Why PRO exists
Generally, the subject of an infinitive cannot be an overt NP, so obligatorily-controlled (OC) PRO
has often been taken to be in complementary distribution with overt pronouns in works such as Chomsky
& Lasnik (1995). But Szabolcsi (2009) and McFadden & Sundaresan (2014) among others have shown that
overt NPs can be licensed in infinitival clauses in many different languages. Even so, the prob- lem of the
distribution of PRO remains, for two reasons. First, overt infinitival subjects are quite marked: the vast
majority of control infinitives crosslinguistically have a null subject. This correlation still has to be
accounted for. Second, it turns out that virtually all the examples in the literature which involve overt
sub- jects in control infinitives involve either case- or focus-marking on the infinitival subject. This too
should be explained. Why does PRO exist? And what is PRO?
First, I argue that OC PRO is a highly deficient pronoun (a bare NP) that is only licensed in the subject
position of an infinitive. I adopt Cardinaletti & Starke (1999)’s (C&S) framework of deficient pronouns.
C&S show that if a more deficient form of pronoun is possible in a sentence, it must be picked out of all
other larger alternatives. This is captured via an economy constraint to minimize syntactic structure. Second, I claim that the reason such a highly truncated subject is allowed in infinitives is that finiteness is a
matter of clause size, and infinitives are always truncated in size, following Müller (2020), Pesetsky (2021)
and Satık (2022). Under Wurmbrand & Lohninger (2019)’s framework, I provide evidence from Tamil,
Serbian and Greek that the subject of the embedded clause becomes more deficient as the embedded
clause becomes more deficient. Thus, if a clause is deficient in size, then its subject must be deficient in
size too.
OC PRO as a deficient pronoun: I first go over the various empirical properties of OC PRO in relation
to the tests used by C&S to distinguish strong and deficient pronouns. An example of a strong pronoun in
En- glish might be he or she, and a deficient pronoun might be it. For instance, they note that strong
pronouns need not an antecedent in the sentence or context, while deficient ones do. It is well known
that obligato- rily controlled PRO must have a local antecedent, putting aside the exception of promise:
(1)
Johni persuaded Maryj [PRO*i/j to take out the trash].
PRO can have an inanimate reading:
(2)

Johni forced the carj [PROj to stop].

It can have an impersonal reading, though this is more robust in Dutch or German (Landau (2013)):
(3) It was decided to move forward.
Unlike other deficient pronouns, it cannot have an expletive reading, but this is independently predicted
because PRO must have a θ-role, and therefore not problematic.
(4) Therei can’t be peace [without there/*PROi being war first].
Although whether deficient pronouns prefer a de se reading is not discussed by C&S, Patel-Grosz
(2019) shows that null deficient pronouns in Kutchi Gujarati must be read de se, while strong pronouns
can be read de re. It has been well-known since at least Castañeda (1966) that PRO is obligatorily
interpreted de se. The overt pronoun he in (5a) can be read de re, while PRO in (5b) cannot be:
(5) Leo is very drunk and on fire. He says the man in the mirror is on fire, but it is himself.
a.
Leo claimed he was on fire.
b. #Leo claimed to be on fire.
A summary of the tests in relation to C&S’s tests can be found in the table below.
Pronouns D-antecedent? Expletive?
Strong

✗

✗

Impersonal? Non-human? De se
reading?
✗
✗
✗

Deficient

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

PRO

✓

✗

✓

✓

✓

This therefore provides empirical evidence for Kratzer (2009) and Landau (2015)’s claim that PRO is
a minimal pronoun without ϕ-features. Under C&S’s framework, this makes it even smaller than a clitic. A
summary of the sizes of pronouns under C&S’s framework, plus my addition of PRO, is given below.
(6) a. Strong pronoun: DP > FocusP > ΦP > NP
b. Weak pronoun: FocusP > ΦP > NP
c. Clitic: ΦP > NP
d. PRO: NP
C&S show that whenever a more deficient form of a pronoun is possible as the subject in a
sentence, it must be picked over all other alternatives, due to an economy constraint Minimize Structure.
I argue that the subject position of an infinitive, Spec,TP, is sensitive to this constraint, too. Because PRO
is licensed, it blocks all other alternatives: overt NPs, deficient pronouns and clitics. That is why PRO
exists.
This raises the question of how to account for Szabolcsi (2009) and McFadden & Sundaresan (2014)’s
observations, in addition to simple for-infinitives in English like I am eager for her to eat pizza. I point out
that all of their examples (with the exception of Tamil, see below) involve either case- or focus-marking,
and that it is still highly unusual, if not impossible, for unfocused bare subjects to appear as infinitival subjects. Following Pesetsky (2021), I assume that case-marked infinitival subjects raise out of Spec,TP, obviating the economy constraint. I claim that Focus-marked subjects raise to Spec,FocusP, as well.
Why PRO is licensed in infinitives: Here, I show that there is a fine-grained relationship between
clause and subject size. Following Wurmbrand & Lohninger (2019) (W&L), I assume that infinitives can
come in three sizes: CP, TP and vP, though I assume that even CP is truncated to some extent following
Satık (2022). I show that in different languages, larger subjects than PRO may be allowed in deficient
clauses. But these languages obey both the economy constraint and W&L’s implicational hierarchy, in that
a more deficient clause never allows a larger subject than that is possible in a larger clause. Tamil, for
instance, allows overt NPs without case or focus in adjunct infinitives (CP or TP), as in (7a), but never inside
vP infinitival complements like those of try in (7b):

Greek and Serbian are similar to Tamil, allowing pro (a deficient FocusP pronoun under C&S’s framework) in CP or TP embedded clauses but only allowing PRO as a vP-subject.
Raising Constructions: One obvious question the reader may have at this point is whether this
economy constraint applies to raising constructions. I provide a tentative account of raising in which it
does. As Pesetsky (2021) has shown, Case-based explanations of what drives raising are not sufficient. If
accusative Case licensing is what drives raising-to-object, then it would predict the acceptability of (8b),
contrary to fact, since CPs don’t need Case. Another solution to this puzzle is needed.
(8) a. * It seems [Mary] to have solved the problem.
b. * It seems [that the world is round] to be a tragedy.
I will argue that my economy constraint allows for a solution. CPs are simply too large to be licensed as an
infinitival subject, and it must raise in order to escape the economy constraint on infinitival subjects.
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