Topicalization D-Word Drop-able 
1P subject    
2P subject    
3P subject  ( )  
1P direct object ( )   
2P direct object ( )   
3P direct object-animate  ( ) ( ) 
3P direct object-inanimate    
1P indirect object ( )   
2P indirect object ( )   
3P indirect object   ( ) 
complement PP   ( ) ( ) 
object of PP    

 
All elements able to undergo topic drop are replaceable by a d-word. This 
entails that only discourse-linked third person elements may be dropped in 
colloquial Dutch. While much of the data is compatible with Balkenende 
(1995), he does not predict the animacy distinction that we find in the 
informant data. 
 
2.4 The Identification and Licensing of Topic Drop 

Topic drop only occurs in matrix clauses where the verb appears in C0 and 
the topic operator (overt or null) appears in SpecCP. In subordinate clauses 
where C0 is filled with a complementizer and topicalization is precluded, 
topic drop is not permitted. Topicalization and topic drop may only occur if 
the verb appears in C0. We believe that it is Spec-head agreement between 
the verb and topic which licenses the appearance of an empty topic operator 
in SpecCP. Agreement may take the form of a [+topic] feature generated in 
an empty C0. The (empty or overt) topic operator also bears this [+topic] 
feature. This feature operates in the same way as a [+wh] feature would. The 
empty or overt topic operator is base-generated as an empty variable, 
identified by a clause-external topic. In cases of partial and full topic drop, 
the clause-external topic is a zero topic (Huang 1984, 1989). Huang (1984, 
1989) argues that the types of elements acting as zero topics are language-
specific. We argue that, in adult Dutch, only immediately linguistically 
copresent nominals may act as zero topics, based on the current study and 
previous studies. Thus, restrictions on topic drop result from what types of 
elements may act as a zero topic in adult Dutch. 
 In matrix clauses where the clause-external topic is present, the topic 
operator may be overt or null. The presence of a clause-external topic serves 
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to identify the content of null variable. The overt/null variable moves into 
SpecCP to fulfill the operator requirement. If the topic operator is null, we 
have a typical topicalization structure (17). On the other hand, if the topic 
operator is overt (i.e. a d-word), we have a Contrastive Left Dislocation 
structure (18). 
 
(17) TOPICALIZATION 
 [Topic  Dat boeki ]  [CP OPi heeft [IP Jan ti  in de  bibliotheek vergeten.]] 
                  that book                 has        Jan     in the  library      forgotten 
 ‘Jan forgot that book in the library.’ 

(18) CONTRASTIVE LEFT DISLOCATION 
 [Topic Dat boeki ] [CP  dati   heeft [IP Jan ti  in de   bibliotheek vergeten.]] 
               that book         that    has       Jan     in the  library        forgotten 
  ‘That book, Jan forgot that in the library.’ 
 

Matrix clauses lacking a clause-external topic behave in a similar 
fashion. The clause-external topic in these clauses is a ‘zero-topic’ (Huang 
1984, 1989). The zero topic has an explicit discourse antecedent. Discourse-
linking requires the presence of a linguistic antecedent in the immediately 
preceding discourse. Note that this definition excludes cases where an 
argument may refer to a specific referent, but no linguistic antecedent is 
present (cf. footnote 8). Merely having a specific referent available does not 
adequately identify an empty topic. In clauses with a zero topic, a null/overt 
variable is base-generated in the clause and raises to SpecCP position. Given 
a null topic operator and zero topic, we have the topic drop structure in (19). 
Alternatively, the speaker may leave the overt d-word in SpecCP, resulting 
in clause-external topic drop (20). That the zero topic is discourse-linked is 
reflected in the fact that the overt topic operator is a d-word. 
 
(19) TOPIC DROP 
  [Topic  Øi  ]  [CP  OPi   heeft [IP  Jan ti  in de  bibliotheek vergeten.]] 
        has     Jan    in the   library          forgotten 
          ‘Jan forgot (that) in the library.’ 

(20) CLAUSE-EXTERNAL TOPIC DROP 
 [Topic Øi  ]   [CP  Dati   heeft [IP  Jan ti  in de   bibliotheek vergeten.]] 
                 that    has    Jan       in the  library         forgotten       
 ‘Jan forgot that in the library.’ 
 
Differences in grammaticality judgements between third person animate and 
third person inanimate constituents result from the restrictions on what may 
be a zero topic. D-words may only refer to discourse-linked antecedents. 
Taking a closer look at the third person animate constituents, these 
constituents may be represented through a d-word or a personal pronoun. We 
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argue that different syntactic structures associated with each type of pronoun 
may account for the conflicting grammaticality judgements.  

Third person personal pronouns contain more identifying information 
(regarding their antecedents) than the d-words. Third person personal 
pronouns distinguish animacy, gender and number, whereas the d-words 
distinguish number and gender only. Unlike the d-words, third person 
personal pronouns may refer to a specific individual not mentioned in the 
immediately preceding discourse, or even external to the discourse, as long 
as the referent is mutually known. Enough identifying information is 
available in the personal pronoun for the listener to determine its antecedent. 

Van Kampen (1997:97) argues that d-words are often not even marked 
for gender or number in casual speech (cf. footnote 9). Third person d-words 
transmit less information about the referent and rely more heavily on the 
discourse for their interpretation.  

Based on the degree to which the personal pronouns and d-words are 
each dependent upon the discourse for their ‘identification’, we suggest that 
personal pronouns and d-words in Dutch may be distributed differently. 
Depending upon the ‘distance’ between the antecedent/referent and the 
pronoun, the speaker may use the personal pronoun or the d-word. D-words 
may only appear if their referent is mentioned in the immediately preceding 
discourse and remains the topic under discussion. Otherwise, identification 
of the antecedent or referent is difficult. We expect personal pronouns, in 
contrast, to appear more freely in speech. They may be used when the 
referent has been mentioned in the immediately preceding discourse, or in 
much earlier discourse. Syntactically, we argue that d-words/null operators 
need to be bound to a linguistic antecedent within their governing category 
for identification.37 This antecedent is either an overt or empty clause-
external topic. Structurally, personal pronouns cannot be bound by their 
antecedent within their governing category. The antecedents always appear 
clause-externally. This explains why personal pronouns cannot appear in 
SpecCP, they would require identification by a clause-external topic (zero or 
overt) and would be bound in their governing category. Personal pronouns 
cannot be dropped from this position either, then. Personal pronouns may, 
however, appear as overt clause-external topics. As we have stated 
previously, only immediately linguistically copresent expressions may 
appear as zero topics. Evidently, personal pronouns cannot function as zero 
topics, perhaps because they already rely on the discourse for their 
identification. The null operator would be identified by a discourse-
dependent zero topic. The distance between the null topic operator and its 
                                                 
37Note that our definition of government relies on m-command (i.e. A m-commands B if and 
only if A does not dominate B and every XMAX that dominates A, dominates B), whereby the 
head governs its specifier and complement (based on Chomsky 1986). 
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antecedent may be too great for identification purposes. Third personal 
pronouns, then, cannot function as zero topics. In contrast, many d-words 
rely on a zero topic linked directly to a referential expression in the 
discourse. In cases where the personal pronoun is dropped, the null operator 
cannot be bound. Identification fails and the resulting structure is 
ungrammatical.   

In clauses where a third person personal pronoun appears as a clause-
external topic, it can bind a null operator. So, an empty variable may be 
base-generated in the position of the topic (21). The personal pronoun acting 
as a clause-external topic cannot be dropped without causing 
ungrammaticality because the null topic operator is not sufficiently identified 
(22). 
 
(21) [Topic  Ziji ]  [CP  OPi  heeft [IP mijn telefoonnummer vergeten.]]38 

          she           has      my  phone-number    forgotten 
 ‘She has forgotten my phone number.’ 

(22) * [CP  OP  heeft [IP mijn telefoonnummer vergeten.]] 
               has my phone-number    forgotten 
 ‘She has forgotten my phone number.’ 
 
The resulting structure is ungrammatical. The d-word in (23) is mentioned in 
the immediately preceding discourse and continues as the main topic of the 
discourse; the clause-external topic may appear as a zero topic. This 
structure is grammatical because the null operator is bound and identified by 
the zero topic (24).  
 
(23) [Topic Øi]   [CP Diei       heeft [IP mijn telefoonnummer vergeten.]] 

        that        has        my   phone-number    forgotten 
‘She has forgotten my phone number.’ 

(24) [Topic   Øi ]  [CP  OPi  heeft [IP  mijn telefoonnummer vergeten.]] 
      has        my   phone-number     forgotten 
 ‘She has forgotten my phone number.’ 
 
Given the choice between these two structures, speakers may select either an 
underlying form with the personal pronoun, or the d-word. The mixed 
judgements between native speakers regarding third person animate 
argument drop are the result of two competing clause structures, under our 
analysis.  

Returning to the informant data, we have a possible explanation for 
why judgements were highly variable between speakers. The grammaticality 
                                                 
38Zwart (1997) argues that personal pronouns in adult Dutch cannot appear in topic position. 
See Zwart (1997) for further explanation. 
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tests we provided included a linguistic antecedent of the third person animate 
argument in the immediately preceding discourse. Speakers have the choice 
between a representation with the third person personal pronoun and one 
with the d-word. Representations with a third person personal pronoun 
would be ungrammatical if the null  topic operator were used; identification 
of the null topic operator could not take place. Other speakers may have 
analyzed the structure with a d-word/null operator bound by a clause-
external topic. The zero topic identifies the null topic operator in this case. 
Further research regarding the distribution of d-words, personal pronouns 
and topic drop may serve to bolster or dismiss our claims. Specifically, we 
would expect d-words to have a fairly restricted distribution, while personal 
pronouns are used more freely. 
 
2.5 Remaining Issues 

While we have attempted to account for topic drop in the preceding 
paragraphs, we have not explained why first and second personal pronouns 
cannot serve as zero topics even if they are mentioned in the immediately 
preceding discourse.  

We propose that first and second person arguments are excluded 
from topic drop because they are not fixed in the discourse, unlike d-words. 
While the first or second person pronoun may refer to a particular individual 
at a given time, its reference shifts. This shifting means that the pronoun 
itself is not a ‘true’ linguistic antecedent. Since the pronoun refers to 
different individuals, according to whoever is speaking, it cannot be used as 
a linguistic antecedent for a specific person. The exception to this is when a 
speaker is giving a monologue, or perhaps writing in a diary, when the first 
person is fixed. In this case, the pronoun consistently refers to the same, 
unique individual, and as such, may function as a linguistic antecedent; the 
zero topic is licensed. Therefore, in diary drop, dropping the first person 
pronoun is acceptable. Otherwise, first and second person pronouns cannot 
function as a linguistic antecedent. They do not function as zero topics and 
identification fails. Hence, first and second person argument drop is 
disallowed. 
   
2.6 Conclusion and Implications for Language  

Acquisition 

The main purpose of this chapter was to determine the frequency and 
distribution for topic drop in adult Dutch. Understanding the structure of the 
target language is required for us to have further insight into the acquisition 
process.  
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 Children acquiring Dutch encounter dropped arguments regularly in 
their input. Jansen’s corpus study (1981) indicates that third person 
arguments are dropped the most frequently in the adult data (§2.2.4). Direct 
objects are dropped three times more often than subjects (Table 2.4). If 
children are highly sensitive to their input, they may mirror this fact. We 
have our first research question: 
 
Q1: Does object drop occur at rates similar to subject drop in child Dutch? 
 

We have seen that not all arguments are treated equally in terms of 
topic drop. A null topic operator is only licensed in SpecCP position, if it is 
bound by a clause-external topic. Only dropping third person inanimate 
arguments is consistently judged grammatical. First and second person 
arguments cannot be dropped, as a result of their relationship with the 
discourse. Dropping third person animate arguments created conflicting 
judgements between speakers. We propose that this is the result of two 
potentially competing syntactic structures. The selection of these structures 
relies in part on the relationship between the argument and the discourse. 

Children acquiring Dutch observe many cases of direct object drop in 
their linguistic environment. To produce adult-like topic drop, they require 
the full CP structure. As we discussed in §1.2.2, we assume that children 
build their syntactic structure; they do not have the full CP at their disposal. 
Since they do not have CP, we do not expect children to immediately 
recognize the relationship between argument drop, SpecCP position and V2. 
Our second research question is: 

 
Q2: Does object drop occur more frequently from sentence-initial  

position? 
From which positions does object drop occur the most frequently in  
child Dutch? 

 
The second factor necessary to acquire adult-like topic drop is the 

relationship between the discourse and argument. In order for the child to 
grasp this relationship, he/she must be able to determine what is mutually 
known, or what has been previously mentioned in the discourse. In §1.3.2, 
we saw that children do not exhibit this ability until the age of three. We 
would not expect them to use or recognize discourse-linking before this age. 

Based on the analysis of topic drop presented in this chapter and our 
underlying assumptions outlined in Chapter 1, we expect children to drop 
direct objects. Children are not capable of distinguishing discourse-linked 
from non-discourse-linked arguments until three years old. Therefore, we 
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expect them to drop direct objects with more freedom than adult speakers. 
This presents us with a third research question: 
 
Q3: Does object drop in child Dutch obey discourse-linking? 
 
If any of our underlying assumptions were incorrect, we expect completely 
different patterns to emerge in the child data. Children may consistently drop 
direct objects from a sentence-initial position. This could be taken as 
evidence that they have access to CP, and have applied the CP structure to 
the input. This pattern would support the strong continuity approach. We 
would also expect to see children recognize the relationship between 
discourse-linking and argument drop from an early stage as well. This would 
indicate that they have the necessary cognitive abilities to use linguistic 
copresence earlier than previously shown. We are left with four potential 
grammars in the child data, given the potential position of object drop and 
the ability to recognize discourse-linking. In Grammar 1, object drop would 
not be sentence-initial or discourse-linked. Grammar 2 would have sentence-
initial object drop but no discourse-linking. Grammar 3 would not have 
sentence-initial object drop, but will have discourse linking. Grammar 4 
would be the most adult-like, where object drop is sentence-initial and 
discourse-linked. These possible grammars are set out in Table 2.6. 
 
Table 2.6 Four Potential Grammars for Child Dutch Object Drop 

  Sentence-Initial Drop Discourse-Linking 
Grammar 1   
Grammar 2   
Grammar 3   
Grammar 4   

 
Chapter 3 investigates the degree to which children acquiring various 
languages drop direct objects, and if this varies according to the target 
language they are exposed to. We also look at earlier studies on child Dutch 
to determine if they show any evidence in support of the potential grammars 
presented in Table 2.6.   




