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An incomplete disquisition 
against ‘incomplete acquisition’
With particular reference to changes in the distribution 
of the subjunctive in Spanish

Marcel den Dikken
Eötvös Loránd University / Hungarian Academy of Sciences

This chapter presents a multi-pronged argument, from a generative syntactic 
perspective, against the notion of ‘incomplete acquisition,’ centered on sub-
junctive usage by Spanish heritage speakers in New York City. Special attention 
is paid to the distribution of the subjunctive in futurate cuando clauses and in 
causative and permissive constructions with hacer and dejar. It is argued that the 
distribution of the subjunctive in second-generation speakers of Spanish in New 
York City is different from that seen in monolingual Spanish speakers; but it has 
not been in completely acquired. The paper also contains relevant discussion of 
English let’s hortatives, and the acquisition of subject–auxiliary inversion in root 
wh-questions by first- and second-language learners of English.

Keywords: incomplete acquisition, subjunctive, cuando clauses, causative/
permissive constructions, let’s hortatives, subject–auxiliary inversion, Spanish, 
English, generative syntax

1. Primitive prolegomena

Grammatical analysis, regardless of its theoretical predisposition, must avail it-
self of certain primitives with which to go about its job. But the naming of these 
primitives is not seldom at the root of terminological miscommunications and 
controversies between different theoretical persuasions. The Chomskian generative 
approach takes the vast majority of its primitives from the Western grammatical tra-
dition – adding a degree of abstraction to them that will facilitate their application 
to languages which do not prima facie seem to be good candidates for the use of 
the primitives in question. Case will serve as good case in point here. The avowedly 
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universal Case Filter of early principles-and-parameters theory (Chomsky, 1981), 
which states that (overt, argumental) noun phrases must have Case (customarily 
spelt with an initial capital), will only be feasible if Case is taken to be an abstract 
notion: plainly, many languages of the world do not avail themselves of visible case 
morphology. Abstract primitives such as ‘Case’ are useful if it turns out that they 
help us understand fundamental properties of the world’s languages. If they turn 
out, upon closer scrutiny, not to be beneficial, their abolition is called for. Occam’s 
Razor will always keep the analyst on his toes in this regard.

Even for features that are directly observable in a language or family of lan-
guages under investigation, the question of how to name them is by no means a 
trivial matter, however. For one illustrative case, let us consider the fact that ques-
tion words, in many of the world’s languages, form a natural class in morphophono-
logical terms: in English and the other Germanic languages, almost all of them are 
introduced by a labial approximant (English what, where, when, why, etc.; how /hau/ 
and who /huː/ are outliers); in the Romance languages, they typically begin with a 
velar stop (French qui, Italian chi, Spanish quien, Romanian care ‘who’).1 There is a 
widespread practice in the generative approach to generalize over question words 
as a group with the help of a feature named [+wh] (its name obviously deriving 
from the particular form that English question words tend to take), and to take this 
feature to imbue the sentence with the interpretation of a question (i.e., [+wh] is an 
‘interpretable formal feature,’ in the terminology of Chomsky, 1995). The problem 
here is not the anglocentric nomenclature. Rather, the trouble is that there really is 
no straightforward link between this [+wh] feature and question-wordhood or in-
terrogative interpretation. Even for English (which is by no means the world’s most 
versatile user of wh-expressions), this is easy to demonstrate: the word what occurs 
in constituent questions (what are you eating?) but also in free relatives (what you 
are eating looks delicious) and exclamatives (what a delicious pie!). Morpho(phono-)
logically, these three occurrences of what are transparently identical. And syn-
tactically, they share the fact that they must all occur in a position at the left edge 
of the clause. So from a syntactic point of view as well, we would like to have the 
opportunity to tie them all together. We can certainly use [+wh] for the purpose 
of generalizing over all occurrences of what. But we must abandon the use of this 
feature to make specific reference to questions.

That this is necessary is clear not just from the considerations just reviewed but 
also from the fact that questions are not systematically introduced by an element 

1. Recognizing question words on the basis of their morphophonology is often by no means 
easy: thus, one will be hard pressed distilling ‘the mark of a question word’ from the following 
three Hungarian forms: ki ‘who,’ melyik ‘which,’ and hol ‘where.’
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visibly/audibly bearing the feature [+wh]: yes/no-questions, and also constituent 
questions involving so-called ‘wh-drop’ (see Dutch heb je nou gedaan? ‘(lit.) have 
you done now, i.e., what have you done now?’) are a clear testament to the fact 
that questions frequently are not introduced by an overt operator. Treating such 
questions with the aid of silent operators is fine; but saying that these operators 
are covertly specified for the feature [+wh] and are fronted to ‘check’ a matching 
[+wh]-feature on a head in the high left periphery of the clause looks suspiciously 
like a self-fulfilling prophecy. At this juncture, the theory will be better served by a 
rethinking of the analysis of question formation and interrogative interpretation. 
If that analysis is to be couched in terms of a feature, [+wh] is not likely to be 
particularly helpful; the label [q], already introduced in Katz and Postal’s (1964) 
seminal approach to questions in the generative framework, is indubitably a much 
better choice.

I will return to wh-constructions in Section 7, but at this point I would like to 
switch to the subjunctive, which is the thread common to most of the earlier sec-
tions. In the realm of mood, too, there is a well-established nomenclature, based on 
the Latin labels ‘indicativus’ and ‘subiunctivus’ (or ‘coniunctivus’). The latter feature 
has been linked to a variety of interpretive correlates. The speaker’s attitude towards 
the proposition and reduced control by the subject over the event expressed by it 
are among them: thus, in English I prefer that he leave (with a so-called subjunctive, 
characterized in lexical verbs by the absence of third-singular -s), the speaker is not 
convinced that the embedded proposition will materialize and therefore does not 
wish to assert (using the indicative) that it will, and the embedded subject exerts 
reduced control over his departure. But we witness these interpretive properties also 
in I prefer for him to leave, with a to-infinitive. So the link between the subjunctive 
and assertiveness and reduced control is hardly biunique. For English, we can plau-
sibly achieve a generalization over the infinitival and so-called subjunctival cases 
by actually denying that English has a subjunctive, and treating it as an infinitive: 
the so-called subjunctive of English is systematically morphologically identical with 
the infinitive, even for the most irregular of verbs (I prefer that he be fired, I prefer 
for him to be fired);2 analyzing it as an infinitive with a nominative subject (or, put 
differently, an infinitive embedded under a nominative-assigning finite comple-
mentizer) is no different from the widely accepted analysis of his constantly leaving 

2. In If I/(s)he were smart, ..., the form were is not a specialized subjunctive either: what we 
see (optionally) in the apodosis of English conditionals is a suspension of the person/number 
distinctions in the paradigm of past tense be, with were being usable with all subjects (incl. first 
and third person singular, which otherwise combine with was). An ‘impoverishment’ rule in the 
morphology (confined to was/were in apodoses of conditionals) can take care of this.
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the room as a verbal gerund embedded under a genitive-assigning determiner head. 
Then, the feature [+subjunctive] plays no role at all in the morphological system 
of the language, and we can tie its apparent interpretive properties to the occurrence 
of an infinitival verb form below verbs of certain kinds. For languages that do have 
a morphological subjunctive, we want to have this feature at our disposal for the 
description of the verbal paradigm. The interpretive properties of speaker attitude 
and reduced control will have a relationship with this morphological property – but 
they cannot be taken to be in a biunique relation: infinitives in such languages often 
evince these interpretive properties, too.

So again we see that, although there is a connection between a particular mor-
phological property and an interpretive one, the link is far from inextricable. It will 
be important to have at our disposal the kind of nomenclature to refer to purely for-
mal properties such as [+subjunctive] or, in the previous exercise, [+wh], as well 
as the nomenclature to make reference to interpretive properties such as ‘reduced 
control,’ or ‘questionhood.’ We can occasionally achieve some nomenclatural econ-
omy by getting rid of a certain morphological category for a particular language 
(the English subjunctive offers such an opportunity); but in general, the message 
is that separate nomenclatures for morphological and interpretive properties are 
needed, and that it is not a good idea to try to collapse the two – for instance, by 
introducing the notion of ‘interpretable formal feature,’ as was done in Chomsky 
(1995). Formal (i.e., morphosyntactic) features are themselves semantically unin-
terpretable; but they often have a predictable (though not biunique) connection to 
interpretive notions such as ‘questionhood,’ ‘speaker attitude,’ or ‘reduced control.’ 
For formal and interpretive notions, we require separate nomenclatures, and en-
suring that these nomenclatures are sufficiently discrete will greatly enhance the 
accuracy and precision of linguistic discourse, as well as communication between 
different approaches to linguistic analysis.

With these things said, let us now embark on an investigation of the use of the 
subjunctive in different varieties of Spanish – an investigation which will be cen-
tered on the question of whether differences among speakers are sensibly character-
ized by the label ‘incomplete acquisition,’ another important piece of nomenclature 
that I would like to place under scrutiny in this piece.

2. Changes in the use of the subjunctive in the Spanish of New York City

The use of indicative and subjunctive mood by heritage speakers of Spanish has 
been the subject of detailed study for several decades, with Lantolf (1978), Torres 
(1989), Silva-Corvalán (1994), Lynch (1999), and Montrul (2009) as major land-
marks. In the context of a recent investigation of 26 first-generation Latin American 
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newcomers to New York City and 26 second-generation bilingual New Yorkers, 
Bookhamer (2013) synthesizes previous scholarship and shows that there is quite 
a bit of variation in these studies’ findings. But on aggregate, the distribution of the 
subjunctive declines from first- to second- to third-generation speakers of Spanish 
in non-Spanish-speaking environments.

Bookhamer (2013) finds that out of the nine environments in which the use 
of the subjunctive is commonly taken to be inescapable in monolingual Spanish, 
first-generation Spanish-speaking immigrants in New York City use the subjunc-
tive (near-)categorically in only five (including the causative hacer + finite clause 
construction). Second-generation speakers, on the other hand, use the subjunctive 
(near-)categorically only in the causative hacer + finite clause construction.

At the most coarse-grained level of analysis, one could summarize the body of 
scholarship on the distribution of the subjunctive in heritage speakers’ Spanish in 
the following terms. The subjunctive, still firmly in place in the syntax of mono-
lingual speakers of Spanish (both in Spain and in Latin America), is losing ground 
among Hispanic immigrants in North America. The acquisition of the subjunctive 
among first- and, especially, second-generation immigrants is, one might say, ‘in-
complete’: it falls short of the target of the standard language.

But it should be easy to see why such a characterization of the situation con-
cerning the specific case of the Spanish subjunctive completely misses the point. The 
fact of the matter is quite clearly not that first- and second-generation immigrants 
have a blanket problem acquiring the subjunctive. As Bookhamer (2013) notes, 
both generations of Spanish speakers in New York City use the subjunctive (near-)
categorically in the finite complement of causative hacer. Thus, they have evidently 
acquired the subjunctive itself perfectly. The subjunctive per se is unchanged and 
complete; it is its range of use that has shifted. As Bookhamer (p. 93) puts it in his 
comparison of first- and second-generation Spanish-speaking immigrants in New 
York City, “the primary difference regarding … subjunctive use is that it occurs less 
frequently [in the speech of second-generation immigrants] when compared to 
the [first-generation] consultants. The form is still very much in use by the second 
generation, just as it is with the first-generation Spanish speakers.” What makes the 
heritage speakers differ from monolingual speakers in Spain and Latin America, 
and among each other, is that they do not use the subjunctive in precisely the same 
environments to exactly the same degree. The distribution of the subjunctive has 
shifted – not the subjunctive as such.

One might at this point still be inclined to believe that this shift in the distribu-
tion of the subjunctive represents ‘incomplete acquisition’: the immigrant popula-
tions fail to hit the mark by not picking up the entire set of syntactic environments 
in which monolingual Spanish is said to require the subjunctive. But that, too, seems 
to be a serious misrepresentation of the facts. A particularly revealing glimpse of 
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what may really be going on is offered by one context where generational differences 
in the use of the subjunctive are particularly noticeable: futurate adverbial clauses 
introduced by cuando.3

3. The subjunctive in futurate adverbial clauses introduced by cuando

In futurate adverbial clauses introduced by cuando, which is customarily translated 
into English as ‘when’ (though this, as I will argue below, is probably not quite 
accurate), the grammars of monolingual speakers of Spanish on both sides of the 
Atlantic generally call for the use of the subjunctive, as illustrated in (1a) (taken 
from Otheguy, 2016):

(1) a. hablaremos cuando vengan
   talk.fut.1pl when come.subjunc.3pl
   b. *hablaremos cuando vienen
   talk.fut.1pl when come.indic.3pl

‘we will talk when they come’.

As Zagona (2002: p. 39) puts it in her authoritative Syntax of Spanish, “adjunct 
clauses introduced by cuando ‘when’ require the subjunctive if the subordinate 
predicate is interpreted as subsequent to the moment of speech.”

Bookhamer (2013: p. 73) observes that first-generation speakers in New York 
City still use the subjunctive in 97% of cases – essentially categorically, therefore. 
But among second-generation speakers, the use of the subjunctive has dropped to a 
mere 76% of the time, with the indicative being used elsewhere, as in (1b′) (identical 
with (1b) except for the grammaticality diacritic).

(1b′)  %hablaremos cuando vienen
  talk.fut.1pl when come.indic.3pl

[second-generation Spanish speakers in NYC].

This 21% gap between the use of the subjunctive in cuando clauses by first- and 
second-generation immigrants is obviously indicative of something. But does it 
indicate ‘incomplete acquisition’ of the grammar of the subjunctive or something 
else entirely?

3. As Bookhamer (2013: p. 74) puts it, surveying the literature on subjunctive use in Spanish 
heritage speakers (incl. his own study): “The environment that consistently shows the most cross- 
generational variability among these studies is the context we refer to as temporal adverbial clause 
with futurity.” The outlier is Lynch (1999), who found 100% subjunctive use by all three of his 
groups in the context of futurate cuando clauses.
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An important clue that points us to a plausible answer comes from Haverkate’s 
(2002: p. 142) observation that even in monolingual Spanish, “cuando clauses ori-
ented towards the future do not necessarily require the use of the subjunctive” – and 
that futurate cuando clauses featuring the indicative have a particular interpretation 
that lends them precisely to the use of the indicative rather than the subjunctive. 
Haverkate gives the following as an especially illustrative example (taken from the 
Spanish newspaper El Pais, 24 November 1988):

 (2) pero también constituye un experimento para un futuro no muy lejano cuando 
el enemigo de ayer, el imperio soviético, en decadencia, se convertiráINDIC en la 
nueva Rusia que deberá formar parte de la Europa del futuro
‘but it is also an experiment for the near future when the enemy of yesterday, 
the Soviet empire, fallen into decline, will become the new Russia and must 
form part of the Europe of the future’.

Tellingly, Haverkate explains that by using the indicative rather than the subjunc-
tive “the writer of this sentence communicates his conviction that the proposi-
tion expressed in the cuando clause will come true in the near future” (p. 142). To 
paraphrase, in 1988 it was not a question of if and when the Soviet empire would 
become the new Russia – that it would was certain, and the author was even quite 
sure when it would: in ‘the near future’ (as it happens, the Soviet Union was for-
mally dissolved only in 1991, and whether ‘the new Russia’ forms part of Europe 
is a matter of opinion).

In light of this, the answer that suggests itself to the question raised below 
(1b′) is the following. The shift in the use of the subjunctive in cuando clauses 
is symptomatic of a shift in the lexical meaning of futurate cuando. For mono-
lingual and first-generation speakers, this cuando generally means ‘if and when’ 
(cf. German wenn, etymologically a temporal wh-expression, synchronically used 
both in temporal adjunct clauses, translating as ‘when,’ and in conditional clauses, 
translating as ‘if ’). For second-generation speakers, by contrast, cuando can readily 
just mean ‘when.’ With its ‘if and when’ meaning, the cuando of monolingual and 
first-generation speakers predictably combines only with the subjunctive: the ‘if ’ 
in its meaning introduces a key element of uncertainty, of lack of assertiveness on 
the part of the speaker, a hallmark of the subjunctive in Spanish (see Lunn, 1989 for 
important discussion).4 On the other hand, cuando on its purely temporal ‘when’ 

4. A reviewer points out that “the closest correspondent of if in Spanish (si) takes the indicative 
in future-oriented conditionals like si vienes, verás ‘if you come, you will see’ (cf., *si vengas, 
verás).” The reviewer’s cautious choice of words (“the closest correspondent of if”) is on target: 
if and si are distinct in that if is a complementizer while si is arguably a phrasal element best 
rendered as ‘so’ (note the use of zo in Dutch conditionals: zo het al werkt, werkt het traag ‘(lit.) so 
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reading becomes compatible with the indicative – though even then it remains a 
perfectly natural candidate for the subjunctive, given that full certainty regarding 
the future is not to be had.

If this is a sensible answer to the question raised above, what makes first- 
and second-generation speakers of Spanish in New York City different is the 
meaning that they assign to a particular lexical item – which has grammatical 
consequences, but is not in and of itself a grammatical change. The grammar 
of the subjunctive is acquired perfectly well, by first- and second-generation 
speakers alike – in fact, it is precisely their knowledge of the subjunctive 
that leads second-generationers to still use it in three quarters of all futurate 
cuando clauses. The fact that, in cuando clauses, the indicative is an option for 
second-generation speakers but generally not for those who were raised in a 
monolingual Spanish-speaking environment is a function of a simple shift in 
the meaning assigned to the word cuando – a shift that may well have been in-
fluenced by the fact that the English translation equivalent of cuando, viz., when, 
lacks the conditional component that, if what I said in the previous paragraph is 
on target, is a key ingredient of the meaning of cuando.

Let me emphasize again that on this diagnosis of the drop in subjunctive use in 
futurate cuando clauses among second-generation immigrants, it does not instan-
tiate ‘incomplete acquisition’ of the grammar of the subjunctive: indeed, it seems 
that the grammar of the subjunctive is perfectly intact for cuando clauses. The 
association of the word cuando with the lexical meaning ‘when’ instead of ‘if and 
when’ itself is not a case of ‘incomplete acquisition’ either: cuando ‘when’ is not 
an incomplete version of cuando ‘if and when’; it is just a different word. Lexical 
meanings are fluid, especially for content words (and it obviously makes no sense 
to treat cool meaning ‘hip’ or ‘great’ as an ‘incomplete acquisition’ of cool meaning 

it all works it slowly, i.e., if it works at all, it works slowly’). The complementizer if and the condi-
tional operator in its specifier conspire to license the subjunctive (if it be your will); but futurate 
conditionals with si contain no Cif or conditional operator: neither si ‘so’ in SpecCP nor the silent 
C with which it combines is in itself a subjunctive licenser. Gregory and Lunn (2012: p. 335) 
characterize the distribution of the subjunctive after conditional si in Spanish along the following 
lines, couched in the pragmatic terms of the idea that it is the speaker’s evaluation of informa-
tion quality that determines the indicative/subjunctive choice: “When it is possible to assert an 
if–then relationship between the clauses (e.g., Si tengo tiempo, te llamaré), the indicative is used. 
When, in contrast, the hypothetical situation is known to be inoperative, the past subjunctive is 
used (e.g., Si tuviera tiempo, te llamaría).” Speaker evaluation of the information quality of the 
embedded proposition also seems key in the widespread use in Latin America of the present 
subjunctive after no sé si ‘I don’t know if ’ (Butt & Benjamin, 2011: p. 262). (Thanks to the editors 
for drawing my attention to this.)
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‘somewhat cold’); but even for function words such as cuando, what they lexicalize 
is not pre-ordained or set in stone. Nor is Spanish cuando the only word of its kind 
for which we see a change in lexical meaning. For words meaning ‘when,’ ‘if and 
when,’ and ‘if,’ we find quite a bit of lexical variation in Germanic. Thus, German 
als and Dutch als are morphophonologically the same, yet the former is temporal 
and the latter conditional. And German wenn is a cognate of English when, but the 
latter is not used conditionally.

As a companion to the case of Spanish cuando, consider the change in con-
temporary Dutch in the lexical meaning of wanneer ‘when’ from purely temporal 
in the normative standard to the near-equivalent of conditional als ‘if,’ in examples 
such as the following:

(3) a. ik zou het fijn vinden {als/wanneer} je dat zou doen
   I would it nice find if/when you that would do

‘I would find it nice if you did that’.
   b. ik zou het fijn vinden {als/wanneer} je daarmee ophield
   I would it nice find if/when you therewith stopped

‘I would find it nice if you stopped doing that’.
   c. ik zou het fijn vinden {als/wanneer} je me de
   I would it nice find if/when you me the

waarheid vertelt
truth tell
‘I would find it nice if you tell me the truth’.

While all three sentences in (3) are perfect with als, in my own Dutch I observe 
a gradient picture for wanneer: when wanneer is used, (3a) with zou ‘would’ (the 
closest thing there is in modern Dutch to a subjunctive) in the subordinate clause 
is best, simple past (3b) okay, and present tense (3c) rather odd (though sentences 
of this type are certainly attested with wanneer). So wanneer used in non-temporal, 
purely conditional contexts to my ear still tends to want the clause to ‘compensate’ 
for the fact that wanneer standardly means just ‘when’ by expressing irrealis on the 
verb (via the modal zou ‘would’ or the simple past).

Dutch wanneer is always fine in temporal adverbial clauses, meaning just 
‘when.’ It is also usable in the standard language with the meaning ‘if and when.’ 
And what we see in (3) is that it is now encroaching on the territory of purely con-
ditional als ‘if.’ For Spanish cuando, I have postulated a shift in the lexical meaning 
from ‘if and when’ to ‘when.’ Contact with English, whose when lacks the con-
ditional component I have ascribed to monolingual cuando, is likely a factor in 
this shift in meaning. Both lexical shifts are subtle. But in the Spanish case, its 
grammatical consequences for the distribution of the subjunctive are significant. 
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That the shift in lexical meaning for cuando has this distributional effect is a direct 
consequence of the grammar of the Spanish subjunctive – itself unchanged and 
completely acquired.5

4. The subjunctive in finite clauses embedded under causative hacer

Bookhamer (2013) observes that the only context in which monolingual speakers 
and first- and second-generation heritage speakers of Spanish all behave alike in 
their categorical use of the subjunctive is the hacer-causative construction: when 
causative hacer takes a finite complement clause, it must systematically have a verb 
in the subjunctive.

(4) a. los hacemos venir
   them make.1pl come.infin

‘we make them come’.
   b. hacemos que vengan
   make.1pl that come.3pl.subjunc
   c. *hacemos que vienen
   make.1pl that come.3pl.indic

The use of the subjunctive in (4b) can plausibly be attributed to the coercive nature 
of the hacer-causative, and the concomitantly low degree of control of the subject 
of the embedded event over the execution of that event.6 In the hacer + infinitive 

5. Montrul (2007) reports a statistically significant difference between indicatives and sub-
junctives in the interpretation of cuando clauses only for advanced heritage speakers, not for 
intermediate ones. I will return to this in Section 8. Montrul also finds, on the basis of the results 
a judgment task, that heritage speakers (whether advanced or intermediate) show no statistically 
significant difference between the indicative and the subjunctive in their understanding of restric-
tive relative clauses in intensional contexts and de manera que ‘such that’ clauses. This calls for an 
explanation – which, unfortunately, is not being offered by Montrul herself. I would encourage 
theory-based research on this.

6. On the importance of control in Romance causatives, see especially Huffman (1997), with 
particular reference to French. I should make it clear that by ‘control over the event’ I do not 
mean ‘volitional agency,’ and therefore I am not implying that this capacity can only be ascribed 
to Agent arguments. (In the examples in (4), the subject of the lower clause is the argument of an 
unaccusative verb, hence not an Agent.) Subjects can exert a certain degree of control over events 
of which they are not Agents: when it is raining, one can control the extent to which one will 
get wet (not an agentive predicate) by wearing a raincoat and carrying an umbrella. Conversely, 
the volitional Agent of an event may not be (fully/autonomously) in control of the execution 
of that event. Thus, in a conditional such as if you do this, I will kill you, the killing event in the 
apodosis is largely under the control of the subject of the protasis (and not the volitional Agent 
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construction in (4a), this is especially salient: the subject of venir (henceforth, the 
causee, expressed here as an accusative clitic on the causative verb) has little to no 
control over the event of coming; it is the causer that is firmly in control; the cau-
see is like a puppet. When hacer takes a finite clause as its complement, the causee 
has somewhat more control over the caused event; but in the hacer + subjunctive 
construction in (4b), the causer is still in command. The use of the indicative in the 
clause below hacer would give the causee so much control over the coming event 
that it would clash with the strongly coercive nature of the matrix predicate hacer. 
This is arguably why (4c) is ill-formed.

In Section 3, we saw that, likely due to contact with English, the lexical meaning 
of cuando seems to have undergone a shift in meaning among second-generation 
heritage speakers of Spanish in New York – a shift that asserts itself in the reduced 
use of the subjunctive in futurate cuando clauses. But there is nothing about English 
make, the translation equivalent of hacer, that could lead these speakers to assign 
a different meaning to hacer. Indeed, since English make does not take a finite 
complement clause at all (*we make that they leave), it is extremely unlikely that 
contact with English would affect (4b). The interpretive correlate of the subjunctive 
in hacer-causatives also seems inherently transparent and stable. So the robustness 
of the subjunctive in hacer-causatives, even among second-generation immigrants, 
presents no surprises, and does not impinge in any way upon what was said about 
cuando clauses in the previous section.

5. Changes in the use of the subjunctive in monolingual Spanish: dejar

The discussion of the coercive hacer-causative in the previous section leads us to the 
question of what happens in permissive causative constructions, which in Spanish 
feature the verb dejar ‘let.’ In standard monolingual Spanish, the subjunctive is once 
again categorical: (5c) is not well-formed.

of the apodosis) as long as the event expressed in the protasis is, too: as long as the addressee 
refrains from performing the event in the protasis, the apodosis will not arise. A reviewer asks 
what this leads us to expect regarding subjunctive use in the apodosis of Spanish conditionals. 
Much will likely depend on microscopic factors (incl. The question of whether the protasis and 
apodosis have coreferent subjects or not: compare if you do this, you will get hurt with the example 
given previously). Regarding subjunctive use in the apodosis of conditionals by Spanish heritage 
speakers, the fact of the matter seems complex: Bookhamer (2013: p. 79–80) notes that some 
researchers (Lynch, Silva-Corvalán) report a steady increase in the use of the subjunctive from 
first- to third-generation speakers while he himself found a decrease. I do not clearly understand 
the factors (potentially) at work here, and will leave the matter aside here.



© 2018. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

280 Marcel den Dikken

(5) a. los dejamos venir
   them let.1pl come.infin

‘we let them come’.
   b. dejamos que vengan
   let.1pl that come.3pl.subjunc
   c. *dejamos que vienen
   let.1pl that come.3pl.indic

I have no information about the stability of the subjunctive in the speech of first- 
and second-generation Hispanic immigrants in New York City. But if what I ar-
gued in the previous section is correct, it is not likely that a major shift towards 
the indicative will be found with dejar-permissives. Though in (5) the subject 
of the embedded event is not under any obligation to come, it is just as true for 
dejar-permissives as it is for hacer-causatives that the lower subject is not in control 
of the execution of the coming event: their license to come depends entirely on the 
matrix subject. With lack of control correlating with the use of the subjunctive, 
and with nothing about the lexical meaning of dejar being likely to change under 
the influence of contact with English (like causative make, permissive let does not 
take finite complement clauses at all in present-day English), the expectation is 
that (4c) should be firmly rejected even by second-generation speakers of Spanish 
in New York.

But when dejar is used in the imperative (informal deja or formal/polite deje) 
and takes a finite complement clause, the use of the subjunctive (as in (6b)) is no 
longer categorical. As Maldonado (2007) points out, the examples in (7) are gram-
matical in certain monolingual varieties of Spanish.

(6) a. déjame ver si lo tengo
   let.me see.inf if cl have.1sg

‘allow me to see if I have it’.
   b. deja que vea si lo tengo
   let that see.1sg.subjunc if cl have.1sg

(7) a. %deja que veo si lo tengo  [Castillian Spanish]
   let that see.1sg.indic if cl have.1sg  
   b. %déja(me) veo si lo tengo  [Mexican Spanish]
   let.me see.1sg.indic if cl have.1sg  

What is interesting about (7) is that, unlike in the permissives in (6), the subject 
of veo is in complete control of the event, and the subject of deja can only wait: a 
natural English rendition for (7) would be ‘wait while I see if I have it’ (cf., deja lo 
busco ‘let cl search.1sg.indic’ and espera a que lo busque ‘wait for me to look for 
it,’ which Maldonado treats as semantically on a par).
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Though the ‘wait!’-type reading can only be associated with dejar in the im-
perative, it is imaginable that constructions of the type in (7) will set in motion an 
encroachment of the indicative on the terrain currently firmly held by the subjunc-
tive in dejar-permissives of the type in (5b). Whatever may happen, it is important 
to bear in mind that sentences of the type in (7) are found in monolingual Spanish 
varieties. I take it to be self-evident that one would not want to say that monolingual 
Spaniards producing (7a) or monolingual Mexicans uttering (7b) have ‘incom-
pletely acquired’ their native language. The sentences in (7) reflect changes in the 
grammar of Spanish – changes resulting from analyses assigned to dejaIMP + clause 
that differ from the one assigned to (6b). Such differences in analysis are the sig-
nature of language change, which is part and parcel of the ordinary language ac-
quisition process. Incompleteness does not come into the picture: if anything, the 
grammars of speakers producing (7a) or (7b) are ‘overcomplete’ in comparison with 
those lacking these constructions; they certainly are not incomplete.

What exactly the analysis of (7a) and (7b) should look like is a far from simple 
matter. A major question is whether in (7) the clause containing veo is subordinate 
to deja. The prosodic profile of these constructions, often featuring a pause after 
deja or déjame, suggests that it might not be (for some discussion, see Maldonado, 
2007 and also some of the more interesting contributions to an on-line forum that 
is about sentences like (7)). Detailed research on the syntax of these constructions 
would be very welcome. One educated guess would be that we are dealing with 
clausal parataxis (cf. in this connection the grammaticality of deja y veo, with an 
overt conjunction); another would seek a connection between (7) and English hor-
tatives with let’s. Let’s turn to these next.

6. English hortatives with let’s

For the imperative in (8b), an interpretation is available in which it is equivalent to 
the modal indicative in (8a): the speaker wants the referent of the subject of let to 
allow the group that (s)he is a member of to leave. On this reading of (8b), we are 
dealing here with a garden-variety let-permissive.

 (8) a. you should let us leave
  b. let us leave
  c. let’s leave

But there is also a reading for (8b) in which the speaker is not asking someone for 
permission to leave but instead is exhorting the group to which (s)he belongs to 
pack up and go. This hortative reading is the only one available when us cliticizes 
onto let, producing (8c).
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The question of whether hortative (8c) involves the same subordination struc-
ture as (8b) is brought to the fore particularly by the negative versions of the hor-
tative in (8c) – especially by the occurrence, in American English varieties, of (9c).

 (9) a. let’s not leave
  b. don’t let’s leave
  c. let’s don’t leave

In British English, one instead finds (9b). (9b and c) are both found alongside (9a). 
While (9a) and (9b) are compatible in principle with a subordination analysis (with 
not inside the infinitival complement of let in (9a), and don’t in (9b) heading a nega-
tive imperative of let), the example in (9c) is not amenable to an analysis in which let 
selects an infinitival (small) clause: don’t is uniquely found in finite environments. 
This raises the question of what to do with let’s in (9c).

Horn (1978: p. 197) identifies let’s in (9c) “as an illocutionary force marker 
rather than as an autonomous verb + object.” Weir (2013: p. 281) puts some flesh 
around the bones of Horn’s suggestion by venturing the hypothesis that let’s in (9c) 
might be the exponent of some part of the Jussive phrase that defines the imperative 
(Zanuttini, 2008). Since there can be little doubt that let’s in (9c) is a head-level 
unit, it is possible in principle to treat it as the spell-out of the Jussive head itself; 
but let’s qua head could also project a phrase occupying the specifier position of 
the Jussive phrase.

 (10) a. [JP J = let’s [IP don’t leave]]
  b. [JP [XP let’s] [J′ J=Ø [IP don’t leave]]]

The rudimentary structures in (10a) and (10b) are two alternative ways of translat-
ing Horn’s and Weir’s remarks structurally. (I am obviously leaving a lot of details 
aside, including the question of how to represent the subject of the imperative. 
These details are of no concern to us in the present context.) Whether we choose 
(10a) or (10b), the head of the imperative IP is don’t, not let’s; the latter stands out-
side the clausal core, finding itself in the left periphery of the construction.

The fact that let’s in (10) stands outside the clausal core and is not the ‘ordinary’ 
V = let (with something glued onto it) suggests that the hortative in (9c) is the re-
sult of an analysis of the string in (8c) that makes it very different from the string 
in (8b). Speakers not accepting (9c) may, for all we know, analyze hortative let in 
the same structural way as permissive let in (8b). But speakers who have (9c) have 
reanalyzed let’s as something else – a high functional head, or the phrasal occupant 
of the specifier position of that functional head.

As in the case of Spanish (7), this change took place within a monolingual com-
munity of speakers, and represents a perfectly pedestrian case of language change 
as a result of the assignment, by a subset of the members of the community, of an 
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analysis to a given string that differs in one or more structural ways from another 
analysis compatible with that string. Those members of the monolingual commu-
nity who treat let’s “as an illocutionary force marker rather than as an autonomous 
verb + object” (to quote Horn, 1978: p. 197 again) have not acquired their native 
language in an ‘incomplete’ manner. Again, the notion of ‘incomplete acquisition’ 
makes no sense.

7. On the acquisition of subject–auxiliary inversion in wh-questions

So far we have looked at ‘deviations from the norm’ seen in the language of heritage 
speakers and of monolingual adults. Such deviations (or ‘errors,’ as they are cus-
tomarily called) are also common in learners – children acquiring their native lan-
guage, or adults learning a second/foreign language. Against the background of the 
discussion of ‘incomplete acquisition’ in the preceding sections, I will briefly look 
now at one area giving rise to pervasive ‘errors in acquisition’: English wh-questions 
and subject–auxiliary inversion.

Standard adult English root wh-questions introduced by an operator other 
than their subject systematically call for the placement of a finite auxiliary in the 
second structural position of the sentence, right after the initial (non-subject) 
wh-constituent. The standard derivation of this word order in generative syntax 
is via an operation called subject–auxiliary inversion (I–to–C movement). In the 
absence of a modal or finite aspectual auxiliary, the dummy do is called upon for 
this purpose.

(11) a. what will you eat? what did you eat?
  b. when will you eat? when did you eat?
  c. where will you eat? where did you eat?
  d. how will you eat? how did you eat?
  e. who will eat? *who did eat?
  e′.   who ate?

It is a well-documented fact in the literature (in fact, one of the first acquisition stud-
ies in the generative framework was precisely on this topic: Klima & Bellugi, 1966) 
that learners of English produce root wh-questions in which the wh-expression is not 
immediately followed by a finite auxiliary. In other words, learners of English pro-
duce ‘non-target-like’ word-order patterns in root wh-questions, underperforming 
on subject–auxiliary inversion. (Yes/no-questions typically give rise to significantly 
higher inversion rates than wh-questions; so the problem here seems tied specifi-
cally to the ‘Verb Second’ pattern of the latter.) This is true both of children learning 
English as their first language and of adult second-language learners of English.
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In Pozzan (2011), the trouble with subject–aux inversion in root wh-questions 
was confirmed on the basis of a multi-pronged systematic study using (for the first 
time) the same experimental protocols for both first- and second-language learners 
of English (with the second-language cohort including native speakers of Spanish 
and Mandarin Chinese). When she put them under the microscope, she discovered 
that the types of non-target-like behavior observed in L1 and L2 acquisition of 
English root wh-questions are similar but not identical. Children acquiring English 
as their first language produce lower subject–aux inversion rates in root questions 
with non-argumental wh-words (where, when, how, why) than in those featuring 
argumental ones (an effect reported in much of the earlier literature as well; see the 
references in Pozzan, 2011 for details). Learners of English as a second language 
make the split in a slightly different spot: their inversion rates are lower with why 
than with other wh-words. Pozzan notes that in her study this difference might, to 
some extent, be an artifact of the specific wh-words used in the experiments. But a 
‘why-effect’ has been reported frequently in the literature on L2-learners’ acquisi-
tion of English wh-questions, so there is good reason to take it to be real.

The fact that why behaves differently from other wh-expressions (arguments 
and non-arguments alike) with respect to the propensity of I–to–C movement 
could, for Spanish L2-learners of English, be chalked up as an L1 transfer effect: 
Spanish allows ‘why’-questions to forgo inversion (V–S order) quite freely (Baauw, 
1998), more so than any other wh-question type. But Chinese neither fronts any 
of its wh-phrases nor performs I–to–C movement in any wh-question; so the dif-
ference in subject–aux inversion behavior of why vis-à-vis other wh-phrases in the 
English of native speakers of Chinese cannot be straightforwardly accounted for 
in terms of transfer.

In their study of acquisition of English by children bilingual in English and 
Cantonese, Yip and Matthews (2007) note that once why appears (soon after the 
age of 3), root why-questions start emerging in which why is followed by the sub-
ject rather than the finite auxiliary – the typical pattern, as we have seen. But Yip 
& Matthews find a decidedly non-English pattern at the immediately preceding 
acquisitional stage: a pattern in which, instead of why, the bilingual child produces 
what are doing – as in what are doing hurt? ‘why are you hurting me?’ or what are 
doing go up? ‘why go up?’ (both produced at age 2;10;18). Yip and Matthews (p. 112) 
write that the phrase what are doing “is evidently calqued on the Cantonese equiv-
alent,” which literally corresponds to ‘do what,’ and they point to a parallel with the 
form of ‘why’-questions in Igbo and Yoruba and in creoles with a West-African 
substrate, where the equivalent of ‘what it makes’ is used for this purpose (wa-mek 
‘what makes’ in the English-based Guyanese and Jamaican creoles, kife ‘qui fait, 
who/what makes’ in French-based ones). This parallel may be plausible. But to me 
these patterns suggest a deeper truth about ‘why’-questions cross-linguistically, one 
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that will serve us very well in understanding the high propensity for such questions 
to forgo subject–aux inversion in L2 acquisition: the fact that ‘why’-questions are 
readily posed in a biclausal form.

This can also be observed in adult standard English: while wh-questions based 
on it-clefts have a decidedly marked information structure (requiring exhaustifica-
tion) for all other wh-expressions, with why the use of an it-cleft is perfectly natural 
and neutral. Thus, while when/where/how is it that they say this? may be usable in 
specific contexts but is otherwise quite awkward, there is nothing special about why 
is it that they say this?. Imagine now that the learner of English is aware of the liberal 
occurrence of why is it that S?-type questions – biclausal structures, with subject–
aux inversion in the copular clause but not in the clause following that. Imagine 
next that, because of their meaninglessness, the copula is, the ‘expletive’ it, and the 
complementizer that show a tendency to remain unpronounced, especially under 
duress. With the substring is it that not spelled out, we get (for our earlier example) 
why they say this?, which is precisely the pattern that sets why-questions apart from 
other root wh-questions in the behavior of L2-learners of English. Viewed this way, 
then, why they say this? represents a ‘covert’ biclausal structure, with say in a subor-
dinate clause. The absence of do-support is now entirely expected: the inflectional 
head of a subordinate clause does not invert with the subject of that clause, so the 
dummy do is not called for.

To be sure, there is something about the biclausal syntax of why they say this? 
that is not fully on target: perfect production of this syntax would have delivered is, 
it, and (at least optionally) the complementizer that as well. But though not com-
pletely pronounced, the syntax of this biclausal structure as such is not incomplete. 
And L2-learners, regardless of whether their first language does or does not feature 
biclausal ‘why’-questions, have clearly registered the fact that in English the use 
of an it-cleft for the formation of a wh-question is natural only for why and not 
for any of the other wh-expressions of the language. We are not dealing here with 
‘incomplete acquisition’: the learners’ behavior suggests a very sophisticated degree 
of mastery of English syntax.

Let us turn now to the argument/non-argument distinction exhibited by L1 
learners in the distribution of subject–aux inversion in their root wh-questions.7 

7. It should be pointed out that Pozzan’s L1-study, confined as it was to the argumental 
wh-expressions what and which and the non-argument wh’s when and why, did not investigate 
the behavior of the manner adverbial how relative to other non-argumental wh-expressions. If 
her interpretation of the L1-acquisition facts is on target, a follow-up experiment will be needed 
to verify whether how behaves differently from when and why: one would expect so, given that 
in neutral sentences, placement of a manner adverbial in sentence-initial position is much less 
easy than similar placement of temporal, locative, or rationale adverbials.
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The account suggested by Pozzan (2011: p. 318) runs as follows. Adverbial expres-
sions, in their non-wh guises, can easily occur in IP-initial position in an English 
neutral sentence (i.e., without any special information-structural effect, such as 
a topic or focus reading). This makes it possible in principle for non-argument 
wh-questions to be structured entirely analogously to their non-wh counterparts: as 
IPs with an adverbial in initial position. The requirement that a [+wh] expression 
in an English wh-question must take scope over the clause as a whole can straight-
forwardly be satisfied by placement of an adverbial wh-phrase in an IP-adjoined 
position – and putting the wh-adverbial there provides a particularly economical 
way of constructing the question, without recourse to the CP layer of the structure, 
and, concomitantly, without the need for I–to–C movement ever arising.

Viewed this way, children’s behavior with regard to subject–auxiliary inversion 
is the reflex of the complete acquisition of a system of wh-question formation in 
which it is of paramount importance (just as in the grammar of adult standard 
English) that the wh-expression be placed in a position in which it scopes over the 
entire sentence, but in which the scopal position of the wh-expression is not (nec-
essarily) identified as SpecCP: an IP-adjoined position will work perfectly well for 
non-argument wh’s, given that it can be independently verified that an IP-adjoined 
position is generally admissible in neutral declarative sentences for temporal, loc-
ative, and rationale adverbials.

Children acquiring English as their native language will eventually converge 
on a grammar for (non-subject) root wh-questions in which the wh-expression 
is systematically in SpecCP and I must raise to C: adult standard English has 
wh-expressions which take their scope from SpecCP, in root and non-root ques-
tions alike, and in root wh-questions, the language insists (in a nod to its history) 
on a ‘Verb Second’ pattern which has otherwise fallen out of grace. But for some 
time, children work with a Universal Grammar-compliant grammar in which 
wh-expressions take scope over the entire clause by being in a position command-
ing the clause, not necessarily in SpecCP. This grammar is not an ‘incompletely 
acquired’ adult grammar. Children at the relevant acquisitional stage clearly have 
acquired CP. They use it accurately in the formation of argument wh-questions as 
well as for subordinate wh-questions. But for root non-argument wh-questions, 
they initially resort to an IP-based analysis that is just as good as – and structurally 
and derivationally more economical than – the ‘CP across the board’ approach. The 
realization that it is not the acquisition target is something that more attention to 
the input will eventually instill.

So Pozzan (2011: p. 345) is right when she concludes that “difficulties with word 
order in English main questions are best characterized in terms of differences in 
representation, rather than differences in implementation of target procedures.” 
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As in the case studies in the previous sections of this paper, what we see is not 
‘incomplete acquisition’ but acquisition of a grammatical pattern different from 
that of the monolingual adult standard, and not deriving directly from the input.

8. Closing remarks on ‘incomplete acquisition’

Both Bookhamer (2013: p. 108) and Otheguy (2016) reject the notion of ‘incom-
plete acquisition’ because (in Bookhamer’s words) it “alludes to the idea that there 
somehow exists a complete grammar de facto; a conception framed by an ideo-
logical projection of what embodies completeness.” Bookhamer prefers the term 
‘fragmented grammar,’ asserting that this improves on ‘incomplete acquisition’ 
because it “indicates possible underdevelopment in certain syntactic areas of the 
mood grammar” (p. 113). The improvement here does not strike me as real, quite 
frankly – nor do I think that the problem with the notion of ‘incomplete acquisition’ 
lies there where Bookhamer and Otheguy locate it (i.e., in the “ideological projec-
tion of what embodies completeness”). To my mind, what is wrong with the terms 
‘incomplete acquisition’ and ‘fragmented grammar’ alike is that they misconstrue 
what ‘acquisition’ and ‘grammar’ mean.

Let me clarify this against the background of Montrul’s (2009, pp. 241–42) 
description of what she means by ‘incomplete acquisition’: “[w]hen input to one of 
the languages in bilingual children is not sufficiently rich and abundant during the 
period of language development, a language runs the risk of not reaching its full 
potential.” What does it mean to say that a language does not reach its full potential? 
Or, asking the question in a somewhat more effective way, what could the product 
of ‘incomplete acquisition’ be? Would it be an ‘incomplete grammar’? There can 
be no such thing. We can think of a grammar as a machine that generates and pro-
cesses grammatical linguistic expressions. A machine with one or more cogwheels 
missing is not just incomplete: it is not a machine; it does not work. Of course, if 
the set of parts out of which one is to assemble a machine happens to contain a 
couple of cogwheels less than the set of parts for the machine of one’s neighbor, one 
can still build a perfectly functioning machine. That machine will be able to do a 
lot of the things that the neighbor’s machine can also do (and might even be more 
efficient at some of its tasks, and do some jobs that the neighbor’s machine is not 
equipped to do). But it is a complete and fully functioning machine. It is different 
from the neighbor’s machine, but it is not ‘incomplete.’ There are no incomplete 
yet functioning machines. For grammars, the same is true.

The expression ‘incomplete acquisition’ can only refer to an acquisition process 
that does not deliver a complete grammar – which is tantamount to saying that 
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the acquisition process fails. This is not what the users of the term ‘incomplete 
acquisition’ have in mind. What they usually mean is that the process that they call 
‘incomplete acquisition’ by heritage speakers results in a grammar that is different 
from that of monolingual speakers, but a well-formed and fully functioning ma-
chine that has a systematicity to it that one would expect from a representative of 
Universal Grammar (see Polinsky, 2008 on the point of systematicity). But that is 
just normal acquisition: this is how language variation and language change come 
about. For a fully functioning heritage-speaker grammar, the predicate ‘incomplete’ 
should not come into the picture.

Now, there is an aspect of heritage languages which suggests that the well-oiled 
machine may at some point start showing signs of decay, and might founder. 
Silva-Corvalán (2003) presents the results of a longitudinal study of two children 
growing up in an English-speaking home, from age 2;10 to age 5;6, and finds that 
these Spanish heritage speakers’ tense-mood-aspect system was more reduced at 
age 5;6 than at around age 3, at which point they still had the present subjunctive. 
This is language attrition, which may ultimately lead to language loss. Advanced 
heritage speakers who use and hear their native language frequently naturally stand 
a better chance of keeping the machine running trouble-free than heritage speak-
ers who have much less exposure to and opportunity to use their native language. 
Just like what was at some point a well-functioning machine may, through disuse, 
stop running smoothly and fall apart, what was at some point a well-functioning 
complete grammar (though not necessarily fully identical with the grammar of the 
environment) may become incomplete and faulty. But that would not be an example 
of ‘incomplete acquisition’ – instead, it would instantiate emerging incompleteness 
as a result of attrition, which is quite a different matter.8

I do not disagree with one of my reviewers that “[l]anguage change in mono-
lingual varieties may be different from language change in bilingual varieties. That 
is, they can happen for different reasons.” In my presentation I juxtaposed the two 
instances of language change for cases in which they arguably can and should be 
juxtaposed. Doubtless much more is going on than what I have had occasion to talk 
about. What I have argued in this short paper is that both in a monolingual speech 
community and in a multilingual setting with lots of language contact, language 
change is a natural product of the human language acquisition process. A product 
different from the ‘target’ is acquired, one that conforms to the options provided by 

8. Montrul (2009) also distinguishes between loss and what she gives the epithet ‘incomplete 
acquisition.’ As Naomi Shin is right to point out, it may turn out that language attrition and loss 
actually proceed through stages that each by themselves represent complete grammars, so that 
‘incompleteness’ would not come into the picture even here.
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Universal Grammar, not one that is incomplete. The term ‘incomplete acquisition’ 
misrepresents what we find in the patterns of language acquisition and language 
change. This term should have no place in the linguistic discourse.
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