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0. Introduction
So-calledexistentialphrases,i.e.,phraseswhichexpresstheexistenceofsome

referentviaaspecializedconstruction（sometimeswithaspecialexistential

verb）,typologicallypresentseveralpropertieswhichmarkthesetypesof

clausesasstructurallyatypical,givenwhatisknownaboutthepropertiesof

morestereotypical“intransitive”and“transitive”clauses.InEnglish,theexis-

tentialclausethereis（oritscontractedvariantthere’s）isnoexceptiontothe

clausetype’stendencytoexhibitanumberofunusualstructuralandsemantic

characteristics,whichincludethefollowingtwoconsiderations:

1） Thedemonstrative“there”losesitsdirection-givingvectorfunction

（butpreservessomeofitsdeicticfunction）;

2） Thereferentitselfpresentsanumberofrestrictionsonitsstatusof

“definiteness”,i.e.,thereferenttypicallycannotco-occurwiththedefi-

nitearticletheinmostcontextsofthethereisconstruction（Milsark

1974,1977,Safir1985,Ward&Birner2007,interalia）.

Inmorefunctionalistterms,theconstructionintroducesanovelreferent（or

‘newinformation’,accordingtotheactivationcostrubricprovidedinChafe

1994）intoanygiven“chunk”orstreamofdiscourse,whichisatfirstofhigh

activation（i.e.,cognitive）costbutisthensubjecttosubsequentmentions

whicharenotascostly.

However,anumberofscholarshaveremarkedthattheremaybein

factalackofagreementbetweenthecopularverbbeandthefollowing
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nominalreferentinthisparticularconstruction,wherebythestructure［there

is+NPPL］hasbeeninstantiated（e.g.,There’s［apples］NP）,whichhasbeen

attestedinOldEnglish（Quirk&Wrenn1957）andisstillpresentincontem-

poraryModernEnglish.Furthermore,mostoftheresearchonthisparticular

phenomenonhascenteredonattemptingtoprovideformalaccountsofthe

structuralanomaliesofthisconstruction（Belletti1988,Safir1985）and/or

sociolinguisticvariationalpatterns,especiallywithregardstotheformofthe

verbitself（Meechan&Foley1994）,socialregister（Walker2007）,andedu-

cationallevel（Meechan&Foley1994）.

However,inthisstudy,Iwillproblematizethepreviouslyreported

motivationsfortheevidentdiscordbetweenthesingularverbisinthere is/

there’sanditsco-occurrencewithpluralnominals:ratherthanviewingitas

simplyavariablefocusedsolelyontheverboranyothersingularvariationist

orformalistfactor,wemustalsoconsiderhowspeakersactuallyusethiscon-

structionininteraction.Ultimately,Iarguethatthisisanexampleoflexical-

izationinprocess:first,theconstructionhasgrammaticizedtonotonlyan

unusuallyspecializedfunction,butthroughaspecificpathwayofreanalysis

（afterLangacker1977）;andsecond,itsassociationwithpluralreferentsis

furtherevidencethatthisconstructionisbeingusedbyincreasinglymore

speakersasacohesive,conglomerated“chunk”ofdiscourse,whichiswhat

onewouldexpectwiththeeffectsofincreasingfrequencyandritualization

（DuBois1985,Bybee2007,Haiman1994）.Furthermore,acloserexamina-

tionintowhatexactlyoccursinnaturally-occurringspokendataisuseful,as

itaffordsusexplanations intowhatmotivatesapparentstructuralmis-

matchessuchas［there is + PLURAL］byascertainingthetendencieswhich

speakersactuallypresent,ratherthanestablishsomesortofcontrivedsetof

conditionsbywhichthelackofconcordoccurs.

2

文学研究 第116輯



1.  Background
Asmentionedpreviously,theexistentialconstructionthere is/there’sexhibits

someunusualpropertiesthatsetitapartfrommoretypicalsyntacticcon-

structionsinEnglish.First,theconstructionbeginswiththedemonstrative

there ratherthansubjectNP.Infact,inthisposition,thedemonstrativethere

isina“focused”（i.e.,grammaticalsubject）position,andyetduetotheeffects

ofgrammaticization,thedemonstrativeitselfhasbeenbleachedofitsvec-

tor-likeproperties;instead,thedemonstrativeonlyoccupiesarathervague

deicticorientation,tothepointwhereallthatmattersisthatitrepresents

moreofametaphoricalthananactualphysical“location” 2.Thiscontrastis

illustratedintheconstructedexamples（1）and（2）,where（1）containsthe

vector-filledthere, while（2）containsthevector-bleachedthere:

（1） Anappleisthereinthebowl.

（2） Thereisanappleinthebowl.

In（1）,thereindicatesanexplicitdirection,whichisavectortowardstheNP

the bowlexpressedinitsrespectiveprepositionalphrase.In（2）,however,

theredoesnotindicateanyparticularvectororphysicallocation;instead,it

solelyindicatesametaphoricallocationatbestinwhichthereferent’s（i.e.,the

apple’s）existencecanbeestablished.

Withrespecttotheissueofthepossiblelackofagreementbetween

thecopularverbandthepostverbalnominalreferent,asQuirkandWrenn

（1957）pointout,thereareinstantiationsofthisveryphenomenoninOld

English,asillustratedin（3）:

（3） ðār sceal beon gedrync and plega
 there must:1/3:SG be drinking and merrymaking
 ‘Theremustbedrinkingandmerrymaking’
 （Quirk&Wrenn,1957:76）
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Asshownin（3）,theverbsceal‘must’isinthesingularform,whileitsco-ref-

erents（gedrync ‘drinking’ and plega ‘merrymaking’）occur as a plural

argument.

Likewise,incontemporaryusage,thisapparentlackofconcordisalso

instantiatedinmanyspokencontexts,asillustratedin（4）and（5）:

（4） PETE:...Wellthey--
 →..theyclaimthatthere’sthese cycles,
 andthatwe’reinthe..themiddleofanormalcycle.
 （CONCEPT）

（5） ALINA:（H）Iwalkin,
 andthefirsthintthatthere’s--
 %thisisgonnabesomethingalittlebitunusual,
 isthere’sall these helium balloons?
 （CUZ）

AswiththeOldEnglishexamplein（3）,examples（4）and（5）illustratethat

thislackofagreementisstillattestedincontemporaryspokenEnglishdata.

Inaddition,thelattertwoexampleswillillustrateanotherfactorwhichpose

astrongmotivationforboththelackofagreementandthesuggestionthat

lexicalization is currently taking place in this particular context: the

contractedformthere’swillshowthegreatestrangeofvariationofco-occur-

rencewithbothsingularandpluralnominalreferents.

2.  Data and methods
ThespokendatausedforthisstudycomefromtheSantaBarbaraCorpusof

SpokenAmericanEnglish（SBCSAE）,acorpuswhichcontains60transcripts

（withapproximately249,000words）ofawidevarietyofnaturally-occurring

spokensituationscollectedfrombothformalandinformalsituationsanda

largerangeofspokengenresfromwithintheUnitedStates.Thediscourse
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withinthesetranscriptsareparsedintoIntonationUnits,whicharedefined

asspokenunitsthataretypifiedbyaudiblecuessuchaspauses,pitchreset,

andagestaltintonationalpattern（afterDuBois,Schuetze-Coburn,Paolino,&

Cumming1993）.

Fromthiscorpus,aneligibletokenwascountedifitcontainedoneof

thefourfollowingstructures:［there is + NP］,［there’s + NP］,［there are + 

NP］,and［there’re + NP］.Fromthisinitialparsing,therewere494eligible

tokens,furtherdividedamongthefouraforementionedstructures,asillus-

tratedinFigure1:

AsFigure1shows,［There’s + NP］isthemostfrequentstructureinthe

corpusdata,whichsuggeststhatthisparticularconstructionishighlysuscep-

tibletothealteringeffectsofgrammaticizationandlexicalizationviaahigh

leveloftokenfrequency（Bybee2007）.

3.  Co-occurrence with referent type
Atthispoint,itwouldbeinstructivetoexaminethetypesofreferentsthat

occurwithinthe［there’s+NP］construction.First,thereisthereferenttype

Figure 1: Distribution of existential constructions in the SBCSAE.

there is
there’s
there are
there’re

there is
  39

（8%）

there’s
395 （80%）

there’re
7（1%）there are

53 （11％）
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thatisthefocusofthisstudyandtheonethatisthemostatypical,i.e.,plural

referents,resultinginthestructure［there’s+NPPL］.Afewexamplesare

illustratedin（6）-（8）below:

（6）
600.35601.93 LYNNE:...<VOXOh,
601.95602.89 youhavetodothis,
602.89603.62 youhavetodothat,
603.62604.92 →there’sdead horse hooves,
604.92605.71 youknowyougotta,
605.71607.00 （H）andtheystinkVOX>,

（ACTUALBLACKSMITHING）

（7）
1072.18 1074.14 →LYNNE:..（H）Sincethere’sfour seasons,
1074.14 1074.34 youknow?
1074.34 1075.59 Iwonderif［thathas］somethingtodowithit,

（ACTUALBLACKSMITHING）

（8）
864.8 86.65 MILES: Yeah,
86.48 88.68 →there’sless calcium % deposits<XinthemX>.

（LAMBADA）

Asonecanobserve,examples（6）-（8）showthatnotonlycanthesereferents

beunmistakablyplural,butthelackofpauseintheseexamplessuggeststhat

speakersfacenodifficultyorhesitationinproducingthesestructurally“anom-

alous”instances.Thus,wemustseriouslyconsidertowhatdegreeplural

referentshavebeenusedwiththisparticularconstruction.Inthisparticular

dataset,therewere87tokensofthere’sco-occurringwithpluralreferents.

Thenexttypeofreferentthatco-occurswiththere’sisthesingular

referent,i.e.,［there’s+NPSG］,whichwouldpresumablybethemostexpected

type.Exampleswiththistypeofreferentareillustratedin（9）and（10）:
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（9）
41.84 42.39 MARILYN: ［Uh=］,
42.51 43.95 ..youwannaputemina..colander,
43.95 45.01 andthen..washem?
45.01 45.78 →..There’sa colander--
45.78 47.18 ...Oh=.
47.18 47.77 It’sgone.

（CONCEPTUALPESTICIDES）

（10）
128.343 130.193 →BRAD: There’sa lot of thingsinthe
    signalpath［there］.
129.620 130.193 TAMMY:  ［Right］.

（TAPEDECK）

Ofspecialinteresthereareexampleslike（10）,wherethereferentNPismod-
ifiedbythequantifierphrase‘alotof’.Ipositthatthisisanessentialinterme-
diarypointforthegrammaticizationofthe［there’s+NPPL］construction.In
fact,withinthisdatasettherearetwelvetokensof［there’s+alotof［NP］］,
whichisamuchsmallerrepresentationthanthetokenswithpluralreferents:
thissuggeststhattheprescriptively“correct”construction［there’s+alotof

［NP］］perhapsmaybefallingoutoffavorwiththemorecompact,“stream-
lined”versionwithjustthepluralreferent.Thispointwillbefurtherdis-
cussedinsection4.

Thefinalco-occurringreferenttypethatwillbediscussedhererelates
totokensthatincludesomenegativeornegationmorpheme,ofwhichthere
are47tokens.Examplesofthistypeareillustratedin（11）and（12）:

（11）
442.721 443.922 CURT: Themanufacturerputinthere.
443.922 444.801  ..Whenyouroil--
444.801 445.973  ...Ittellsthemthat,
445.973 447.529  →...whenthere’sno oil pressure,
447.529 448.306  yourengine’sgonnaf-,
448.306 449.503  ...gonna..burnup.

（STAYOUTOFIT）

7

Onthelexicalizationofthere’sinspokendiscurse



（12）
1409.121410.77KEVIN:There’snothinglikenewwindshieldwipers.

（APPEASETHEMONSTER）

In（11）and（12）,thenegativeelementcaneitherappearassomethingnegat-

ingthepropositionofthecontextinwhichitappears（e.g.,［there’s+no oil 

pressure］in（11）,whichlogicallydenotesanabsenceofoilpressure）,or

negatingtheNPitselfbyappearingasthepronounnothing.Themainpoint

ofexaminingthesetokensspecificallyistoillustratethatthisisoneparticular

contextwheretheNPisoverwhelminglysingular – inthe35tokensthathave

no/not（asopposedtonothing）,nonehasapluralreferent.Thus,itcanbe

saidthatasingularNPhasthehighestdegreeofco-occurrencewiththere’s

whenanegativeelementispresent.

Ifoneweretoconsiderthedistributionofthesereferenttypesthat

co-occurwiththere’s,someinterestingpatternsbegintoemerge,asillus-

tratedinFigure2:

AsFigure2illustrates,themajorityofthereferenttokensthatco-oc-

curwiththere’sareundoubtedlysingular（249tokens;63%）.However,the

Figure 2: Distribution of there’s and various NP referent types.

There’s + PL
There’s + non-PL
There’s + a lot
There’s + NEG （NP）

87
（22%）

249
（63%）

12
（3%） 47

（12％）
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morestrikingtendencyisfoundincomparingthefrequenciesoftokensthat

havepluralreferents（47tokens;11.9%）withreferentslocatedwithinthe

phrase［a lot of ［NP］］（12tokens;3%）inthisdataset.Thissuggeststhat1）

atthispoint,whenplural/multipleamountsofsomereferentareexpressed

withinanexistentialphrase,andmorespecifically,onethatincorporates

there’s, thetendencyisstrongerforthereferenttobeexpressedwithoutan

additionalquantifierphrasethatdenotesplurality,suchasa lot of;and2）the

tendencymayhavebeenaproductofagradualprocess,asitseemsthata lot 

ofisstillpresentinmoreformalcontexts.Ultimately,thesetworemarksmay

revealagrammaticizationprocesswithaninterveningstageoflexicalization,

whichisdiscussedfurtherinsection4.

4.  A possible grammaticization pathway
Mostproponentsofgrammaticizationinsistthatanychangesthatcomeabout

bygrammaticizationprocessesareunidirectional（Hopper&Traugott1993）

andfollowsomedefinedpathwayfromamore“lexical”sourcetoamore

“grammatical”target（Heine&Kuteva2002）.Theconstructionthatismost

relevanthereistheonethatincorporatesthequantifierphrasea lot of,i.e,

［there’s a lot of ［NP］］.Examplesoftheseareillustratedin（13）-（15）:

（13）
348.19 349.07 MONTOYA:...Alright,
349.07 349.47 ..sothere’s_,
349.47 351.07 ..there’sa lot of coalition building. 

（AMERICANDEMOCRACYISDYING）

（14）
113.591 114.660 REED:...We=llthat’salright.
114.660 115.239 ...Imean,
115.239 116.400 there’sa lot of thingsoutthere,
116.400 117.341 you’llfindsomething.

（FLUMPITY-BUMPDOWNTHEHILL）

9
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（15）
1352.389 1353.247 JO:...Causeshesaid,
1353.247 1354.642 there’sa lot of old pants you can wear. 
1354.642 1355.680 AndIhatethat.

（YOUBAKED）

Forthequantifierphrasea lot of ［NP］,thereferentsthatitcanco-occurwith

displayagreatrangeofflexibility,asthereferentmaybeabstract（asincoa-

litionbuildingin（13））,pluralbutgeneral（asinthingsin（14））,orpluraland

specific（asinold pants you can wearin（15））.Thus,thegrammaticalpivotin

thesecasesisthequantifierphrase,ratherthanthenatureoftheNPreferent

itself.

Keepingthatinmind,wemustconsiderthepotentialsourcefora

grammaticizationpathway.Onfirstthought,itwouldmostlikelybesome-

thingakintoHeineandKuteva’s［ALL］（2002:36）,butwouldbedefinedasa

grouporacollectionofentitiesratherthanthetotalityofanamount.Thus,a 

lot of ［NP］wouldbebestdescribedifthesourceweredefinedas［GROUP］.

Thetargetthenwouldbe［PLURAL］,asschematizedinFigure3:

 SOURCE TARGET 
 a lot of ［NP］ （GROUP） PLURAL

Figure 3: A schematization of the grammaticization pathway for ［a lot of ［NP］］.

Thequestionatthispoint,ofcourse,iswhatexactlyhappenedhere.Thisis

notsuchaneasyquestiontoansweratthismomentsincewewouldneedto

availourselvestohistoricaldata,whichisnotyetavailable.However,from

thedatathathasbeenexaminedsofar,itappearsthatthequantifierphrase

［a lot of］graduallybecomeslessandlessfrequentco-occurringwithplural

referents,whichmayleadtothelackofthisparticularquantifierphrasein

duetime.Themotivationforthisdecliningfrequencyappearstobeclear:
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there is potential redundancy in such close proximity, whereby［a lot of］

impliessomedegreeofplurality.Forreferentsthatareeitherabstract（i.e.,

non-countable）orgeneral（i.e.,semanticallybleached）,thequantifierphrase

maystillbenecessarytodelineate“agroup”or“acollection”oftheaforemen-

tioned referents. However, for plural referents, the plural is necessarily

alreadymarkedontheNPitself,whichmaypromptspeakerstoomitthe

potentialredundancycontributedbythequantifierphrase（eventhoughit

maynotbeprescriptively“accurate”or“correct”）.Atthesametime,lexical-

izationisalsorelevantheresincethisseemstohaveonlyaffectedthere’sand

notitsothervariants,especiallynotthereis, sincetheyrarely,ifever,co-oc-

curwithpluralreferentsinthiscontemporaryspokendata.

5.  Concluding remarks
Asthisstudydemonstrates,theconstruction［there’s+NPPL］isaproductof

bothlexicalizationandgrammaticizationviaaspecificpathway（［GROUP］>

［PLURAL］）andasource,thea lot of ［NP］quantifierphrase.Itappearsthat

theco-occurrenceofthequantifierphraseandpluralreferentscontainsan

inherentredundancy,whichenablesthequantifiertobeomittedmorefre-

quentlywithinthe［there’s （+ a lot of）［NPPL］］construction,especiallyin

dailyconversation.Theremayindeedbeapointatwhichthequantifierwill

notappearinthisconstructionwhatsoeverinspokenEnglishconversation.

Additionally,itisevidentthatfromallotherofitstypologicallyanomalous

traits,theexistentialconstruction［there’s+NP］stillexhibitsothertenden-

ciesthathavenotbeenreportedpreviously intheliterature,primarily

becausereal-timeinteractionhasnotbeenseriouslyconsidered.Thus,in

ordertokeeptrackofemergingstructuralchangessuchasthis,interactional

datamustbeincludedinordertoprovideamorenuancedandcomplete

pictureofthelinguisticsituationathand.
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Appendix: Transcription conventions adapted from Du Bois et al. （1993）

Transcript names appearunder each excerpt in all capsbetween

parentheses.

EachlineinthetranscriptrepresentsoneIntonationUnit.

Namesappearinuppercase,followedbyacolon.

. finalintonationcontour
, continuingintonationcontour
– truncatedIntonationUnit
- truncatedword
% glottalstop
= prosodiclengthening
.. shortpause
… longpause
<XX> uncertainhearing
<VOXVOX> exaggerated/atypicalvoicequality

［…］ speechoverlap

Notes

1 Thispaperisbasedonmaterialpresentedatthe21stMokpoNationalUniversity/
YantaiUniversityAcademicSymposiumatYantaiUniversity,Yantai,inSeptember
2011. I amgrateful to thosewhohaveprovided feedbackduring the initial
presentation.

2 Thatis,despitethefactthatBreivik（1997）positsahomophonousdichotomybetween
thetwosemanticsensesofEnglishthere:theexistentialversusthe“deictic”（Breivik
1997:32）.
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