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1. Introduction 



1.1 Background 


This thesis is devoted to the study of English it and there as ‘dummy’ subjects, 
 and their translation equivalents in Norwegian and German.  


The discussion could hardly proceed without giving an exact definition of the 
 phenomena under scrutiny. The term ‘dummy subject’ (DS) stands for non-referential 
 uses of referential pronouns in subject positions, such as it and there (in English), det and 
 der (in Norwegian) and es (in German), which often appear in specific clause types, so-
 called ‘dummy subject constructions’ (see Section 1.2.2.1. for detailed description).  


It is widely believed (Quirk et al., 1985) that the most prevalent function of such 


‘empty’, ‘grammatical’ or ‘dummy’ subjects (i.e. referential pronouns deprived of their 
 referentiality) is to satisfy the structural needs for a sentence subject. Undoubtedly, 
 dummy subjects play a major role in forming grammatical constructions (see Section 
 1.2.2.1 below); however, there might be much more to them than this.  


In order to facilitate a broader comparison of the material, a preliminary study of 
 Norwegian det as a dummy subject was carried out (and used as a parallel Master degree 
 thesis at the University of Brno – Czech Republic; Chocholousova, 2007). This is similar 
 with respect to theoretical background and uses similar corpora to generate the necessary 
 material for the analysis. In the preliminary study Norwegian originals were investigated 
 for all instances of dummy subjects and compared to their English and German 


counterparts. It is evident from the results that constructions with dummy subjects are 
 much more frequently used in Norwegian than in English and German, and appear in a 
 greater variety of construction types (cf. Chocholousova, 2007:45ff). The fact that the 
 dissimilarities are greater than was expected is also evident from the results of other 
 contrastive corpus-based studies, aimed particularly at the investigation of ‘presentative 
 constructions’ (Ebeling, 2000) and ‘clefts’ (Gundel, 2002).  


When studying languages as closely typologically related as English, Norwegian, 
and German, it often takes the smallest elements to make the greatest contrast (Tognini-
Bonelli, 2001). Although all the three investigated languages have almost identical 
structural resources as far as dummy subject constructions are concerned, they differ in 
the manner and degree of their use (cf. Ebeling, 2000; Gundel, 2002). 
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  In order to explain such dissimilarities one often has to look both inside and 
 outside grammar; and consider not only the syntax, but also the pragmatics, semantics 
 and general discourse function of dummy subjects. A great many linguists have already 
 approached dummy subject constructions with great care; this is demonstrated by the 
 extensive literature written around the topic (see Section 1.2. below).  


However, to fully resolve all the arguments raised by the previous researchers is 
 unfortunately beyond the scope of the present study. The main intention of this thesis is 
 to find out more about the linguistic status of English, Norwegian and German ‘dummy 
 subjects’ as revealed by a direct comparison of English original texts and their 


Norwegian and German translations and to describe where and how the differences 
 between the individual languages occur, with special emphasis on what other subject 
 choices the languages opt for in the light of translation data.  



1.2 Previous research 


Before specifying the research questions further, it is necessary to take a brief 
 look at what has been written on the topic already. The literature devoted to ‘dummy 
 subjects’ is quite extensive and involves a broad range of different linguistic disciplines 
 (cf. also Chocholousova, 2007). The main dividing line is drawn between diachronic and 
 synchronic linguistic approaches. The former focuses on the history of the language, its 
 development, and present-day language typology. The latter, on the other hand, takes the 
 present stage of the language as its starting point and focuses on the individual linguistic 
 patterns, their use, contextual meaning and possible variants of the investigated forms. 


1.2.1  Dummy subjects from a diachronic perspective 


The study of dummy subject constructions in the light of historical data offers an 
interesting insight into syntactic change and evolution, as well as into present-day 
language typology. Several accounts of dummy subjects have been presented from a 
diachronic perspective. It as a dummy subject in Old and Middle English has been 
discussed by Breivik (1989) and Jørgensen (1996), connecting the extensive use of 
Middle English dummy subjects to the syntactic shift from V2 to V3 language, and 
assigning the dummy it a special significance. The historical syntax of Old Norse is 
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 investigated by Faarlund (1989) and compared to contemporary Norwegian, with special 
 focus on the development of presentative constructions. The historical syntax of Old 
 German and its etymology is presented in the study by Heider (1989), with special 
 emphasis on the German case system. Hawkins (1986) systemically compares English 
 and German from both a diachronic and synchronic perspective, and provides a thorough 
 introduction into the typology of the two languages investigated. 


1.2.2  Dummy subjects from a synchronic perspective 


To introduce the topic of dummy subjects, I will start with dummy subject 
 constructions as described in the major reference grammars for each of the three 


languages separately. Then an overview of the different linguistic studies devoted solely 
 to the topic of dummy subjects will be presented. As the material is quite vast, the studies 
 will be divided into monolingual and contrastive studies. 


1.2.2.1  Dummy subjects in major reference grammars  
 All the main dummy subject construction types as listed in major reference 
 grammars are introduced here and followed by authentic examples retrieved from the 
 corpus material as described in Section 2.1. Where possible, I have tried to choose a 
 reference grammar that is based on general corpus research, and thus more congruent 
 with the data investigated in the present study, such as Biber et al. (1999) for English; and 
 Faarlund et al. (1997) for Norwegian. The German part is represented by Helbig & 


Buscha (1980). 


1.2.2.1.1 English dummy subject constructions 


Biber et al. (1999:125f. and 155ff.) identifies both semantically empty it and 
 referentially empty there as formal ‘grammatical’ subjects that appear in specific ‘clause 
 types’. The use of it and there in subject positions is clause specific. Semantically empty 
 it is used in constructions denoting weather, distance and time (i.e. as prop-it) as well as 
 in specific clause structures, such as extrapositions and clefts (see the examples below1).  


 Prop it – denotes weather distance and time: 


       


1 All the examples presented in this study are authentic corpus samples retrieved from the Oslo 


Multilingual Corpus (OMC) http://www.hf.uio.no/forskningsprosjekter/sprik/ (for detailed description of 
the corpus material used see Section 2.1)  
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(1.1a)   It was midday. (DL1) 


 Clefting – structural clause division that brings focus on the clefted element: 


(1.2a)   It was just depression and unhappiness that made her blow up. (FW1) 


 Extraposition – clauses where dummy subjects anticipate finite or non-finite 
 clause: 


(1.3a)   It is not true that the Crown jewels are "priceless". (ST1) 


So-called ‘existential there’ is in Biber et al. (1999:154) restricted to ‘existential 
 clauses’, the major function of which is to present new information. In accordance with 
 Ebeling’s (2000) terminology, I refer to these dummy subject construction types as 


‘presentative constructions’ throughout the present thesis.  


 Presentative constructions– (i.e. existential clauses in Biber et al. 1999) – the 
 only specified construction type that uses there as a dummy subject; it introduces 
 new discourse entities, and is formed with verbs denoting existence, appearance 
 and motion: 


(1.4a)   There are trout. (BC1)  


Dummy subjects are thus in Biber et al. (1999) described in terms of specific 
 construction types, which are: prop-it, clefts, extrapositions and presentative 


constructions. Special emphasis is paid to their non-referentiality and the grammatical 
 function of dummy subjects: 


[…] the predicates here do not suggest any participant involved semantically, but 
 […] are obligatorily inserted simply to complete the structure of the clause 
 grammatically (Biber et al., 1999: 125). 


It is worth mentioning here that dummy there in Biber et al. (1999) is restricted in 
 its use to existential constructions (i.e. presentatives). The description of individual 
 dummy subject construction patterns is limited to four basic patterns, which is 


considerably less than in the other two referential grammars. Helbig & Buscha (1980) 
 and Faarlund et al. (1997) list additional two categories, viz. impersonal passives and 
 agentless processes, which are not dealt with in Biber et al. (1999). It does not mean, 
 however, that these construction types are not equally structurally acceptable in English, 
 although some grammatical restrictions may apply (see the following examples):  


 Impersonal passives – this type of construction is not structurally allowed to be 
formed with intransitive verbs in English (Anward, 1981); however, in many 



(16)5 
 cases its function is similar to Norwegian and German, where the ‘doer’ of the 
 action stays implicit or suppressed:   


(1.5a)   It's signed and witnessed." (AH1) 


 Agentless processes – typically occur with sensual verbs and their main function 
 is also to suppress the agentive role of a subject. Similar constructions are equally 
 possible but rather rare in English: 


(1.6a)   "It smells like a mothball convention back there." (SK1) 


Faarlund et al. (1997) additionally introduces a category of dummy subjects, 
 which is clearly on the borderline of referentiality. It is the category of dummy subject 
 constructions with vague reference, where the referential function of the dummy subject 
 is so vague and undetermined that it is not possible to clearly identify its referent, neither 
 in the contextual nor situational context.  


 Vague reference – cases where the dummy subject refers to some loose 
 situational context in general and is referentially undetermined: 


(1.7a)   "It is over", he would say, simply. (AB1) 


It is thus evident that although the English reference grammar does not 


acknowledge these last three construction patterns as separate grammatical categories, 
 they nevertheless exist in English. The difference in the way dummy subject 


constructions are described in major reference grammars in the three languages may have 
 something to say about the status of dummy subjects in the languages compared. 


1.2.2.1.2 Norwegian dummy subject constructions 


Faarlund et al. (1997:678ff) have devoted a whole section to the topic of dummy 
 subjects, or as they are called in Norwegian ‘formelle subjekter’. As in English, their 
 non-referentiality and grammatical function is stressed, and special emphasis is then paid 
 to particular construction types in which they appear. The Norwegian reference grammar 
 gives the most detailed list of linguistic constructions with dummy subjects from the 
 three languages compared.  Faarlund et al. (1997:679) list six main dummy subject 
 construction types, which are defined as:  


 Prop det – describes meteorological conditions: 


(1.1b)   Det var middag. (DL1TN) 


 Clefts – the informational focus shifts to the clefted phenomenon in the sentence: 


(1.2b)   Det var bare depresjon og tristhet som fikk henne til å blåse opp. (FW1TN) 
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  Extraposition – one sentence part is pre-posed before the other or dislocated: 


(1.3b)   Det er ikke sant at kronjuvelene er uvurderlige. (ST1TN)  


 Presentatives – introduce or describe a new entity appearing on the scene. Some 
 of the Norwegian dialects allow the adverbial der (instead of det) to be used as a 
 dummy subject in presentative constructions; however, this is regionally restricted 
 and marginal in use: 


(1.4b)   Det [/Der] er ørret her. (BC1TN) 


 Impersonal passives – the agentive role of a subject is suppressed: 


(1.5b)   Det er undertegnet og bevitnet. (AH1TN)  


 Agentless processes – denote sensual processes or processes that can be sensed: 


(1.6b)   "Det lukter som en møllkulekongress der inne." (SK1TN) 


 Vague reference – cases with very vague referential content, where the referent 
 is not identifiable directly, but rather through some kind of notional content: 


(1.7b)   "Det er over," sa han enkelt. (AB1TN) 


Such cases of vague referential subjects with very weak or undetermined 


reference according to Faarlund et al. (1997:679; see also examples 1.7a and 1.7c) border 
 on the status of a dummy subject; however, they are recognized as a separate 


grammatical category. 


According to Faarlund et al. (1997:687), ‘formal’ or dummy subjects are needed 
 in Norwegian in order to fulfill the syntactic need for every Norwegian sentence to have a 
 subject (this definition of dummy subjects seems to appear invariably in all three of the 
 investigated languages). Such obligatory formal subjects are thus defined as ‘syntactic 
 subject slot-fillers’ in cases where other subjects are either suppressed or irretrievable 
 from the context. 


The Norwegian pronoun det is always de-accented when used as functional 
 particle or ‘dummy subject’ without a referential function in all the construction patterns 
 listed above (Farlund et al., 1997:679). 


1.2.2.1.3 German dummy subject constructions  


Helbig & Buscha (1980:359ff.) classify the grammatical function of the dummy 
particle es according to the valency patterns of German verbs; however, no specific 
groups of verbs can be classified as specifically preferring es as formal or grammatical 
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 subject. The non-referential uses of German es are classified as into two main categories 
 (which is true of the other two languages as well).  


First, es described as a dummy or ‘grammatical’ subject appears in clauses 
 denoting meteorological phenomena. This is the only ‘grammatical subject proper’ in 
 German: 


 Prop es – describing natural conditions: 


(1.1c)  Es war Mittag. (DL1TD) 


Second, es in other construction types where it has not only grammatical, but also 
 textual function is referred to as ‘position keeper’, or in German ‘Platzhalter’. It applies 
 to the following construction patterns: 


 Clefting – used to add sentence stress and special emphasis: 


(1.2c)  Es lag nur an den Depressionen und dem Elend, daß sie aus allen Nähten platzte.  


(FW1TD) 


 Extraposition – introducing another clause: 


(1.3c)  Es entspricht nicht der Wahrheit, daß die Kronjuwelen von "unschätzbarem Wert" sind. 


(ST1TD)  


 Presentatives – introducing a new theme to the scene: 


(1.4c)   Es gibt Forellen. (BC1TD) 


 Impersonal passives – creating speaker distance: 


(1.5c)   Es ist alles unterzeichnet und von Zeugen bestätigt. (AH1TD) 


 Agentless processes – with verbs of perception de-agentizing the subject: 


(1.6c)  "Da riecht es wie in einer Mottenkugelfabrik." (SK1TD)  


Vague referential subjects, as identified by Faarlund et al. (1997), are the only 
 grammatical category that is missing in the German reference grammar. The dummy or 


‘semi-dummy’ subject with ‘vague reference’ is nevertheless equally possible in 
 German as in the other two languages:  


 Vague reference – cases where the referentiality of the pronoun in the subject 
 position is too weak to be assigned any particular referent, so that it is rather 
 connected to some notion of the situational context in general: 


(1.7c)   "Es ist vorbei", sagte er einfach. (AB1TD) 


It is thus evident that all three of the investigated languages agree more or less on 
the function, structure, and use of the individual dummy subject constructions, whether or 
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 not they come under a separate entry in the reference grammars. So far it seems that 
 dummy subjects structurally concur more in Norwegian and German than with their 
 English counterparts.  


1.2.2.2  Monolingual studies 


The most substantial contribution to the discussion of the semantic status of 
 English it as a dummy subject was presented by Bolinger (1977:67), who disputes the 
 referential emptiness of the dummy pronoun and claims that it: 


‘[…] retains at least some value beyond that of plugging a grammatical hole… [it can 
 have]…the greatest possible generality of meaning, limited only in the sense that it is 
 neuter singular’ (Bolinger, 1977:67, 84).  


 Dummy it can thus be said to always retain at least some referential content that 
 might be encoded in another level, i.e. the level of context (linguistic or situational), and 
 from that context it often has to be retrieved (cf. also Johansson & Lysvåg, 1987, II:326).  


This view is further supported by Kaltenböck’s (2003) most recent account of 
 dummy subjects, which supports Bolinger’s idea of unlimited referential potential of the 


‘meaningless’ dummy. Kaltenböck (2003:248) attempts to classify all the dummy-subject 
 construction types according to the ‘gradience’ of their referential function, and claims 
 that: 


‘it […] has a referent of an extremely general nature, i.e. typically the ‘environment’ 


or ‘ambience’ that is central to the area, […and…] defies any further questioning 
 […] whether the scope of reference is still of a very general and vague nature or 
 whether the pronoun has the more clearly and narrowly defined reference delimited 
 by the extraposed complement clause’ (Kaltenböck, 2003:245).   


 Both Bolinger (1977) and Kaltenböck (2003) thus seem to agree that the 


individual dummy subjects appearing in different construction types are one and the same 
 category of ‘grammatical patterns’ connected through:  


‘some common underlying meaning of it which can be actualized in different ways 
 by the context’ (Kaltenböck, 2003:244) [and limited only by being] ‘abstract nominal 
 with the meaning “definite”’ (Bolinger, 1977:82). 


The context is thus crucial, and it plays a major role in the investigation of corpus-
based data which often present ‘border-line cases’ and ‘fuzzy boundaries’ that cannot be 
judged solely on the basis of strict grammatical categories without considering the 
underlying contextual coding.  
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 In his corpus-based study (1991) Peter C. Collins concentrates on cleft 


constructions. He compares all types of clefts in many different genres of English, and 
 takes a somewhat more structural point of view on the matter claiming that: 


‘[… ] the subject it of clefts is a non-referential dummy pronoun […] taken as the by-
 product of a cleft-extraposition operation (with the relative clause thus serving as a 
 postponed modifier to it in surface structure)’ (Collins, 1991:50).  


Throughout the investigation he claims, however, that the key to the analysis of 
 clefts is more functional, i.e. ‘informational/thematic’, as the main function of clefts is: 


‘[…] directing the reader into a particular interpretation of the information structure 
 (namely one where the locus of new information is mapped on to the theme)’ 


(Collins, 1991:214). 


Jennifer Herriman (2000) gives an account of the function of extraposition in 
 English texts through a corpus-based monolingual study. She classifies the function of 
 extraposition in terms of the ‘Hallidayan’ system of processes, participants and 


circumstances, and she includes the analysis of individual text types. Herriman 


(2000:223) concludes that the overall function of extraposition is to express attitudinal 
 meaning through an explicit, further modifiable proposition.  


A study by Peter Alrenga (2005) discusses the question of dummy subjects and 
 extraposition from a more theoretical generative perspective. Special emphasis is then 
 paid to verbs such as seem and happen and their argument selection. The solution to the 
 syntactic behavior of such verbs and their ‘predisposition’ to form extraposed clauses 
 with dummy subjects is explained by means of null operator selection in argument 
 structure. As Alrenga (2005:205) suggests, such null-operator analysis implies that some 
 of the idiosyncratic DP complementation is present within the lexical context. 


Last but not least, Peter Erdmann’s (1987) work on the status of it as a sentence 
 subject should not go unmentioned here. Erdmann concentrates on the structural as well 
 as functional aspects of English it-construction types, and gives a thorough introduction, 
 as well as a classification of the individual construction patterns in light of the typological 
 constraints of English syntax. 


Norwegian dummy subjects have been investigated closely by Vigleik Leira 
(1970, 1992), who emphasizes the grammatical function of Norwegian det, and 
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 introduces the term ‘inject’ for “an element that is so to speak being introduced into the 
 scene” (1970:56)2 as an independent grammatical category for its description.  


According to Leira (cf. 1970:56), Norwegian syntax falls into two categories, 
 namely: 


(i)  ‘subjective statements’ where the subject is what is being talked about 
 and elaborated on, as in: ‘Boka ligger på bordet’ [The book lies on the 
 table]; and 


(ii)   ‘injective statements’ where it is an action, state or process etc. that is 
 being described, and new elements might be introduced in the context, 
 e.g.: ‘Det lå noen bøker på bordet’ [There ‘lay’ some books on the table]. 
 What is revolutionary in Leira’s account is the fact that, although he categorizes 
 the various functions of det, involving all the construction types, he is also able to put 
 things into a larger perspective and state that: 


‘The way [det] constructions are, they form one and the same (type of) construction, 
 I would say. […] It’s only when [det] constructions are converted, i.e. transformed 
 into another construction type, that they form different structures.’ (Leira, 1970:58)3


All types of det-constructions are thus so to speak essentially related and belong 
 to one and the same grammatical category or ‘pattern’. This holistic view shares the 
 characteristics of some of the contemporary linguistic approaches to the study of 


grammar, based on large corpus data analysis, and identifies structural relations in terms 
 of syntactic patterns and their similarity, rather than dependency rules (cf. Hunston & 


Francis, 2000). 


Generative linguists have also devoted a great deal of attention to dummy 


subjects. Helge Lødrup’s (1988) analysis of det-constructions starts from the semantics of 
 the verb and its argument structure, and argues for a somewhat more ‘functional’ view of 
 the matter. This is in line with Thorstein Fretheim’s (1977) analysis which involves both 
 a ‘formalistic’ and a ‘functional’ perspective. He puts forth a theory of ‘syntactic 


conversion’ of dummy subjects and claims that the formal subject det is inserted for 
 analogical purposes in all the det-construction types examined. The main function of det 


       


2 Orig.: ”injekt [dvs.] et ledd som så å si føres inn i handlingen” 


3 Orig: ”Slik som [det] setningene står, vil jeg si at det dreier seg om en og samme konstruksjon(stype). 


[…] Det er først når [det]-setningene skal omskrives, dvs. overføres til en annen konstruksjonstype, at en 
får forskjellige strukturer.” 
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 is thus to enable a shift from a ‘subjective’ statement into ‘objective one (cf. Fretheim 
 1977:141). Fretheim predicts that this analogical shift can constantly form new 
 construction types:  


[…] the analogical shift discussed which among other things has caused presentatives 
 and extrapositions to fall under the category of passivisation [in Norwegian] can be 
 spread into new areas. (Fretheim 1977:167)4


In his study of the Norwegian passive, Åfarli (1992) pays due attention to 
 impersonal passive constructions with the use of det as a dummy subject, and he also 
 notes that the variety of impersonal passive constructions is remarkable in Norwegian.  


 Det-constructions, or so-called ‘impersonal constructions’, have also been the 
 topic of several dissertation projects. The most recent one is the study by Andreas Sveen 
 (1996) on Norwegian impersonal actives, studied from a purely generative perspective, 
 and discussing the (un)accusativity and argument structure of Norwegian verbs. Another 
 study devoted to impersonal constructions was written by Jan Anward (1981), who takes 
 a somewhat more functional perspective on the matter and classifies Swedish dummy 
 subject constructions into impersonal passives and impersonal active ones. The semantic 
 aspect of Norwegian dummy subjects is presented and discussed from a formalistic point 
 of view in the study by Aareskjold (1972), which should not go unmentioned here. 


As far as German dummy subjects in monolingual studies are concerned, the list 
 starts and ends with a pivotal study of dummy subjects and their construction types by 
 Odo Leys (1979), who presents German es as a syntactic dummy, and introduces the 
 necessary classification of the various construction types based on the word-class 
 function of dummy es. His account categorizes individual construction patterns 
 systematically both with respect to their linguistic function, and with respect to the 
 valency and semantics of their verbs. 


1.2.2.3  Contrastive studies  


1.2.2.3.1 Theoretically based contrastive studies 


Most of the theoretically based contrastive studies stem from the generative 
 linguistic tradition and thus require a level of formalization. They discuss dummy 


subjects in a perspective which concentrates on the formal possibilities and constraints of 
        


4 Orig: ”[…] den omtalte analogiske utviklingen, som blant annet har ført til at presentering og 
ekstraponering faller sammen i passivisering, kan spre seg til nye områder.” 
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 the individual language systems, with regard to the individual construction types. In order 
 to attain such objectives, it is necessary to consider and contrast a wider selection of 
 construction types, and often rely on data generated by the linguist’s mind. 


 An important account of dummy subject constructions in Norwegian, English and 
 German has been presented by Helge Lødrup (1993) which draws on generative formal 
 semantics. The study focuses on the deep thematic structure of all three languages, but 
 also considers the pragmatic aspect of the topological arrangement of the individual 
 sentence elements in the individual language systems (see Section 3.3 for further 
 analysis).  


Apart from this work, other contrastive studies on the borderline between a 
 functional and a formal approach must be mentioned here. To begin with, Norwegian and 
 German dummy subject constructions have been studied by John Ole Askedal (1984, 
 1985) with special emphasis on extraposition. His approach combines a generative 
 syntactic approach and lexical transformational rules with functional principles and 
 arrives at a conclusion that German syntax is governed primarily by transformational 
 rules, whereas Norwegian syntax mainly relies on lexical ones.  


Another direct comparison of English and German dummy subject constructions 
 is presented in Henry Kirkwood’s studies (1968, 1978), which focus on the fundamental 
 typological differences between the two languages based on the analysis of their thematic 
 structures, sequential ordering of elements and information status.  


A remarkable account of English and German dummy subjects is also presented 
 in Rohdenburg’s (1974) book on German and English syntax, where the systemic 
 differences become evident mainly in the discussion of impersonal constructions and 
 agentless processes.  


1.2.2.3.2 Corpus-based contrastive studies 


Some of the contrastive approaches devoted to dummy subjects have been based 
on corpus data analysis. Unlike approaches undertaken from a purely theoretical point of 
view, which compare a wide spectrum of construction types, corpus-based contrastive 
studies are usually limited to one or two construction types specifically and present an in-
depth analysis of the particular construction.   
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 The major corpus study of presentative constructions, or existential clauses, has 
 been presented by Jarle Ebeling (2000), who gives a thorough overview of Norwegian 
 and English dummy subjects. He presents all the main dummy subject construction types 
 and classifies them into several categories, following the patterns described in major 
 reference grammars, such as Faarlund et al. (1997), and he adds several others, which are 
 outside the main focus of reference grammars. As far as presentative constructions are 
 concerned, Ebeling states that there are much greater possibilities in Norwegian of 


forming presentative constructions with a wide selection of verbs, as compared to English 
 which only allows presentatives to be formed with a restricted selection of verbs. 


Furthermore,  


[…] it may seem as if the there-construction is accepting fewer and fewer verbs 
 while the det-construction allows more and more verbs (Ebeling, 2000:141). 


Ebeling works with real data analysis and states that there are many more different 
 construction types and instances in the corpus that should not go unnoticed although they 
 fall outside the class of presentative constructions. 


Two corpus-based studies have been devoted to clefts: one from a Norwegian-
 English perspective by Jeanette Gundel (2002), and the other from a Swedish-English 
 perspective by Mats Johansson (2001). In both studies, the authors agree that the 


structural possibilities for clefts are similar in English and in the Scandinavian languages, 
 although the Scandinavian languages make use of clefting much more frequently than 
 English does. Johansson (2001:147) highlights the ease with which elements may be 
 fronted in Swedish (and Scandinavian languages generally), which especially explains 
 the extensive use of it-clefts in Swedish. Gundel claims (cf. 2002:127) that both English 
 and Norwegian use clefts in order to keep focal material out of the subject position, 
 although Norwegian clefting is much more frequent in cases where the focal material 
 itself is part of the clefted clause. She concludes that: 


[…] this is due to a stronger tendency to map information structure directly onto 
 syntactic structure in Norwegian (Gundel, 2002:127).  


Both Gundel’s and Ebeling’s analyses of Norwegian dummy subjects are based 
on material from the Norwegian-English Parallel Corpus (ENPC), which is related to the 
corpus material used in this study. In their material the dummy subject construction types 
examined were far more frequent in Norwegian than in English. This was so both in the 
original and in the translated texts. It can thus be predicted that Norwegian dummy 
subjects will generally be more frequent in use than their English counterparts. 
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 This tendency was confirmed by the preliminary study of Norwegian dummy 
 subjects (Chocholousova, 2007) that used dummy subject constructions in Norwegian 
 original texts and compared them to their English and German translations. The 


preliminary study was to provide a starting point for the present analysis and made use of 
 similar corpus material, i.e. Oslo Multilingual Corpus (OMC), which is also the source of 
 the corpus data presented in this study (see Section 2.1). The results of the preliminary 
 investigation show that:  


Norwegian dummy subjects are 1.5 times more frequent than their English 
 counterparts, and 1.7 times more frequent than their German counterparts 
 (Chocholousova, 2007:109) 


 Without going into the analysis of exact figures here, Chocholousova’s analysis 
 claims that Norwegian det-constructions are not only more frequent but also syntactically 
 more diverse than both their English and German translations. In this study it can thus be 
 expected that Norwegian dummy subjects will have a marked tendency to be used more 
 frequently than in English and German, regardless of the translation direction. However, 
 before taking a close look at the material, I would like to say a few words about the focus 
 and limitations of the present study. 



1.3  Aim and scope of the study 


The main focus of the present thesis lies on the investigation of the actual 


frequency and use of the English dummy subjects it and there in the corpus material, and 
 the comparison to their Norwegian and German counterparts found in the translation 
 material. Special emphasis is then paid to the dummy subject constructions that have not 
 been studied contrastively in corpus-based surveys before; this automatically drives the 
 attention away from looking specifically at individual construction patterns, such as 
 presentatives and clefts which have been thoroughly investigated in the ENPC already 
 (cf. Ebeling, 2000 and Gundel, 2002 in Section 1.2.2.2.2).  


The gist of the investigation is dummy subject construction types that are actually 
 found in the corpus material. The starting point for the present thesis thus is to answer the 
 question ‘what is it that is actually found in the corpus material apart from the main 
 dummy subject categories that have been described by reference grammars already?’ And 


‘what can the corpus findings reveal about the linguistic status of dummy subjects in the 
light of contrastive data?’ The results of the analysis should give some answers to the 
following questions: 
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  What dummy subject construction types can be retrieved from the corpus 


material? 


 To what extent are dummy subjects kept/replaced in the translation? 


 Why are the individual subjects kept/replaced in the translation? 


 Where do the new subjects come from? 


 What functions do the dummy subjects perform in the discourse? 


All this will hopefully give some interesting insights into the use and function of 
 dummy subject constructions in the three languages investigated.  



1.4 Justification of the study 


As Hunston & Sinclair put it:  


there are gaps in the coverage of grammatical structures achieved by a generalisable 
 system of structural analysis… (2000:75) 


Through contrastive studies of authentic syntactic patterns in context, new 
 possibilities open up for additional insights, methodological renewals and empirical 
 theory development based on the study of sentence form. The main advantage of a 
 multilingual parallel corpus is that the languages interrelate with each other. The 


contribution of the thesis is thus to survey the dummy subject construction types actually 
 formed in the corpora, provide some evidence of their use in the discourse, and compare 
 their linguistic properties and behavior to the findings presented in theoretical accounts of 
 the topic. According to Wasow: 


there is no good excuse for failing to test theoretical work against corpora (2002:163) 
 […] our only evidence of competence is performance. (2002:159) 



1.5 Outline of the study 


Chapter 2 begins a description of the corpus material used, introduces the 
methodology applied, and presents the theoretical grounding for a three-level functional 
analysis. Chapter 3 presents the corpus data analysis, and lists all types of dummy subject 
constructions found, as well as their translation alternatives in the material. Chapter 4 
briefly discusses the findings, and attempts to find justifications for the linguistic 
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tendencies found in the translation material. Finally, Chapter 5 sums up the discussion in 
a general conclusion. 
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2. Theory and method   



2.1 Material  


First of all, it is necessary to introduce the corpus material used for the data 
 collection, and describe the methodology behind the procedure of data extraction.  


2.1.1  Description of the corpora 


In order to facilitate a more general cross-linguistic and translational comparison 
 of the dummy subject constructions, it was desirable to extent the contrastive study 
 beyond a language pair. The comparison of dummy subjects in Norwegian and English 
 was thus extended by adding German. For that purpose, the data collection is retrieved 
 from the English-Norwegian-German part of the Oslo Multilingual Corpus (OMC).5 The 
 OMC started as an extension project of the ENPC, comprises several languages; and was 
 compiled with the intention of providing a computer searchable parallel corpus for 
 general use in contrastive analysis and translation studies (cf. Johansson & Ebeling, 
 1996).   


The main advantage of the OMC is that it makes possible both the comparison of 
 parallel original texts, and the comparison of the translations in the investigated 


languages (cf. Johansson & Hofland, 1994). The OMC consists of a number of different 
 parallel sub-corpora, differentiated by the languages it involves, and each comprises a 
 different number of original texts with their translations (cf. Johansson, 1998:9).  


The status of the English-Norwegian-German part of the OMC at the time of the 
 investigation (January 2006) was 33 English, 22 Norwegian and 20 German original 
 texts. For the purposes of the present study, only the English original texts and their 
 translations have been included in the study. Where a direct comparison of original texts 
 is used, a reference is given to the preliminary study of dummy subjects in Norwegian 
 originals (cf. Chocholousova, 2007). The investigated texts are listed in the Appendix of 


       


5 http://www.hf.uio.no/forskningsprosjekter/sprik/ 
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 the present thesis. The genre represented is fiction, and the number of words in each of 
 the sub-corpora is listed in Table 2.1.  


 Table 2.1  The size of the English-Norwegian-German and Norwegian-English-German sub-corpora 
 of the OMC 


OMC  


English original  #orwegian translation  German Translation  Total 


432,500  430,300  442,200  1,305,000 


English Translation  #orwegian original  German Translation  Total 


306,050  289,230  289,860  885,140 


2.1.2  Types of comparison 


The main advantage of parallel corpora is that the link between the compared 
 languages is established via the translator. Although there are certain limitations (see 
 Section 2.1.3 below), 


[…] translation equivalence provides the best available basis for comparison in 
 contrastive analysis (James, 1980:178). 


As is evident from the size and structure of the corpora, the thesis is biased 
 towards English. English dummy subject constructions are the starting point of the 
 analysis, with a possible extension of the comparison to English and German translations. 


The English-Norwegian sub-corpus is larger; thus proportional frequency counts are 
 necessary for direct comparison. Figure 2.1 specifies the basic structure of the 
 comparison involved in the data analysis.  


Figure 2.1: The structure of the comparison of the material 
 English 


original 


Norwegian 
 translation 


English 
 translation 
 German 


translation 


Norwegian 
original 
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 2.1.3  Defining the corpus search 


When contemplating the representativeness of the material, it is necessary to 
 consider the possibilities as well as the technical limitations of the corpora in use. As 
 mentioned before, only one genre (i.e. fiction) is included in the present study. The 
 alignment of the OMC on the <s> (sentence) level enables the access to a given syntactic 
 form through a simple lexical search, which is applied simultaneously on a parallel 
 sentence level in all the investigated languages. A detailed description of the tagging, 
 alignment and annotation of ENPC is presented in Johansson, Ebeling and Hofland 
 (1996), and Ebeling (1998).  


 In order to facilitate the access to the dummy-subject constructions in focus, a 
 lexical query was designed complying with the grammatical structure of the construction 
 types. The English original texts were thus searched for instances with structures that 
 were opened with it or there in the first sentence position (which is the most probable 
 position of a sentence subject). These were manually sifted and carefully registered 
 together with their translations. Additionally, instances where the dummy subject 


pronouns det and es in the first sentence position were inserted in the translation material 
 (without coming from dummy it or there in the original) were also included in the counts 
 and carefully analyzed.  


It was unfortunately impossible to extent the search further to the other sentence 
 positions, taking into account the limited scope of the present study. In order to limit the 
 extensive material and exclude instances of the pronouns with referential or 


demonstrative function, the translation correspondences with demonstrative pronouns, 
 such as this/that in English, denne/dette in Norwegian, and das in German were excluded 
 from the search. This of course has some drawbacks. Firstly, dummy subjects do not 
 always appear in the first sentence position. Secondly, if all the referential pronouns are 
 excluded from the translation texts, some relevant examples might also be missed.  


All in all, through such a corpus search definition, it is not possible to arrive at 
any completely reliable frequency counts or data concerning the total frequency of the 
searched patterns. The thesis thus concentrates on the diversity of syntactic patterns 
found, their proportional frequencies, and linguistic categorization (see Sections 3.1 and 
3.2). The final classification of all the retrieved examples was preformed manually using 
an Access database.  
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2.2  Method 


2.2.1  Corpus-based inquiry 


Corpus-based studies are sometimes referred to as ‘microliguistic’, due to their 
 concern with language subtleties which may easily go unnoticed without the use of large 
 amounts of corpus data. As Mair (2006:53) points out: 


 corpora are suited best for the investigation of precisely those grammatical 
 phenomena which do not tend to take centre stage in reference grammars e.g. for 
 describing finer points of synchronic and diachronic variability, exceptional behavior 
 of regular constructions in specific context or text-types, and collocation preferences 
 that resist any easy generalization into rules. 


Seen from this perspective, the corpus is the ideal tool for the analysis of dummy 
 subject constructions, which usually stay outside the main focus of the non-specialized 
 grammars. With respect to the compilation of the corpora in use, their browsing 


possibilities, as well as the formulation of the corpus search (see Section 2.1 above), the 
 approach to the data analysis falls under the category ‘corpus emerging’ or ‘corpus 
 based’, i.e. applying a methodology that uses the corpus to expound, test or exemplify 
 already existing linguistic theories and descriptions (cf. Tognini-Bonelli, 2001). 


The main question that arises when using parallel corpora is to what extent 
 translations can be used to mirror the linguistic equivalence necessary for every 


comparison. This of course brings us to the problem of translation-specific language or 
 translationeese (Baker, 1993). In an ideal case, translation data should be checked against 
 a control corpus of original texts. This is only possible in an indirect way here through a 
 comparison of the patterns in the English original texts to the results from the preliminary 
 study coming from the Norwegian original texts (cf. Chocholousova, 2007).  Original 
 material is thus only available in English and Norwegian, and the comparison with 
 German has to rely solely on the translation data from both directions. 


Despite the indisputable interference between original texts and their translations, 
 one cannot disregard the translation data completely; they still have the important 


qualities and features of the target language, and represent its structural principles.  


 What the translations have to offer the analyst […] is a way of getting at an ordinary 
 language user’s interpretation of a given construction which is made explicit in the 
 translator’s attempt at reproducing the content of the original text (Johansson & 


Hofland, 1994:148). 
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 According to many researchers (cf. Ebeling, 2003; Rørvik 2004 and the 


references given there), translation data still have the ability to pinpoint general rules 
 valid for the languages in which they are written. Although all the limitations of the 
 translations must be kept in mind in evaluating the results, I do believe that translations 
 have something to say about the structure of the language in which they are written. 


2.2.2  Contrastive Analysis 


Contrasting individual language structures in different languages has become one 
 of the most essential linguistic tools in understanding language systems ever since the 
 first calls for non-historic approaches to the language study were published (cf. 


Mathesius, 1911). Over the years, contrastive analysis has undergone a dramatic 


development. It has sometimes been disregarded by applied linguists and limited to error 
 analysis (cf. James, 1980). Nevertheless, it has proved useful and has nowadays become a 
 practical, functioning and valid linguistic method. Carl James describes contrastive 
 analysis as:   


[…] a linguistic enterprise aimed at producing inverted (i.e. contrastive, not 


comparative) two-valued typologies. Contrastive analysis is always concerned with a 
 pair of languages, and founded on the assumption that languages can be compared 
 (James, 1980:3). 


Such an assumption has two basic implications for the present study. Firstly, the 
 notion of contrast must be established against a notion of sameness. In practice, that 
 means that the languages compared must have analogical structural potential, and similar 
 syntactic conventions enabling the direct comparison (or contrast) of the investigated 
 items. Secondly, there has to be a reason for the structures to be compared, i.e. they must 
 differ at some point. In our case, the link between individual structures compared is 
 established via the translation pair. The proper ‘tertium comparationis’ is thus formed 
 on the basis of translation equivalence, and contrast is based on the comparison of 
 different syntactic choices despite similar structural possibilities in the languages 
 compared. 


2.2.3  Functional approach and three-level analysis 


Functional linguistics, as advocated by M.A.K. Halliday (cf. Halliday & 


Matthiessen, 2004), focuses on the pragmatic aspect of the phenomenon investigated. In 
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 this respect, the present study understands the role of grammatical construction as a 


‘conventionalized pairing of form and function’. The major role in the classification of 
 grammatical patterns is then played by the context. As Collins (1991:33) puts it: 


[…] each situational component [is] reflected in the type of choice made from one 
 particular functional component of the linguistic system. 


The syntactic patterns under scrutiny here are often interrelated on different 
 levels; thus the analysis of dummy subject constructions in the light of contrastive data 
 often requires a holistic treatment. This is in line with the functional approach to 
 language analysis, treating the levels of syntax, lexis and discourse semantics as joint 
 domains (see Figure 2.2 below). 


Figure 2.2: Three-level analysis  


Such an analysis equally involves all the linguistic aspects involved in the 
 formation of pragmatic meaning (assigned to the particular construction in the context), 
 as well as the structural, syntactic and formal constraints of the given language. The 
 grammatical analysis is thus the basis that opens up the possibilities of analysis on other 
 levels, such as information structure (or FSP) on the level of pragmatics, the hierarchy of 
 thematic roles (such as agent, patient or location) on the level of semantics (cf. also 
 Daneš’s ‘three-level approach’ in Daneš, 1964, 1971, and Štícha’s ‘hierarchy of sentence 
 form’ in Štícha, 1984).  
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2.3 Theoretical considerations 


2.3.1  Grammatical possibilities in the three languages 


English, Norwegian and German are all Germanic languages. Their structural 
 possibilities are very similar, although there are some basic typological differences. Both 
 Norwegian and German are verb-second (V2) languages, i.e. the placement of the finite 
 verb is restricted to the second position in declarative sentences. English word order, on 
 the other hand, has no such restriction on the placement of the verb; it is sometimes 
 regarded as a verb-medial (V3) language. Generally, however, the English word order is 
 much stricter with regard to the placement of its sentence elements. All sentence 


positions are fixed and predefined due to the absence of case. Similarly, Norwegian has 
 no case, and like English, its basic word order has the sequence of subject – verb – object 
 (S-V-O pattern). It is well known, though, that Norwegian is much more open for the 
 positioning of the non-subject elements, such as adjuncts and conjuncts, in initial 
 sentence positions (Hasselgård, 2004), and that its word order is to some extent freer as 
 compared to English. German, on the other hand, has the case system available, which 
 makes its word order much freer and far more sensitive to other aspects, such as context 
 and pragmatic prominence. Of the three languages, German word order is the most 
 responsive one to the linear thematic progression of communicative dynamism (CD). 


Norwegian, as it seems, can shift elements more easily than English does, and like 
 German, it has a tendency towards light and pragmatically unmarked sentence openings. 


English subjects, in contrast, are the least sensitive of the three languages to the 
 informational status of its elements (cf. Hasselgård, 1997, Johansson, 2004 & 2005).  


2.3.2  Determining factors in the choice of sentence subject and 
 sentence form 


The choice of a subject (S) to a large extent determines the topological, semantic 
 and pragmatic arrangement of the whole sentence. With respect to the three-level analysis 
 indicated in Figure 2.2 above, the subject in an unmarked case is (cf. Aareskjold, 1972): 


(i)  the starting point for the structural composition of a sentence (S-V-O 
pattern, as is the basic syntactic arrangement of the three investigated 
languages); 
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 (ii)  the starting point for the pragmatic linear composition of a sentence (S 


is the theme or the topic, i.e. the most  identifiable element in the 
 contextual progression of the discourse); and 


(iii)  the starting point of the semantic composition of the information 
 uttered (S is the element with the highest position in the hierarchy of 
 thematic roles within the sentence; i.e. S is the doer or the performer of 
 the action described).   


The following example illustrates these properties: 


(2.1a)  I smelt rose blossoms from the garbage. (BO1) 


The sentence subject in example (2.1a) equally satisfies all the three requirements 
 stated above (i.e. I is in the first sentence position, I is the theme, and the senser of the 
 phenomenon described). In the light of these facts it can be considered an exemplary 
 subject.   


As will be shown, sentence subjects have a crucial function in the construction of 
 meaning coded in the particular grammatical form. Despite the ‘ideal’ properties of the 
 English subject in (2.1a), both Norwegian and German translators have opted for 
 different subjects (due to the lexical properties of the verb seem): 


(2.1b)  Der Müll roch nach Rosenblüten. (BO1TG) 
 (2.1c)  Det luktet roser av søppelkassene. (BO1TN)  


The German translator in (2.1b) has suppressed the agentive I, which is the 


‘senser’ in this case, and promoted the location to the subject position. The Norwegian 
 translator in (2.1c) has opted for the dummy subject det and has translated the sentence 
 with an impersonal construction, pointing the reader’s attention towards the phenomenon 
 sensed, i.e. roser, and leaving both the ‘senser’ and the ‘location’ either implicit or 
 backgrounded. 


As these examples indicate, changing the sentence subject often means changing 
 the perspective of the whole situation uttered. Sentence subjects can be assigned a whole 
 range of thematic roles; nevertheless, the ones with the highest positions in the thematic 
 hierarchy are generally preferred. Some thematic roles are typically assigned to sentence 
 subjects, others to sentence objects. The former are often called ‘Agent proto-roles’, and 
 denote the active or volitional elements; the latter are known as ‘Patient proto-roles’, 
 and characterize the phenomena influenced or affected by the situation uttered. (cf. 


Saeed, 1997:139ff).  
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 Figure 2.3 below represents the hierarchy of thematic roles as described in Dowty 
 (1991:572) with the division of strong agentive roles (typically assigned to subjects), 
 weak patient-like roles (typically assigned to objects), as well as lower or peripheral 
 thematic roles (which are typically carried by other sentence constituents). 


    Agent => Recipient/Benefactive => Theme/Patient => Instrument => Location 


Figure 2.3: The hierarchy of thematic roles  


The degree to which the individual languages investigated assign the different 
 thematic roles to their subjects might differ and often does (cf. Lødrup, 1993). Strong, 
 agentive-like referents, i.e. Agent-proto subjects are usually preferred, such as I in 
 (2.1a). If a weak or patient-like referent becomes the sentence subject, it is then called 
 Patient-proto subject. As will be demonstrated in Sections 3.2 and 3.3 Patient-proto 
 subjects with weak thematic roles can also often be in the subject positions. The Locative 
 subject der Müll in (2.1b) is an example of such a thematically weak element promoted 
 to the subject position. Sentence elements with Peripheral thematic roles, which are 
 marginal in the hierarchy of theta roles, such as location or instrument, are nevertheless 
 seldom used as sentence subjects (for more on this topic, see Section 3.2 and 3.3).  


In order to see the picture as a whole, however, we also need to consider the 
 discourse context, so let us again use example 2.1. In the case of (2.1a) and (2.1b), both 
 the narrator I and the location der Müll are known. We can thus state that both are 
 thematic expressions, and as such rightly are in the initial sentence position both in the 
 English and the German examples. German, however, is more sensitive to the gradual 
 rise of communicative dynamism and places the most topical expression Rosenblüten at 
 the end of the sentence. In (2.1c) Norwegian opts for an impersonal construction with the 
 dummy subject det placed in the sentence-initial position. The effect of such a solution is 
 twofold: firstly, it shifts the focus to the rhematic expression roser, and secondly, it 
 allows the notional subject (i.e. the senser of the phenomenon) to remain implicit. The 
 succession of the sentence elements in the Norwegian example ends with the thematic 
 element søppelkassene, as is the case in the English original.  


All three languages thus use different construction patterns for coding the same 
 situational meaning, despite their structural similarity. English has the least and German 
 has the most sensitive word-order system in trying to follow the gradual rise of 


Peripheral roles 
 Patient-proto roles 


Agent-proto roles 
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 communicative dynamism (CD) within a sentence. Norwegian, as it seems, is halfway 
 between English and German, preferring to have weak sentence openings, but still has 
 grammatical restrictions on the placement of the sentence elements due to the absence of 
 its case system (cf. Hasselgård, 1997, Johansson, 2004 & 2005).  


2.3.3  Formulating the research hypothesis 


In the preliminary study of Norwegian det-constructions (Chocholousova, 
 2007:41) the dummy subjects (DSs) were far more frequent in use in the Norwegian 
 originals (87.7%)6 then in their English (57.9%) and German (55.5%) translations. As the 
 main intention of the present study is to provide data analysis from the opposite direction, 
 i.e. from English as the source language, it is reasonable to expect that the source 


language will affect the frequencies of the investigated phenomenon. It can be thus 
 predicted that the somewhat lower frequency of dummy subject constructions in English 
 will to a certain degree influence the frequencies of DS in the other two investigated 
 languages. It can be assumed, however, that the dummy subject constructions (DSC) will 
 still be used most frequently in Norwegian translations, as well as in their originals. 


Similar tendencies were observed in the study of presentative constructions (Ebeling, 
 2000) and clefts (Gundel, 2002).  


Lødrup states that English subjects take the greatest variety of thematic roles, due 
 to the fact that its word order is fixed (cf. Lødrup, 1993:119ff.). It will thus be interesting 
 to see how the other two languages deal with this phenomenon in the translation. The 
 level of congruent translations of dummy subjects was reported to be slightly higher 
 between Norwegian and German (51.5%), as compared to Norwegian and English 
 (45.7%) (Chocholousova, 2007:42). We can thus expect that different subjects will be 
 inserted in roughly 50% of cases in the translation material. German (more often than 
 Norwegian) will replace the DS with full subjects and other types of constructions, as it is 
 typologically further from English (than Norwegian). The German case system has 
 different means for shifting the sentence elements more freely, and its word order is more 
 responsive to the FSP factors. 


       


6 The percentages in round brackets throughout the thesis indicate the frequency of occurance of the 
phenomena described out of the total number of investigated sentences.   
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