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Does complex syntax always 
mean complex semantics?
A closer look at French Faire-Que constructions
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• Sure! But some causal relations 

are more complex than others.
• Direct causation is: temporal 

contiguity, control, intentionality, 
physical contact, prototypicality 
(a.o., see Wolff 2003)

• Indirect causation seems to be 
everything else — although the 
main factor seems to be the 
presence of a mediator.
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Complex causation
• ?e1 → e2
• There are many factors that 

influence the way we express 
causal relations: number of 
causal factors, properties of 
participants, spacio-temporal 
constraints…

• Speakers’ choices in expressing 
causal relations reflect both 
l ingu is t ic const ra in ts and 
individual interpretations of the 
relationship between events.
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French ‘canonical’ syntactic causatives
Faire-Infinitives

• Romance syntactic causatives (Faire-Infinitives, or FIs, see Kayne 1975) have 
received a fair bit of attention for their morphosyntactic properties.

(1) Jean a fait    manger Pierre. 
Jean made   eat        Pierre

(2) Jean a fait    manger une pomme   à  Pierre. 
Jean made   eat        an   apple      to Pierre

• Unlike in English, the Causee argument gets realised in post-infinitival 
position, as a direct object when the embedded verb is intransitive, and as an 
indirect object introduced by the preposition à ‘to’ when the non-finite verb is 
transitive.
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French ‘canonical’ syntactic causatives
Faire-Infinitives

• In FIs, faire is not a full lexical verb but a light verb, which forms a complex 
predicate with the embedded verb. As such, the resulting construction is a 
monoclausal one (Guasti 1996; Folli & Harley 2007; a.o.). This is evidenced 
by the availability of clitic climbing.

(2) Jean a fait    manger une pomme   à  Pierre. 
Jean made   eat        an   apple       to Pierre

(3) Jean la         lui        a fait   manger. 
Jean it.ACC   he.DAT made  eat 
‘Jean made him eat it.’

• We thus have a structure that is monoclausal yet bieventive.
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Faire-Infinitives

• Semantically, FIs encode causal relations that are causal chains with two 
Initiators: a Causer and a Causee (and sometimes a Patient). Each Initiator is 
responsible for the bringing about of one of the two sub-events.

(5) Emma a fait couper le gâteau à Luc. 
Causer     e1                   e2                 Causee

• As such, they are typically understood as encoding indirect causation (see 
contrast between lexical causatives and syntactic causatives; Wolff 2003).

• While this often holds true, it is not always the case: FIs may also occur when 
no lexical causative verb is available; e.g. faire tomber ‘to drop’. 
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Other non-finite syntactic causatives
• While FIs are the ‘default’, all-purpose, syntactic causatives, French displays two 

other types of syntactic causatives with non-finite complements: Faire-Par 
constructions and ECM constructions (only with clitics).

(6) Emma a fait   couper le    gâteau (par Luc).                Faire-Par 
Emma made  cut       the  cake     by   Luc 
‘Emma had the cake cut (by Luc).’

(7) Emma l’          a fait  couper le    gâteau.                     ECM 
Emma he.ACC made cut       the cake 
‘Emma had him cut the cake.’

• Each of these constructions is marked and triggers distinct semantic inferences: 
the FP shifts the focus on the Patient rather than on the Causee, while the ECM 
marks a high degree of coercion of the Causer on the Causee (Authier & Reed 
1992; Abeillé et al 1997). 
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Even more causative constructions!
Introducing Faire-Que

• French has one more type of syntactic causative, that has received much less 
attention than its non-finite counterparts.

• This additional construction is fully biclausal; in FQs, faire embeds a 
complement clause.

(8) L’absence     de commerces  fait      que les gens     déménagent. 
the-absence of  shops           makes that the people  move 
‘The absence of shops causes people to leave.’

• How does the morphosyntax of FQs influence their semantics? What even *is* 
their semantics? Overall, what is the contribution of FQs to the causative 
continuum?
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Some nuance
• The difference between FIs and FQs is sometimes purely syntactic; one might 

be forced to use an FQ when syntactic constraints block the use of an FI.

• FIs do not license the embedding of stative predicates or modals, and complex 
predication also blocks the insertion of lower negation. All of those are fine 
under FQs.

(11) a. *Il a fait savoir sa leçon à Pierre. 
      ‘He made Pierre know his lesson.’ 
 
  b. *Il a fait vouloir des bonbons à Pierre. 
      ‘He made Pierre want candy.’ 
 
  c. *Il a fait ne pas pleurer Pierre. 
      ‘He made Pierre not want to cry.’



Faire-Que constructions:  
an overview
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Distinct degrees of syntactic complexity
• French faire in syntactic causatives is syntactically ‘promiscuous’, meaning 

that it takes a variety of complements. As such, it realises (at least) four 
distinct degrees of morphosyntactic complexity: 

(FP) < FI < (ECM) < FQ

• It has been proposed that more complex structures map onto more complex 
meanings (see Givón 1980, 2006 for matters of iconicity).

Expectation: since FQs are morphosyntactically more complex than FIs, 
they should realise causal relations that are conceptually more intricate.
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A matter of complementation? (II)
• W&L, citing Ramchand & Svenonius (2014)

• For W&L, however, the semantic influence is BI-DIRECTIONAL. In other words, 
the semantics of the embedding verb matters for the availability of given 
complements; in turn, the complement selected influences the semantics of 
the matrix verb, by yielding more fine-grained semantic distinctions. 
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A matter of complementation? (III)
• Predictions:

(i) FQs encode more indirect relations in which the two subevents are 
more distant from each other (OK but in what way?).

(ii) The Causer is understood as having less control over both the Causee 
and the caused event.

(iii) In turn, the caused event should be less likely to occur (or more easily 
defeasible) in FQs than in FIs. 

• Are these predictions borne out on the semantics side?
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Two flavours of FQs
IND-FQs vs. SBJV-FQs

• For simplicity, I have so far classified all CP constructions as FQs, but there are 
actually two subcategories of FQs, which are as follows:

(12) La crise   économique fait      que les paysans partent    de la  campagne.  
 the crisis  economic     makes that the farmers  leave.IND of the country 
‘The economic crisis is causing the farmers to leave the countryside.’

(13) Le  Président fait     (en sorte) que les  paysans partent    de la campagne. 
 the President makes in  type     that the farmers  leave.SBJV of the country 
‘The President is making so that the farmers would leave the county.’

• Some FQs occur with their embedded clause in the indicative (IND-FQs), while 
others select CPs in the subjunctive (SBJV-FQs).
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Two flavours of FQs
IND-FQs vs. SBJV-FQs

• The Larousse Dictionary points out that faire que + complement clause has 
two main readings depending on the mood of the complement clause it 
selects: 

(a) faire que + IND: ‘resulting in’

(b) faire que + SBJV: ‘acting towards p’ 

• While en sorte (from Latin sors ‘lot, fate’) is omittable, it being overt simply 
reinforces the idea that the Causer is performing a highly goal-oriented action 
(or series of actions); en sorte meaning ‘in this fashion’.
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• This reading of SBJV-FQs is attested for other Romance languages; Curnow 
(1993:165) notes that the Spanish FQ with subjunctive ‘encodes some idea of 
intentionality (…), the action involved is often indirect (though not always), or 
mediated’

• While Spanish SBJV-FQs occur bare, Italian ones require for the adverb sì 
(derived from così, ‘in this fashion’) to introduce the CP:

(14) Il    Presidente ha   fatto   sì  che gli  agricoltori abbandonassero le   campagne. 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selection should not be too big a surprise.

(a) faire que + IND: ‘resulting in’  subject denotes a reason→

(b) faire que + SBJV: ‘acting towards p’  subject is an intentional agent→

• Intentionality is highly important in the relations expressed by SBJV-FQs — any action 
brought about unintentionally yield infelicity.

(18) En posant des pièges, Corinne fait en sorte que Marc tombe. 
 ‘By putting up traps, Corinne ensures that Marc would fall.’

(19) #En trébuchant, Corinne fait en sorte que Marc tombe. 
 ‘By tripping, Corinne ensures that Marc would fall.’
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is an agent performing an action that matches the VP (if the agent does 
nothing and somehow the result still occurs, the CoS is non-defeasible).

• M&S proposal: with agentive subjects, the modal base is typically 
teleological (‘energetic, or goal-oriented’)— it includes worlds where the 
agent’s goal is achieved. Since the actual world isn’t necessarily part of 
this base, the verb yields a result implicature, not a full result implication 
(see also Nadathur & Filip 2021 on teleological modality and non-
culmination).

• With causer subjects, the modal base is generally circumstantial, so the 
actual world is quantified over, supporting a culminating reading.
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(I) The picture for FQs appears to be quite complex: we have two distinct 

constructions that appear rather similar syntactically but exhibit 
distinct behaviours in terms of both mood and argument selection.

(II) In turn, these impact the whole conceptual structure each construction 
is associated with, since SBJV-FQs trigger intentional reading + result 
implicature, while IND-FQs cannot get [+intentional] feature on Causer 
(most of them inanimate) and are not defeasible.

(III)All in all, FQs differ from FIs both syntactically and semantically — as it 
is, they seem to encode relations in which the causal relation between 
e1 and e2 is a lot looser. 
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The semantics of SBJV-FQs (I)
SBJV-FQs vs. FIs

• We have seen that two of the specificities of SBJV-FQs were (i) intentionality, 
and (ii) defeasibility. FIs differ on both of these, since they are neutral w.r.t 
intentionality and are never defeasible.

(26) En trébuchant, Corinne fait tomber Marc. 
  ‘By tripping, Corinne knocks Marc down.’

(27) Corinne fait tomber Marc, #mais il se rétablit au dernier moment. 
 ‘Corinne knocks Marc down, but he recovers at the last moment.’

• In sum, Faire-Infinitive constructions encode relations which, while often 
indirect, still mark a higher degree of control of the Causer over both Causee 
and caused event than their SBJV-FQs counterparts.
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The semantics of SBJV-FQs (II)
SBJV-FQs vs. FIs

• Considering what we know of SBJV-FQs, we can assume that ‘faire (en sorte) 
que + SBJV’ encodes causal relations in which the Causer has a strong 
preference for p but cannot on her own ensure the bringing about of p (fails to 
set the set of alternatives available to the Causee to p exclusively). 

(13) a. Le Président fait (en sorte) que les paysans partent de la campagne. 
  b. PREFERENCECAUSER: {leave} 
  c. ALTCAUSEE: {leave, not-leave}

• The condition in (13c) accounts for the defeasibility of the result; however, it is 
clear that since the Causer has nonetheless created favourable conditions for 
the occurrence of the result, leave is more likely an alternative than not-leave.
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Representing SBJV-FQs
• We have now seen that SBJV-FQs have their fair share of quirks that set 

them apart from other types of syntactic causatives.  

• According to Givón’s Binding Hierarchy, they ought to encode relations 
that are more complex and with ‘more distance between e1 and e2’. 

• But how does one define or quantify complexity?

Causal modelling allows us to (i) represent all the different aspects of FQs 
mentioned previously in this talk, which in turn (ii) highlights that FQs encode 

relations that are conceptually more complex than their FI counterparts.
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• Causal models represent the structure that 
causation gives to our conception of the 
world.

• Each node is a variable that can have 
different values. 

• An arrow from A to B represents that the 
value of B is dependent on, or “listens to” the 
value of A, and that this dependency is 
causal. Absence of an arrow means the two 
variables are causally independent of each 
other.

• The dependencies are represented by 
functions.

LP

P L

1 1

0 0

Le Président a fait partir les paysans

P: whether President forces farmers to leave

L: whether farmers leave
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A tentative model for  
x fait (en sorte) que + SBJV

Say now that we would like to represent (13):
(13) Le Président fait en sorte que les paysans partent.

The model on the left allows us to represent:
a) intentionality (through presence of Ip)
b) complexity of ‘faire’ (combination Ip + Ap)
c) defeasibility of e2 (AF also necessary)

IP = whether President has intention for e2 
AP = whether President acts towards e2

AF = whether farmers act toward e2  
LF = whether farmers leave

AF

LF

UNDERSPECIFIED FAIRE/
NECESSITY

SUFFICIENCY

SBJV-FQs are conceptually 
complex as they require the 

combination of causal factors

AP AF LF

1 1 1
1 0 0
0 1 0
0 0 0
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• I have attempted to show that SBJV-FQs behave distinctly from their 
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• Indeed, they exhibit some distinct syntactic and semantic 
properties that clearly set them apart.

• Overall, what this leads to is a more complex conceptual structure 
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Some remarks (II)

• One should keep in mind that expressions of causal relations are not 
necessarily linguistic realisations of ‘true’ causal relations; rather, they are the 
mere representation of a speaker’s belief and knowledge of a situation and/or 
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necessarily linguistic realisations of ‘true’ causal relations; rather, they are the 
mere representation of a speaker’s belief and knowledge of a situation and/or 
its participants at a given time.

• Therefore, it is plausible that (28) and (29) refer to the same situation, 
depending on speaker’s state of knowledge and attitude w.r.t situation:

(28) Le professeur a fait danser les enfants. 
 ‘The teacher made the children sing.’

(29) Le professeur a fait (en sorte) que les enfants dansent. 
 ‘The teacher made so that the children would sing.’
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done to bring it about is irrelevant or unknown to the speaker (which 
is mirrored by the fact that faire is a LIGHT VERB with little semantic 
content)

• In SBJV-FQs, however, the focus is on the process, i.e. the causing 
event. The speaker makes it known that she has some reason to 
believe that the Causer sought to bring about p (Fabienne Martin, 
pers. comm.)

• Therefore, SBJV-FQs have an ‘evidential flavour’. 

Conclusions leading to open questions
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Next steps
• Figuring out IND-FQs: what is their contribution to the causative 

continuum (when they do not just ‘sub’ for FIs when not available)

• Testing for SBJV-FQs: testing out the evidential hypothesis with 
Fabienne Martin (namely, do SBJV-FQs refer to distinct causal 
situations or can they refer to the same situation from distinct 
perspectives?)

• Looking at the rest of the Romance family: most of the other 
Romance languages only allow for SBJV-FQs, either bare or not 
(IND-FQs generally ruled out, see Grano 2024) — do other 
Romance SBJV-FQs pattern with French ones?



Thank you!


