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The intensifying accusative clitic ga ‘it’ in Serbian  

From syntax to pragmatics 

 

Aleksandra Milosavljević & Stefan Milosavljević 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We explore the intensifying accusative clitic (IAC) ga (‘it’) in Serbian, which has no explicit 

antecedent, neither introduced in the previous discourse, nor contextually available for deictic 

reference, thus resembling standard ‘dummy’ pronouns. We argue that the IAC ga is referential 

— it refers to a specific Topic Situation (TS). Specifically, it is base-generated as a Direct 

Object, marking affectedness of the specific TS. The intensification effects of this clitic emerge 

pragmatically, due to Levinson’s (2000) M-principle. The paper provides evidence for TSs as 

legitimate syntactic objects (Kratzer 2007/2021), supporting the view that there are no ‘dummy’ 

pronouns (e.g. Langacker 2011).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

In this paper, we explore the Intensifying Accusative Clitic (IAC) ga (3rd neuter singular) in 

Serbian, which is used with both typical transitive (1), and intransitive verbs, that is, with 

unergatives, as in (2), and with unaccusatives, as in (3). This clitic is mostly found in informal 

registers: all our examples are either from spoken language or social media (forums, social 

networks, etc.). Relying on Beltrama & Trotzke (2019)’s definition of intensification, the IAC 

ga can be analyzed as an intensification trigger: it implies that some property related to a 

predicate at hand is given prominence by virtue of being selected from the upper range of a 

scale along some dimension. For instance, in (1), it is the degree of ‘complexity’ denoted by 

the main verb that is implied to be intensified. In (2), the most prominent pragmatic effect is 

related to the manner of dancing, that is, Pera is dancing in a particular way that exceeds the 

standard (i.e. a typical way of dancing) — for instance, he is dancing like a professional. In (3), 

the intensification targets the scale of coldness, that is, it is implied that it is extremely cold in 

a given situation.1 Due to its intensifying effects, non-obligatory nature and non-(easily)-

identifiable referent, this clitic is usually treated as an expletive-expressive particle/pronoun, 

which has lost its referentiality and only serves as a means of expressing emphasis (Janjušević 

Oliveri 2018; Kovačević 2021).  

 

 
 1 The effect of intensification that the IAC usually produces is not contained in the English translation, in order 

to avoid ’wordy’ paraphrases. Rather, we add [+IAC effect] to each translation. 

 



64  Aleksandra Milosavljević & Stefan Milosavljević 

 

(1)  Vala,  Pero,    baš   si     ga   zakomplikovao  sad! 

  INTERJ Pera.VOC exactly AUX.2SG  IAC complicate.PTCP now 

  ‘Well, Pera, you have just complicated it now! [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(2)  [Mika, looking at the podium, where Pera is dancing in an extraordinary way:] 

Pera   ga  đuska.    

       Pera.NOM IAC dance.3SG          

       ‘Pera is dancing. [+IAC effect]’    
 

(3)  [Directly experiencing the extreme coldness:] 

Zahladnelo  ga!  

get_cold.PTCP IAC  

‘It has got cold. [+IAC effect]’ 

 

We asses the following two hypotheses. (I) The IAC ga is an evaluative/expressive clitic, which 

triggers intensifying (and potentially some other evaluative) effects by virtue of being merged 

in some higher, evaluative projection, in a way characteristic of dative clitics (for evaluative 

dative clitics, see  Arsenijević 2013). This state of affairs would be unusual, since accusative 

clitics, unlike datives, are rarely evaluative cross-linguistically (see Kagan 2020 for a recent 

overview). (II) The IAC ga is an ‘ordinary’ accusative clitic, with the intensification effect 

emerging pragmatically. In this article, we opt for the second hypothesis and claim that the IAC 

ga is generated in the Direct Object (DO) position, specifying the DO as referential, in the 

relevant case referring to a definite and/or specific Topic Situation (TS) (in the sense of Klein 

2008). The IAC ga thus contributes affectedness to the relevant specific TS, while its 

intensification effects emerge when the verb provides a gradable property, due to the M-

principle (Levinson 2000). On a broader theoretical level, the paper provides evidence for TSs 

as legitimate syntactic objects that introduce discourse referents that can be referred to by 

personal pronouns. At the same time, our analysis supports the view (put forward in Langacker 

2007, 2011) that there are no ‘dummy’ or empty personal pronouns.  

 The paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we introduce the pronominal clitic system 

in Serbian. Section 3 provides a more detailed description of the distribution of the IAC ga with 

different types of verbs in Serbian, comparing it to similar kinds of ‘dummy’ objects in other 

languages. The argument structure properties of the constructions with the IAC ga are analysed 

in section 4. In section 5, we provide arguments for the claim that the IAC ga refers to a specific 

TS. The mechanisms leading to the pragmatic effects of intensification constitute the topic of 

section 6. Section 7 concludes the paper. 

 

 

2. Clitic (personal) pronouns in Serbian 
 

Genitive, Dative and Accusative personal pronouns in Serbian come in two forms: they can be 

used either as the strong forms or as clitics, as shown in table 1. 

 

   NOM GEN (strong / clitic) DAT (strong / clitic) ACC (strong / clitic) 

1SG ja mene / me meni / mi mene / me 

2SG ti tebe / te tebi / ti tebe / te 
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3SG.M on njega / ga njemu / mu njega / ga 

3SG.F ona nje / je njoj / joj nju / ju, je 

3SG.N ono njega / ga njemu / mu njega / ga 

1PL mi nȃs / nas nama / nam nȃs / nas 

2PL vi vȃs / vas vama / vam vȃs / vas 

3PL.M/F/N oni/one/ona njih / ih njima / im njih / ih 

 

Table 1. Clitic (personal) pronouns in Serbian 

 

Together with other enclitics (auxiliary verbs, the question particle li), Serbian pronominal 

clitics are second-position clitics — they always occupy the second position in a sentence 

and/or an intonational phrase2 (see Popović 2004; Mišeska Tomić 2006:273–274; Bošković 

2016; Zec & Diesing 2016). When there is more than one clitic in a sentence, they always form 

a cluster, which occupies the second position. Clitic clusters are strictly ordered, as specified in 

(4), and illustrated in (5) from Progovac (1996:420).3 The left-most clitic (i.e. the question 

particle, which is standardly analyzed as base-generated in the CP) is hierarchically the highest 

one, while the right-most places are reserved for the syntactically most deeply embedded clitics 

(the accusative ones, base-generated in the DO position) (see  Progovac 1996).    

 

(4)  Q_part li – Aux – Dat – (Gen)  – Acc/Refl. se 
 

(5)  Da   li  si    mu   ga    dao? 

  COMP  Q  AUX.2SG  he.DAT.CL it.ACC.CL give.PTCP 

  ‘Have you given it to him?’ 

 

Generally, there is only one type of clitic (i.e. Q, Aux, Dat, Gen or Acc) per cluster. The only 

type of clitic that can take multiple slots within a cluster is the dative clitic, as exemplified by 

(6). The dative clitic on the left is always syntactically higher, hence closer to the left periphery 

of a clause, and usually performs some expressive, evaluative or a discourse-related function 

(cf. Janda 1990, 1993; Popović 2004; Palić 2010; Arsenijević 2013; Milosavljević 2017, 2019; 

Jovanović 2020). For instance, in (6a), the Interested Hearer Dative ti and the Indirect Object 

Dative mu are used in the same clause. In (6b), the Interested Hearer Dative is combined with 

an evaluative Personal Dative, which is always realized as a third person singular clitic that is 

syncretic between the neuter and the masculine, and serves to present the situation as ‘objective’ 

(see Jovanović 2020 for a detailed analysis).  

 

 
2 What counts as the second position depends on how one defines the first position: it may be a first word or a 

first constituent; see Mišeska Tomić (2006), Zec & Diesing (2016) for detailed discussion.   
3 Accusative and genitive clitics generally do not cluster together, but genitive clitics can precede the reflexive 

clitic se. The auxiliary clitic for the 3pl je behaves exceptionally in that it always comes at the end of the cluster, 

unlike all other clitic auxiliaries (see Progovac 1996; Popović 2004 for detailed analyses of clitic clusters in 

Serbian).  
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(6)  a. I  tako  ti     mu   ja   u oči   kažem  

   and so   you.DAT.CL  he.DAT.CL I.NOM in eyes.ACC say.1SG  

   da   je    pogrešio. 

   COMP AUX.3SG make_mistake.PTCP  

   ‘And so I told him without hesitation that he was mistaken.’ 
 

  b. Šta ti     mu   (ga) ja   znam?! 

   what you.DAT.CL  it.DAT.CL IAC I.NOM know.1SG 

   ‘I have no idea about that!’ 

 

In South-East Serbian, up to three dative clitics can be used within a single cluster, as illustrated 

in (7) from Arsenijević (2013), where the Interested Hearer Dative, the evaluative reflexive 

dative, and the benefactive dative are combined (a similar case is reported in Janda 1990 for 

Czech). 

 

(7)  Ja   ti     si     mu   otvorim  vrata. 

  I.NOM you.DAT.CL  REFL.DAT.CL he.DAT.CL open.1SG door.ACC 

  ‘(And then,) I open the door for him.’ 

 

 

3. The distribution of the IAC ga: an overview 
 

In this section, we first briefly introduce similar kinds of accusative pronouns in some other 

languages and then provide a descriptive overview of the classes of verbs that are used with the 

IAC ga in Serbian. Accusative ‘dummy’ pronouns that share at least some properties with the 

IAC ga in Serbian are found in other languages, for instance in English and Chinese, and are 

usually referred to as ‘dummy’ pronouns — that is, semantically light elements that do not carry 

a significant semantic load. Syntactically, these pronouns are characterized as a kind of direct 

(pseudo-)object, which contributes to the degree of transitivity of the verb they appear with (see 

Lin 1994 for Chinese, Gardele 2011; Mondorf 2016 for English). For instance, in English, 

‘dummy’ it can be used with both (optionally) transitive and intransitive verbs with a transitive 

effect, as illustrated in (8–10) from Gardele (2011):  

 

(8)  The senate dispatched their ambassadors to Alaric, desiring him to give them leave to 

  fight it with him in the open field. 
 

(9)  Tomorrow the instance will reset. So if those few want to camp it again tonight, so be 

  it… life and the game will still go on! 
 

(10) Defence sources told the Jerusalem Post they were considering going it alone in a strike 

on Iran. 

 

As Gardelle (2011:173) puts it, the transitive pattern fight it in (8) denotes the situation of 

fighting applied to an unidentified element, yielding a telic interpretation of the event. If the 

transitive verb fight were used in an intransitive construction (i.e. fight Ø), the sole action would 

be foregrounded and thus an atelic interpretation would emerge. When it comes to 

prototypically intransitive verbs (both unergatives in (9) and unaccusatives in (10)), which are 

not usually found in transitive constructions, the personal pronoun seems to fill the syntactic 

position of the DO. Namely, in (9), the typical unergative verb camp is used in a transitive 
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constraction (i.e. camp it), suggesting that the event should be viewed as affecting an element 

that cannot be clearly identified (idem:169). The ‘dummy’ it is, in general, easily combined 

with verbs converted from nouns (e.g. camp → camp (it)), supporting the verbal status by 

equipping them with some degree of transitivity, thus rendering weakly-established verbs more 

verby (Mondorf 2016:97). In (10), the prototypical unaccusative verb go is found in the 

transitive pattern go it alone, with its meaning being changed due to transitivization (‘act alone’) 

(Gardele 2011:165, 167, cf. also Mondorf 2016:97). 

 As stated in section 1, in Serbian, basically all the major types of verbal predicates — verbs 

that are typically used in transitive, unergative or unaccusative environments — can be used 

with the IAC ga, as summarized in table 2. In the remainder of this section, we present all these 

possible combinations with the relevant examples. Since the context is very important for the 

felicitous use of this clitic, all the examples are presented as originally found in corpora (sources 

indicated in footnotes) — with the original interpunction, emojis, etc. In cases in which the 

actual context includes some large data (like images or maps), the context is paraphrased. 

 
 

 

 

 

(I) TRANSITIVE VERBS 

(zakomplikovati ‘make complicated’, ubosti ‘stab’) 

 

 

 

+ ga 

(II) INTRANSITIVE VERBS  

a. UNERGATIVES 

(đuskati ‘dance’, živeti ‘live’, uživati ‘enjoy’, žuriti ‘hurry up’) 

b. UNACCUSATIVES 

(zahladneti ‘get cold’, zazimiti ‘get wintry’, naoblačivati ‘get cloudy’) 

 

Table 2. Classes of verbs and the IAC ga 

 

The IAC ga is found with verbs that are most typically used in transitive constructions, as 

exemplified by (11) and (12): zakomplikovati nešto ‘make something complicated, complicate 

something’ or ubosti ‘stab someone’. When used with the IAC ga, the verb ubosti tends to have 

the metaphorical meaning ‘guess the outcome’.  

 

(11)  Lako je   biti  otac,   ali  samo onaj poseban  postaje 

       easy COP.3G be.INF father.NOM but only that special  become.3SG 

   otac.     Ustvari, lako je    postati  otac.   naprotiv,    teško  

   father .NOM actually easy COP.3SG become.INF father.NOM on_the_contrary hard  

    je    biti   pravi otac    (e   jesam    ga zakomplikovao ).4 

   cop.3SG be.INF true father.ACC  INTERJ AUX.1SG   IAC make_complicated.PTCP 

‘It is easy to be a father, but only the special one becomes a father. Actually, it is easy 

to become a father. On the contrary, it is difficult to be a true father. (I have really made 

it complicated! [+IAC effect])’ 
 

 
4 Source: https://www.facebook.com/serijeilepoteTurske/photos/-lako-je-biti-otac-ali-samo-onaj-poseban-

postaje-otacustvari-lako-je-postati-ota/1139156256461468/. 
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(12) KOJI  TIM   CE    OSVOJITI OVE GODINE NBA?     

  which team.NOM AUX.FUT.3SG win.INF  this year.GEN NBA.ACC 

  Mislim  da   ce     ovaj put   neko    sa  Istoka 

  think.1SG COMP  AUX.FUT.3SG this time.ACC someone.NOM from East.GEN 

  al   sam   ga  ubola   ko  prstom  u dzem 5 

  INTERJ AUX.1SG  IAC stab.PTCP like finger.INS in jam.ACC 

  ‘[Which team will win the NBA this year?]  

  I think someone from the East. I hit it like a finger in the jam. [+IAC effect]’ 

 

The IAC ga appears also with verbs commonly used in both transitive and intransitive 

constructions, for instance preterati ‘overdo’ in (13), or usporiti ‘slow down’ in (14). 

 

(13) Pretera     ga  sa   metaforom:  Poraz    od   Jermenije   

  overdo.AOR.3SG IAC with metaphor.INS defeat.NOM  from  Armenia.GEN  
 

  težak  kao  11. septembar?!6 

  difficult  like  11th September.NOM 

  ‘You have gone too far with the metaphor: the defeat of Armenia is as severe as 11th 

  September. [+ IAC effect]’ 
 

(14) ala   su     ga  usporili     sa   vizama   katastrofa....7 

  INTERJ AUX.3PL  IAC slow_down.PTCP with visas.INS  catastrophe.NOM 

  ‘They have extremely slowed down the visa issuance process [+ IAC effect]. What a  

  disaster…’ 

 

Many typical unergative verbs easily combine with the IAC ga. Some of them can also easily 

be found with Cognate Objects, such as đuskati (đus) ‘dance (a dance)’, illustrated in (15), or 

živeti (život) ‘live (a life)’, exemplified by (16). The compatibility with (accusative/bounded) 

Cognate Objects is usually taken as a diagnostics of their unergative status (e.g. Tenny 1994; 

Marelj 2016; Levin & Krejci 2019). There are also unergatives that are not used with a Cognate 

Object in Serbian, but are found with the IAC ga, such as uživati ‘enjoy’ (17) or žuriti ‘hurry 

up’ (18). Their unergative behavior is supported by the volitional component of their subjects, 

which is a property of unergatives, as opposed to unaccusatives (Aljović 2000).  

 

(15) [A report describing the situation in which Roger Federer found himself:  

  Even off the field, the Swiss has the image of an elegant and somewhat withdrawn man 

  whom we have rarely seen performing acrobatics or communicating with audiences  

  beyond the ordinary. However, at the exhibition in Sao Paulo, Roger completely   

  relaxed and during one of the breaks between games, together with the mascot, he  

  danced to the song ‘Gangnam Style’.] 

  [A comment of a reader:] 

  E   jest   ga  i  đuskao!!! 8 

  INTERJ AUX.3SG  IAC and dance.PTCP 

  ‘He indeed did dance!!! [+IAC effect]’ 

 
5 Source: https://forum.krstarica.com/threads/ko-ce-osvojiti-nba.26708/.  
6 Source: https://www.mozzartsport.com/fudbal/vesti/pretera-ga-sa-metaforom-poraz-od-jermenije-tezak-

kao-11-septembar/200320/o-nama.  
7 Source: https://forum.krstarica.com/threads/dobijanje-radne-boravisne-vize-u-nemackoj.754188/page-372.  
8 Source: https://www.b92.net/sport/komentari.php?nav_id=668557.  
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(16) [a Facebook status with a shared vacation location] 

  Ja   ga  vala  živim 

  I.NOM IAC INTERJ live.1SG 

  ‘I live it up. [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(17) Mnogo ti      dobro  ide   e,    uzivas   ga  600 na sat 

  much  you.DAT.CL  well  go.3SG INTERJ enjoy.2SG IAC 600 on hour.ACC 

  ‘You’re doing really well, you’re really enjoying it. [+IAC effect]’9 
 

(18) [As a comment on a photo displaying a car accident] 

  Ja    nikad ovaj narod    nece      doci   pameti  pa    

  INTERJ never this people.NOM AUX.NEG.FUT.3SG come.INF mind.DAT well  

  gdje  ga  zuris   sunce  ti     jebem.10 

  where IAC hurry.2SG  sun.ACC you.DAT.CL  fuck.1SG 

  ‘These people will never get smarter, well where are you rushing, damn…!? [+IAC  

  effect]’ 

 

The IAC ga can also be used with some typical unaccusatives, such as zahladneti ‘cool down, 

get cold’, as in (19), or zazimiti ‘get wintry’, illustrated in (20). Unaccusatives are diagnosed in 

Serbian by their possibility to be used as participial adjectives, as in the phrase zahladneli 

odnosi ‘chilled relationships’ (see Aljović 2000). Some typical unaccusatives, that is those 

verbs whose internal argument behaves as a Theme, are almost exclusively used in reflexive 

constructions in Serbian, accompanied with the reflexive particle se, naoblačivati se ‘get 

cloudy’, or smračiti se ‘get dark’ (see Miličević 2016 for reflexive unaccusatives in Serbian). 

When used with the IAC ga, the reflexive particle is obligatorily omitted, as in (21) and (22). 

 

(19) [Experiencing enormous coldness outside] 

  Napolju  ga  baš    zahladnelo! (pers. com.) 

  outside  IAC extremely get_cold.PTCP 

  ’It has got extremely cold outside! (+IAC effect)’ 
 

(20) -4.0C  bas    ga  zazimilo    ovog  marta,   ne  secam 

  -4.0C  extremely IAC get_wintry.PTCP this March.GEN  not remember.1SG  

  se   hladnijeg marta11 

  REFL  colder  March.GEN 

’It has got extremely wintry this March, I don’t remember a colder March. 

[+IAC effect]’ 
 

(21) [Looking at the sky:] 

  Naoblačuje   ga! (pers. com.) 

  get_cloudy.3SG IAC 

  ‘It’s getting cloudy! [+IAC effect]’ 
 

 
 9 Source: https://vukajlija.com/forum/teme/18317-kaladont-37?strana=458.   

10Source:https://pages.facebook.com/vatrogasnajedinicaistocnosarajevo/photos/a.1898256416966135/329418

7397373023/?type=3&source=48.   
11 Source: http://www.serbianmeteo.com/forum/index.php?topic=4490.0.  



70  Aleksandra Milosavljević & Stefan Milosavljević 

 

(22) Stiže   nova tura   i   sigurno   jača,   čule     su   se   i     

  arrive.3SG new tour.NOM and certainly  stronger hear.PTCP  AUX REFL and  

rakete,    opasno   ga smračilo,  počinje  kiša   i   grad.12 

rockets.NOM  dangerously IAC darken.PTCP begin.3SG rain.NOM and hail.NOM 

‘The new, even stronger [storm] tour is on the way, the [anti-hail] rockets could also be 

heard, it got extremely dark [+IAC effect], the rain and hail are about to begin.’ 

 

Finally, the IAC ga combines with some other intransitive verbs that are difficult to classify 

with respect to the distinction between unaccusatives and unergatives. We will mention two 

classes which are quite common with the IAC ga. The first one is the class of weather or 

atmospheric verbs such as sevati ‘lighten’ in (23); see also example (56) for the verb grmeti 

‘thunder’. The second class comprises verbs with the cumulative prefix na- ‘on’, which 

contributes the quantitative meaning ‘lot of’, as in (24) and (similar holds for verbs na-grabusiti 

and na-jebati, which are used as synonyms of the verb na-drljati).   

 

(23) UUU  matori    al    ga   seva     negde   na zapadu  od    

  INTERJ old_man.VOC INTERJ IAC lighten.3SG  somewhere on West.LOC from  

  Zemuna 13  

   Zemun.GEN  

  ‘Man, there is a lot of lightning somewhere west of Zemun. [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(24) DIJEGO, SAD SI     GA NADRLJAO!     UEFA   pokrenula   

  Diego.NOM now AUX.2SG  IAC get_into_trouble.PTCP UEFA.NOM  initiate.PTCP  

postupak    protiv  Simeonea.14 

  procedure.ACC  against  Simeone.GEN 

  ‘Diego, you’re in trouble now [+IAC effect]. UEFA has initiated procedure against  

  Simeone.’ 

 

In sum, we have shown that, in the right context, the IAC ga can be used with any type of verb 

(transitive, unergative, unaccusative). As we will see in section 4, the necessary condition for 

felicitously using ga is that the DO position is not filled by some other object. In addition, the 

context supporting the use of the IAC ga must be consistent with the nature of the referent of 

this pronoun, as elaborated in section 5.  

 

 

4. The IAC ga as an internal argument 

 

In this section, we argue that the IAC ga is generated in the DO position. The evidence comes 

from its complementary distribution with other accusative NPs and clitics. We follow a neo-

constructionist perspective, according to which the same verb (or the same root, depending on 

the approach) can participate in different event schemas, which are in turn reflected in different 

 
12 Source: http://www.serbianmeteo.com/forum/index.php?topic=4248.300.  
13 Source: https://twitter.com/ciriloimetotije.  
14 Source: https://informer.rs/sport/fudbal/422372/dijego-sad-nadrljao-uefa-pokrenula-postupak-protiv-

simeonea.  
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argument realizations (e.g. Borer 2005; Harley 2005; Ramchand 2008; Mateu & Acedo-

Matellán 2012; Levin 2017; Levin & Krejci 2019).15 

 As we have seen in the previous section, the IAC ga can be used with some typical transitive 

verbs. In such cases, it is always in complementary distribution with the verb’s object. This is 

an argument in favor of the analysis that the IAC ga is generated in the DO position, rather than 

being an expletive pronoun or a particle.  

 

(25) a. Pera   ga  je    baš  zakomplikovao. 

   Pera.NOM IAC AUX.3SG  exactly make_complicated.PTCP 

   ‘Pera really complicated it. [+IAC effect]’ 
   

  b. Pera   je    baš  zakomplikovao    svoj    život. 

   Pera.NOM AUX.3SG  exactly make_complicated.PTCP POSS.REFL life.ACC 

   ‘Pera really complicated his own life.’    
 

  c. Pera   (*ga) je    baš  zakomplikovao    sve /   posao /  

   Pera.NOM    IAC AUX.3SG  exactly make_complicated.PTCP all.ACC job.ACC 

   svoj    život. 

   POSS.REFL  life.ACC 

   ‘Pera really complicated everything / the job / his own life.’  

 

When the IAC ga is used with transitive verbs such as zakomplikovati, ubosti, etc., we assume 

for convenience a standard structure like (26), with a DO base-generated in the Spec, vP16 

(following  Perelstvaig 1999, 2000).17 

 

(26)  [AspP … [VoiceP (Agent) [Voice’ Voice° [vP DO / IAC ga [v’ v°]]]]] 

 

When used with typical unergative verbs, the IAC ga cannot be combined with accusative 

Cognate Objects in Serbian,  đuskati (đus) ’dance (a dance)’, plesati (ples) ’dance a dance’, 

živeti život ’live (a life)’, etc. (for an overview of Cognate Objects in Serbian, see Marelj 2016). 

The example in (27) shows that the verb đuskati can be used without a DO, as in (27a), with an 

accusative Cognate Object, as in (27b), or with the IAC ga, as illustrated in (27c), but, crucially 

— the sentence is ungrammatical if both the Cognate Object and the IAC ga are used, as shown 

in (27d).    

 

(27) a. Pera   đuska   ∅.     b. Pera   đuska   đus.     

       Pera.NOM dance.3SG       Pera.NOM dance.3SG  dance.ACC   

   ‘Pera is dancing.’         ‘Pera is dancing a  dance.’    
 

 
15 Our approach is also compatible with more radical constructional approaches (e.g. Goldberg 2006; Croft 

2012). 
16 With Harley (2013), we use the projection vP as a verbalizing projection, separating it from the agent-

introducing VoiceP.  
17 What is usually assumed by ‘Direct Object’ may occupy different syntactic positions in more fine-grained 

representations, depending on the thematic role and/or the verb class (see in particular Borer 2005; Ramchand 

2008, 2013). Crucial for our purposes is that regardless of how this notion is defined, the IAC ga behaves 

syntactically in the same way as ‘regular’ DOs: it behaves as a vP internal argument rather than a high evaluative 

pronoun (or a particle). 
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     c. Pera   ga  đuska.     d. Pera     (*ga) đuska   đus. 

   Pera.NOM IAC dance.3SG     Pera.NOM IAC dance.3SG dance.ACC 

‘Pera is dancing. [+ IAC effect]’   ‘Pera is dancing a dance [+IAC effect].’ 

 

Tenny (1994:38–40) argues that Cognate Objects perform a measuring-out role, which is a role 

shared with other DOs. She observes that cognates are used with typical intransitive unergative 

verbs which otherwise describe non-delimited events (compare (28a) with (28b) from Tenny 

(1994:39). With Massam (1990), Tenny states that Cognate Objects only occur with verbs that 

do not have an affected or measuring argument in their basic sense, and states that this state of 

affairs follows from the constraint that there can only be one measuring argument for each event 

described by a verb. Similarly, Perelstvaig (1999) shows that in Russian, accusative Cognate 

Objects behave exactly the same as other accusative objects,  in performing the measuring-out 

role, as shown by the possibility to combine with time-span adverbials (i.e., counterparts of 

English in-adverbials), just as in English, see (29) from Perelstvaig (1999:276–277).  

 

(28) a. Josie danced (for an hour / *in an hour). 

b. Mary danced a silly dance (in five minutes / for five minutes). 
 

(29) a. *Oni   tancujut  za pjat’ minut. 

     they.NOM dance.3PL in five minutes 

   ‘*They dance in five minutes.’ 
 

  b. Oni   tancujut  svoj tanec   za pjat’ minut. 

   they.NOM dance.3PL own dance.ACC in five minutes 

   ‘They dance their dance in five minutes.’ 

 

Following the argumentation in Tenny (1994) and Pereltsvaig (1999) on the argument status of 

(accusative) Cognate Objects, the impossibility to use the IAC on a par with such objects 

strongly indicates their complementary distribution. This, in turn, suggests that the IAC ga 

occupies the DO position, which is the position of an affected argument. It contributes 

affectedness18 in that it brings or enhances transitivity (just as other DOs), delimits the event 

and marks the situation as specific, hence salient/individuated, despite referring to an abstract 

object (in the sense of Asher 1993, 2000) such as TS (see section 5 for a detailed discussion of 

its referential properties).  

 A potential objection to relying on the complementary distribution of the IAC ga and 

Cognate Objects as evidence for their DO status is that both elements bring expressivity, hence 

their combination is simply not natural rather than being structurally blocked. If so, we would 

expect that ga also fails to combine with other evaluative expressions. However, the IAC ga 

combines well with such expressions,  evaluative manner adverbials, as illustrated in (30), or 

instrumental Cognate Objects, which act as modifiers/adjuncts (cf. Pereltsviag 1999; Marelj 

2016), as shown in (31). Note that instrumental Cognate Objects, as manner modifiers, can also 

 
18 The notion of affectedness has been used to define Direct Objecthood and transitivization patterns in various 

approaches (e.g. Hopper & Thomson 1980; Jackendoff 1990; Dowty 1991; Næss 2004; Anderson 2006; Gardelle 

2007; von Heusinger & Kaiser 2011; Mondorf 2016). Specifically, the affectedness reflects some more primitive 

properties such as aspectual influence of the (accusative) DO cross-linguistically (e.g. delimitation, telicity, 

scalarity, change of state, measuring-out, see Tenny 1994; Beavers 2011; Kagan 2020), or salience/individuation, 

which is in turn reflected via referentiality and animacy (the more referential and animate the entity, the more 

affected it is) (e.g. Hopper & Thomson 1980; Næss 2004; Gardelle 2011; Mondorf 2016). 
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be combined with accusative DOs, including accusative Cognate Objects, as shown in example 

(32) from Serbian (Marelj 2016:171).  

 

(30) Pera   ga  živi  vrhunski!     

  Pera.NOM IAC live.3SG superbly        

  ‘Pera lives superbly! [+IAC effect]’     
 

(31) Pera   ga  živi  vrhunskim  životom! 

  Pera.NOM IAC live.3SG superb   life.INS 

  ‘Pera lives a superb life! [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(32) Odlučio   je    da   živi   život  životom filmske zvezde. 

  decide.PTCP AUX.3SG  COMP  live.3SG  life.ACC life.INS movie star.GEN 

  ‘He decided to live the life of a movie star.’ 

 

Assuming that all unergative verbs have an underlying object position (e.g. Burzio 1986; 

Rothstein 1992; Hale & Keyser 2002; Armstrong 2016; see also Marelj 2016 for a detailed 

discussion), we can represent their structure as in (33). The DO position can be occupied by an 

unspecified object (see Mittwoch 2005; Armstrong 2016)19, by a Cognate Object, or by the IAC 

ga, which follows from the fact that they are in complementary distribution. The different status 

of these three objects with respect to referentiality will be discussed in detail in section 6.  

 

(33) [AspP … [VoiceP (Agent) [Voice’ Voice° [vP ∅ / Cognate_Object / IAC ga [v’ v°]]]]] 

 

Let us now turn to the analysis of the IAC ga with typical unaccusative verbs, in particular 

degree achievements (DAs) — a class of gradable predicates among unaccusatives exemplified 

by the verb zahladneti ‘get cold’ in (35). It is typically assumed that in unaccusative 

constructions, the underlyingly internal argument surfaces in the subject position, and the 

structure they are generated in lacks the VoiceP, see (34a). In (35), the subject is a covert 

pronoun akin to the English ‘dummy’ subject it (note that Serbian is a pro-drop language). We 

assume that the ‘dummy’/expletive subject with meteorological predicates is referential, 

following, among others, Bolinger (1973), Langacker (2007, 2011), and Levin & Krejci (2019).  

 

(34) a. [AspP … [vP (Theme) [v’ v°]]] 

  b. [AspP … [vP pro [v’ zahladneti ]]] 
 

(35) Al’  je    zahladnelo!   

  INTERJ AUX.3SG  get_cold.PTCP 

    ‘It has got cold.’ 

 

When used with unaccusative verbs, as in (36), the clitic ga has a transitivizing effect, and the 

event is construed as including the affected TS. In this type of construction, the referent of the 

covert subject situation pronoun is construed as an Initiator, which triggers (or initiates) the 

affectedness of the situation, as represented in (37). Strictly speaking, then, the construction 

comprising an unaccusative verb and the IAC ga is not unaccusative anymore: it is a transitive 

(causative) construction.  

 
19 In many analyses, including Armstrong (2016), the null (bare noun) object undergoes incorporation into the 

verb. We do not pursue this issue here in detail, since it is not directly relevant for our analysis.   
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(36) Al’  ga  je    zahladnelo!   

    INTERJ IAC AUX.3SG  get_cold.PTCP 

    ‘It has got cold. [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(37) a. [AspP … [VoiceP (Initiator) [Voice’ Voice° [vP IAC ga [v’ v°]]]]] 

  b. [AspP … [VoiceP pro [Voice’ Voice° [vP ga [v’ zahladneti ]]]]] 

 

Cross-linguistically, it is not surprising that unaccusative verbs can be used in different event 

schemas, e.g. in the inchoative/causative alternation, with unaccusatives and causatives 

‘sharing’ the same verb, or in various cases when the same verb is used in an unaccusative or 

an unergative construction, depending on the type of construction it appears in (e.g. Ramchand 

2013; Levin & Krejci 2019). For instance, according to Levin & Krejci (2019), the verb rain in 

(38a) is used in an unergative construction (the ‘substance emission event structure’), as 

evidenced by the possibility that it takes a Cognate Object, whereas in (38b), the same verb is 

used in an unaccusative construction (the ‘directed motion event structure’).  

 

(38) a. It rained (a light rain / sulfuric acid). 

  b. A light rain rained from the sky. 

 

Another example comes from the English ‘equivalent’ of the IAC ga — the so-called pseudo-

object ‘dummy’ it (see section 3). Building on Salkoff (1988), Mondorf (2016:82–83) analyzes 

the unaccusative verb move (in (39)) as appearing in different transitive (causative) 

constructions — with the ‘dummy’ it (40a), the way-construction (40b) or the reflexive (40c). 

 

(39) The water was two feet deep at the treetrunk ... Move! he yelled. 
 

(40) a. Hurry up! Tom yelled from the living room a couple of days later. Move it, Judy … 

   You can’t be late at your own reception. 

  b. They run in laughing — Amy closing the door behind them as Virgil moves his way 

   into the center of the room.  

  c. From the bunk below him Rod Porter grunted and turned over, as if to resume the  

   peaceful sleep from which he’d just been disturbed. Move yourself, Porter … 

 

We have seen in section 2 that evaluative dative clitics can be combined with other types of 

dative cltics, which suggests that they are generated in different syntactic positions.20 The IAC 

ga, on the other hand, never combines with other accusative clitics, including the reflexive clitic 

se, which we take as evidence that they compete for the same position. Namely, just as the IAC 

ga, the reflexive se can be used with different classes of verbs in Serbian, including 

unaccusatives (see Miličević 2016). One such example is provided in (41): while the sentence 

is grammatical with both the reflexive (41a) and the IAC ga (41b), the combination of the two 

clitics is infelicitous, as illustrated in (41c). While the exact analysis of the reflexive se is very 

much subject to debate (see in particular Miličević 2016), there are arguments in favor of 

analyzing the reflexive clitic as base-generated in the DO position. First, it takes the accusative 

 
20 We adopt the view that pronominal clitics in Serbian are generated in separate maximal projections (e.g. 

Bošković 2002, 2016) low in the structure – in the vP itself (from where they move to the AgrP, or AspP, to 

receive/check the Case). For the low position of Serbian clitics, see e.g. Stjepanović (1998), with arguments based 

on the vP-ellipsis; for an overview of different approaches to Slavic clitics, see Franks (2010). 
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case (compare the accusative reflexive clitic se with the dative reflexive clitic si), and is 

clustered with other clitics in the same way as other accusative clitics (Progovac 1996:422). 

Secondly, the verb with the reflexive se in Serbian never takes another accusative object, which 

implies that they occupy the same underlying position. The second argument is empirically 

supported by the fact that among the 5.300 most frequent Serbo-Croatian verbs (from 

Arsenijević et al. in prep.), there are no verbs that take both the reflexive se and the accusative 

object. 

 

(41) a. Napolju se         baš  smračilo.   

   outside REFL.ACC  exactly get_dark.PTCP     

   ‘It has got extremely dark outside.’  
   

  b. Napolju ga  baš  smračilo. 

   outside IAC exactly get_dark.PTCP 

   ‘It has got extremely dark outside. [+IAC effect]’ 
 

      c. Napolju (*ga       se)  /  (*se     ga) baš  smračilo. 

   outside    IAC  REFL.ACC   REFL.ACC IAC exactly get_dark.PTCP 

 

In this section, we have shown that the IAC ga is generated in the DO position since it is in 

complementary distribution with other accusative NPs and clitics. When used with unergative 

and unaccusative verbs, the IAC ga has a transitivizing effect: the relevant event is construed 

as referring to the affected situation, which is specific and topical. In other words, the IAC ga 

contributes affectedness of the relevant TS in that it brings or enhances transitivity (just as other 

DOs), delimits the event and marks the situation as specific, hence salient/individuated, despite 

referring to an abstract object such as TS. In the next section, we turn to a detailed discussion 

of such a referent. 

 

 

5. The specific Topic Situation as a referent of the IAC ga 

 

As an argument pronominal clitic in the position of the DO, the IAC ga is expected to be 

referential, and as a referential pronominal clitic, it is expected to have a discourse-topical 

referent (cf. Cardinaletti & Starke 1999). In this section, we argue that the IAC ga is indeed 

referential and that it refers to the (epistemically) specific TS. Before presenting  arguments for 

our claim in subsection 5.2, we first introduce the notion of Topic Situation in subsection 5.1.  

 

 

5.1. The Topic Situation 

 

The notion of Topic Situation, as a situation the relevant sentence is about, is usually attributed 

to Austin (1950), and it has received particular prominence in the Situation Semantics since the 

work of Barwise & Perry (1983) (see Kratzer 2007/2021 for a recent overview). One typical 

example illustrating the relevance of TS which is often cited in the literature is shown in (42) 

(originally provided by Barwise & Etchemedy (1987:122), and subsequently discussed in 

Schwarz 2009:92–93; Kratzer 2007/2021:sect. 3). In the described scenario, a person stating 

Claire has the three of clubs would be wrong on the Austinian account, even if Claire had the 

three of clubs across town. The example is meant to illustrate that whether the proposition 
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described by the sentence is true or false depends, among other things, on what situation the 

sentence is about.  

 

(42) We might imagine, for example, that there are two card games going on, one across 

town from the other: Max is playing cards with Emily and Sophie, and Claire is playing 

cards with Dana. Suppose someone watching the former game mistakes Emily for 

Claire, and claims that Claire has the three of clubs.  

 

Recently, the TS has proved useful in syntactic and semantic analyses of various phenomena 

— tense and aspect (Maienborn 2005a), quantification and definiteness (Schwarz 2009), 

subordinate clauses (Arsenijević 2021). However, it is a subject of debate whether TSs should 

be syntactically represented, or they are just ‘unarticulated constituents’ (in the sense of 

Recanati 2002). Among others, Kratzer (2007/2021), Schwarz (2009), Ramchand (2014, 2018), 

Ramchand & Svenonius (2014), Arsenijević (2021) argue for a TS as a proper syntactic entity, 

with its syntactic relevance receiving support also from the online processing experiments (see 

Frazier & Clifton 2018; Schwarz 2019; Grubic & Wierzba 2021).  

 Extending Klein’s (1994) notion of the Topic (Reference/Assertion) Time, which mediates 

between the event domain and the Utterance Time, to the TS, Ramchand (2014:110) proposes 

that the T(ense) head combines with the TS and establishes a relationship between it and the 

Utterance Situation (similarly in Ramchand 2018:175; Ramchand & Svenonius 2014). This 

basically means that the TS is hosted in the projection responsible for the grammatical aspect 

(AspP) (see also Maienborn 2005a). It is important to note that the AspP itself is agnostic with 

respect to the (un)specificity and (in)definiteness of a Topic Time (Klein 1995:691) — the 

speaker can relate their claim to both specific and nonspecific TSs (cf. Maienborn 2005a:169). 

 Following Kratzer (2007/2021), Schwarz (2009:sect. 4.1.1) proposes to derive the TS from 

the Question Under Discussion (QUD). The TS based on the QUD is the unique actual situation 

(or the sum of all situations) that exemplifies the question extension (Schwarz 2009:144). 

Schwarz argues that representing the TS syntactically proves useful in explaining the domain 

in which weak definites and quantificational determiners are interpreted. For example, in (43), 

the weak definite (the winner) is interpreted relative to the TS derived from the relevant QUD 

(see Schwarz 2009 for a detailed technical implementation).  

 

(43) (QUD: What did the players do at the end of the game?) 

 Hans took a picture of the winner.  

 

In this paper, we assume with Klein (1994, 1995), Maienborn (2005a) and Ramchand (2014) 

that the AspP is a locus of the TS. Specifically, we propose that the TS is generated in the Spec, 

AspP (as suggested in Ramchand & Svenonius 2014:163), but moves to the Spec, TopicP if the 

TS acts as a topic of a given sentence, that is, if the relevant sentence receives a thetic 

interpretation (with pros as a subject of predication), as represented in (44). This is in line with 

Basilico (2003), for whom the TopicP hosts a pro that saturates the event argument under the 

thetic interpretation.21 The movement to the Spec, TopicP is responsible for the 

 
21 The TopicP in the sense described above closely matches several other projections argued for in the literature 

to perform similar (or identical) functions. For instance, the projection E(vent)P (generated immediately above the 

TP), which hosts an event argument (in the sense of Borer 2005, 2010), has been proposed in Progovac (1998) to 

host the event/situation pronoun to in Serbian (to be introduced shortly below). According to Hinterhölzl (2019), 

the FinP, the lowest projection in the C-domain (immediately above the T-domain), which acts as a close correlate 
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specificity/definiteness of the TS (see, e.g., Erteschik-Shir 1997; Aboh 2010; Jiménez‐

Fernández & Spyropoulos 2013, and references cited therein, for arguments that topicalization 

licenses definiteness/specificity effects). The TS pronoun is usually null (hence labeled pros in 

(44)), but some demonstratives can also represent specific TSs, as we will see below (cf. 

examples (49–52)).  

 

(44) [TopicP pros [Topic’ Topic° [TP  (Subject) [T’ T° [AspP pros [Asp’ Asp° [VoiceP … [vP …]]]]]]]] 

 

In the majority of languages, TSs are often non-overt, but there are some cues that help identify 

them.22 For instance, Klein (2008) differentiates external and internal ‘tools’ for identifying 

TSs. The external ones include directly experienced situational identification, as in (45), the 

identification by text structure principles, as in (46), or by an explicit question, as in (47). The 

internal cues include word order (the TS identifiers come first), intonation, some particles, 

inflectional morphology (e.g. tense marking), topic drop, etc. We will briefly illustrate those 

internal identifiers that will be most important for our analysis. Among typical ‘introducers’ of 

the TS are the ‘topic time’ and the ‘topic place’, also analyzed in the literature as frame-setting 

adverbials (e.g. Maienborn 2005b; Frazier & Clifton 2018; Schwarz 2019), as in (48). In 

addition, the topical subject also contributes to the identity of the TS. 

 

(45) [Event on soccer field] Offside! 
 

(46) We arrived around 10. Mary opened the kitchen door. The light was on. 
 

(47) What did you notice? The light was on. 
 

(48) On Jan. 29th in Bergen, it was snowing. 

 

The role of the TS identifiers can be performed by ‘expletives’ like es in (49) from German, 

which are proposed to be a sort of anaphorical element taking up an externally identified TS 

(Klein 2008:301; see also Klein 2006).  

 

(49) a. Es   hat    jemand    angerufen. 

   it.NOM AUX.3SG  someone.NOM call.PTCP 

   ‘Someone (has) called.’ 

      

  b. Es   war     das   Licht   an.  

   it.nom COP.PST.3SG ART.DEF light.NOM on 

   ‘The light was on.’ 

 

Similarly, in Serbian, demonstrative pronouns can refer to the TS, as in (50–52). Their use is 

optional, and is usually exploited as a means for a situational identification of a TS. Namely, 

they are used to refer to a specific TS, where the specific entity should be broadly understood 

 
of Kiss’s (1996) RefP, is responsible for referential anchoring of the TS. Finally, the TopicP is also a close analog 

of the SubjP in the sense of Cardinaletti (2004), which hosts the subject of predication (where, e.g., Bentley & 

Cruschina (2018) place a TS pronoun). Note though that there are approaches according to which the TP itself 

hosts a TS pronoun (e.g. Sluckin 2021).  
22 There are, however, languages that employ grammaticalized means that indicate the syntactic reality of Topic 

Situations. For instance, Switch-Reference in the North American language Kiowa is signaled by the same or 

different marking at the juncture of two clauses depending on whether the (Topic) Situation is the same or different 

(McKenzie 2015). 
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as an entity epistemically available to the speaker (or the secondary speaker in indirect 

statements) (see von Heusinger 2002, 2011 for a discussion of specificity along these lines). 

For instance, in (50), the situation is anchored relative to the speaker’s spatio-temporal 

coordinates (‘here and now’). In (51), the relevant situation is identified as perceivable by the 

speaker at a certain distance. The pronoun to in (52) refers to the past situation introduced in 

the narrative which is directly witnessed by the speaker (= narrator in this case) (see also 

Progovac 1998, 2005, for an analysis of to as a situational/event pronoun in Serbian).  

 

(50) Jel’ ovo pada  kiša,   ili  mi    se  pričinjava? 

  Q  this fall.3SG rain.NOM or  I.DAT.CL  REFL appear.3SG 

  ’Is it raining or does it just seem so to me?’ 
 

(51) Ono Marko   silazi    s  brda. 

  that Marko.NOM get_off.3SG  from hill.GEN 

  ’That’s Marko coming from the hill!’ 
 

(52) Idemo juče   Mika   i  ja   kroz  šumu. 

  go.1PL yesterday Mika.NOM and I.NOM through woods.ACC 

  Odjednom,  to  ne  da   je    počelo  da   grmi!   

  suddenly that not COMP  AUX.3SG  start.PTCP COMP  thunder.3SG 

’Yesterday, Mika and I were walking through the woods. Suddenly, it started to thunder!’ 

 

 

5.2. The specific Topic Situation is a referent of the IAC ga 

 

In this subsection, we provide arguments for analyzing the IAC ga as referring to the 

definite/specific TS and hence co-referring with the TS pronoun sitting in the TopicP.  

 First, in all the examples with the IAC ga, the situation itself is topical: the sentence is ‘about’ 

a specific situation in a way reminiscent of thetic judgments. Specifically, we follow the 

assumption that thetic judgmenets, like [What’s up?] Pablo is sick, are not topicless, but ‘about’ 

the actual TS (Maienborn 2005a; Bentley & Cruschina 2018; Hinterhölzl 2019; Sluckin 2021; 

Sluckin et al. 2021, a.o.). The IAC ga most typically occurs in those environments in which the 

TS is identified by the immediate context (i.e. the preceding discourse, directly experienced by 

the speaker, etc.). This is usually accompanied by the TS identifiers such as ‘frame-setting’ 

adverbials (e.g. the spatial adverbial ovde ‘here’ in (53)), or some kind of expressive (e.g. the 

interjection vala in (54)), etc.  

 

(53) [The speaker laying on the beach:] 

Ovde  ga  baš  upeklo.     

here  IAC exactly get_hot.PTCP 

  ‘It has got extremely hot here. [+IAC effect]’ 
 

(54) [A comment on a photo from the beach (Facebook)] 

Ti    ga  vala   živiš!  

you.NOM IAC INTERJ live.2SG 

‘You live it up! [+IAC effect]’ 

 

With Maienborn (2005a), we assume that the speaker’s restriction of their claim to a specific 

TS makes sense if the context supports some TS contrast along a spatial, temporal, or epistemic 
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dimension, with the latter leading to the so-called discovery interpretation. For a situation 

described in (55), both the version without the IAC ga and the one with this clitic are suitable 

to describe the TS at hand. However, the version with the IAC ga is more marked and is only 

suitable under the discovery interpretation — in (55) encountering a friend who lies relaxed 

and is drinking wine at a specific time and place — and without commitment to ascribing some 

general property to the subject referent that goes beyond the described situation. On the other 

hand, the version without ga, as an unmarked one, is suitable for both the specific TS at hand, 

but also as a more general statement about the subject referent (when enjoyment is presented 

as a characteristic property of the subject referent).  

 

(55) [Looking at the friend who lies reclining in an armchair and drinking wine.] 

  a.  Ti    uživaš!       b. Ti    ga  uživaš!    

   you.NOM enjoy.2SG       you.NOM IAC enoy.2SG 

   ‘You are enjoying!’         ‘You are enjoying it! [+IAC effect]’ 

 

Secondly, the IAC ga naturally co-occurs with the situational (nominative) demonstrative 

pronoun to ‘that’ in (56a), where both the demonstrative and the IAC ga resemble ‘dummy’ 

pronouns in the sense that the basic (propositional) meaning of a sentence would be the same 

if only one of them, or neither of the two, were used. As we have seen in subsection 5.1, the 

demonstrative to serves to indicate an epistemically specific TS. Assuming that the pronoun to 

sits in the TopicP, the IAC ga is accidentally co-referential with this pronoun, since they pick 

out the same discourse referent — the TS itself. 

 

(56) a. To  ne  da   ga  grmi    napolju! 

   that not COMP  IAC thunder.3SG outside 

’How it thunders out there! [+IAC effect]’ 
 

b. To   ne  da   grmi    napolju! 

   that  not COMP  thunder.3SG outside 

’How it thunders out there!’ 
 

c. Ne   da   ga  grmi    napolju! 

   not  COMP  IAC thunder.3SG outside 

’How it thunders out there! [+IAC effect]’ 
 

d. Ne   da   grmi    napolju! 

   not  COMP  thunder.3SG outside 

’How it thunders out there!’ 

 

The specific thundering-situation in (56) can be referred to in four ways: with both to and ga 

(56a), with only one overt TS pronoun (to in (56b), ga in (56c), or without an overt marker (but 

with its specificity recoverable from the context). The motivation behind these four options lies 

in a different degree of markedness of these constructions with respect to the specificity and 

the affectedness. Namely, the nominative TS pronoun to marks only specificity, while the IAC 

ga marks affectedness and presupposes specificity, thus co-referring with a TS pronoun sitting 

in the TopicP. Although the TS may remain null by default when the context is sufficiently 

supportive for identifying the TS (as in (56d)), the overt TS like to (in (56b)) comes in handy 

as a means of (potential) disambiguation and/or emphasis. Using the version with the IAC ga 

(56c), on the other hand, is the only way to convey affectedness of the TS. Finally, the 
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combination of to and ga serves to foreground both the specificity and affectedness of the TS. 

Since such a configuration is highly marked, it usually induces additional pragmatic effects of 

high emphasis (which are discussed in detail in section 6).  

 
pro TS pronoun to IAC ga 

+ specific + specific + specific 

  + affected 

            default/neutral           <                 marked                        <               most_marked 

 

Table 3. TS marking w.r.t. the specificity and the affectedness 

 

The third argument in support of the IAC ga as a situation pronoun comes from its 

morphological makeup. Namely, the featural configuration [3rd[sing[neut[pron]]]] is the 

morphologically least marked set of features (e.g. Harley & Ritter 2002) and is characteristic 

of situation-referring pronouns (e.g. Klein 2006, 2008 for German; Langacker 2007, 2011 for 

English). Why is a personal pronoun, rather than a demonstrative, used to refer to the affected 

TS? Following Gardelle (2011:174, and references therein), personal pronouns are default 

thematic pronouns.  

 As an aside, note that there is a strong intuition among some Serbian speakers (including the 

authors of the paper) that the IAC ga, when combined with unergative verbs such as živeti ‘to 

live’, đuskati/plesati ‘to dance’, serves as some kind of pronominal Cognate Object, that is, its 

referent is the entity (i.e. the event) denoted by the verb, similarly to the use of a Cognate Object 

(e.g. to live a/the life, to dance a/the dance). This intuition is expected under our analysis, since 

events are essential parts of TSs (see Ramchand & Svenonious 2014 for a discussion), and the 

referent of the IAC ga is a TS which comprises specific spatio-temporal coordinates the relevant 

event takes place in.  

 

 

6. From syntax to pragmatics: The IAC ga and markedness 

 

In previous sections, we have analyzed constructions with the IAC ga as more marked than 

ones without this clitic. In this section, we examine the pragmatic effect of intensification 

associated with the IAC ga. We argue that this markedness is responsible for pragmatic 

intensification effects that this clitic typically induces. Specifically, the intensification effect 

emerges due to the M-principle (in the sense of Levinson 2000), which relies on the mapping 

between the marked form and the marked meaning, in the sense that the marked form implies 

the marked meaning. In the case at hand, the marked form corresponds to constructions with 

the IAC ga (in comparison to those without the IAC ga), while the marked meaning corresponds 

to the intensified meaning (in comparison to ‘regular’, typical, or neutral meaning), as 

summarized in table 4. The marked meaning always presupposes a scalar property and picks 

out the high(est) values on a (non-binary) scale. Since the high(est) values on a scale universally 

receive prominence, this yields the pragmatic effect of intensification (cf. Beltrama & Trotzke 

2019). 
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Form meaning 

unmarked constructions without the IAC ga ‘regular’, typical, or neutral meaning 

 

marked 

 

constructions with the IAC ga 

intensified meaning along some available 

gradable property (e.g. manner, result, duration) 

 

Table 4. Marked form and marked meaning 

 

Before moving to the discussion of concrete examples and how the M-principle is employed in 

them, let us additionally motivate the markedness hierarchies of constructions the IAC ga 

appears in (cf. also table 3). Observe first unergative constructions, repeated for convenience 

in (57) from (27) above.  

 

(57) a. Pera   đuska   ∅.      b. Pera   đuska   đus.    

       Pera.NOM dance.3SG        Pera. NOM dance.3SG  dance.ACC   

   ‘Pera is dancing.’          ‘Pera is dancing a dance.’ 
 

  c. Pera   ga  đuska. 

   Pera.NOM IAC dance.3SG 

   ‘Pera is dancing. [+IAC effect]’ 

 

As discussed in section 4, the DO position can be occupied by an unspecified object (labeled 

∅) (57a), by a cognate object (57b), or by the IAC ga (57c). These three types of objects are 

ranked by their argument structure and referentiality as summarized in table 5: the zero marked 

form (∅), being a bare null argument, is the least marked, and it lacks any referential capacity 

whatsoever, while the IAC ga is the most marked by virtue of referring to the specific TS, 

specifying it as affected (see section 5.2).   

 

DO = Ø DO = đus DO = IAC ga 

null bare noun argument (in the 

sense of Armstrong 2016) 

Cognate Object: NP, not a true referential 

argument (following Ramchand 2008:96) 

clitic (referring to the 

specific TS) 

 Ø_N              <  Cognate Object         <  IAC ga 

 

Table 5. Markedness hierarchy (1) 

 

Now we move to the two constructions with prototypical unnaccusative verbs — one ‘regular’, 

and the other one ‘transitivized’ by the IAC ga, exemplified in (58–59), repeated from (35–36): 

 

(58) Al’   je    zahladnelo!        

  INTERJ  AUX.3SG  get_cold.PTCP          

    ‘It has got cold.’   
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(59) Al’   ga  je    zahladnelo!   

  INTERJ  IAC AUX.3SG  get_cold.PTCP 

  ‘It has got cold. [+IAC effect]’ 

     

These two constructions with the same unaccusative verb form a hierarchy as shown in table 6. 

In short, the version with the IAC ga is more marked with respect to the affectedness, 

referentiality and topicality, since it ‘transitivizes’ ‘regular’ unaccusatives and refers to a 

specific TS.  

 

 unaccusatives  ‘transitivized’ unaccusatives  

pro: Theme (internal argument) pro: Initiator (external argument) 

  IAC ga: Theme (internal argument) 

 unaccusatives       <   ‘transitivized’ unaccusatives 

 

Table 6. Markedness hierarchy (2) 

 

Let us now turn to concrete examples of pragmatic effects of intensification in the presence of 

the IAC ga. Unergatives are typically based on manner roots, which specify a manner of 

carrying out an action, e.g. laugh, run (see Rappaport Hovav & Levin 2010; Rappaport Hovav 

2014, 2017). The manner component provides a default scale available for intensification when 

the IAC ga is used with such verbs. Such a scale is based on the conceptual gradability in the 

sense of McNally (2017), according to which eventualities can be ordered to reflect the degree 

to which each one qualifies as a prototypical event in the denotation of a given verbal predicate. 

For instance, in (60), the most salient pragmatic enrichment is that the manner of Pera’s dancing 

goes beyond an average, typical dancing, i.e. he is dancing like a professional. However, some 

other intensification effects are also available, for instance that the duration of his dance exceeds 

the standard of an average dancing. 

 

(60) [Context: Directly observing Pera’s dancing] 

Pera   ga  đuska.    

       Pera.NOM IAC dance.3SG          

       ‘Pera is dancing [+IAC effect: like a professional].’ 

 

Unaccusatives are typically built on the so-called scalar/result roots, which encode a scale 

and/or a result state, e.g. empty, fill (see Rappaport Hovav & Levin 2010; Rappaport Hovav 

2014, 2017). When used with such verbs, the IAC ga most typically triggers the intensification 

effect along the result scale provided by the verbal root. For instance, (61) strongly implies that 

it is cold to a higher degree in comparison to the expected, standard coldness.  

 

(61) Zahladnelo  ga. 

  get_cold.PTCP IAC 

  ‘It has got [+IAC effect: extremely] cold.’ 
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The pragmatic inference of intensification that may be induced by the IAC ga is often made 

explicit by using the intensifying particle baš ‘exactly’ (e.g. 62–63), or some other intensifiers 

(e.g. kako ‘how’, or the interjecation al(a), which is used to indicate a high degree). This 

indicates that the intensification effect is not semantically encoded in the IAC ga.  

 

(62) Pera    ga   baš  đuska!       

  Pera.NOM IAC  exactly dance.3SG         

  ‘How is Pera just dancing!’         
 

(63) Baš  ga  je    zahladnelo!  

  exactly IAC AUX.3SG  get_cold.PTCP 

  ‘It has got extremely cold.’ 

 

An argument in favor of treating the intensification effect triggered by the IAC ga as an 

implicature (rather than a semantic entailment) comes from the fact that a gradable property 

associated with a given verbal predicate only enables the intensification to emerge, but does not 

impose it. This is clear in examples like (64), where the adverbial malo ‘little’ is perfectly 

compatible with the IAC ga.  

 

(64) Malo ga  zahladnelo. 

  little IAC get_cold.PTCP 

  ‘It has got a little colder.’ 

 

An additional argument for the intensification effect as a pragmatic enrichment comes from 

those examples where there is no prominent gradable property provided by the verbal predicate, 

as in (65). The verb zaspati ‘to fall asleep’ does not provide a suitable gradable property, hence 

there is no pragmatic effect of intensification.  

 

(65) [In a situation when the earthquake is announced/expected] 

Ko   da  ga  zaspi     noćas?!  

who COMP  IAC fall_asleep.3SG tonight 

‘Who can fall asleep tonight.’ 

 

To briefly sum up this section, we have shown that intensification effects associated with the 

IAC ga emerge when the verb provides a gradable property due to the Levinson’s (2000) M-

principle, which says that a marked form (the IAC ga construction) implies a marked meaning 

(the intensification). As a pragmatic enrichment, the intensification effect can be canceled or 

may not be induced at all. What remains constant is the core contribution of this clitic: marking 

affectedness of a specific TS. 

 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

In this paper, we have argued that the IAC ga in Serbian is an ordinary accusative clitic pronoun 

— and not an evaluative one. Specifically, we have shown that this clitic is generated in the DO 

position (since it is in complementary distribution with other accusative internal arguments), 

contributing to the affectedness of a specific TS. The intensification effect emerges 
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pragmatically as an M-implicature (in the sense of Levinson 2000) which exploits the gradable 

properties of the verbal predicate. 
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