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1. Aim of the paper
The aim of the paper is to propose a Topic-based PF-deletion account of nominal
ellipsis (henceforward, NPE) in Romanian. The specific objectives pursued in the paper are
listed below.
(i) We would like to prove that ellipsis is a periphery construction, and that the syntax
of DPs headed by elided nouns differs from that of DPs headed by regular nouns. Evidence for
this claim is the fact that there are considerable distributional differences between DPs headed
by elided nouns and DPs headed by overt nouns.
(ii) NPE will be regarded as a discourse anaphora phenomenon, relating the ellipsis
site to an antecedent in the discourse, the two of them sharing a common topic. From a
morphosyntactic perspective, anaphoricity is linked to definiteness, so that the main claim of
the paper is that NPE is a unitary phenomenon in the sense the ellipsis site is always licensed
by a definite determiner.
(iii) The interpretation of NPE follows from the syntactic structure of DPs containing
ellipsis sites, all derivational steps having semantic import. In particular, the pragmatic features
essential in the interpretation of ellipsis, namely, in the present account, the features
[anaphoric] (=[a]) and [contrast] (=[c]), trigger particular syntactic operations, in addition to
signalling specific interface effects. Anaphoricity requires establishing a suitable
syntactic/semantic relation with an antecedent. Contrastivity is a feature assigned to any
constituent that opens up a domain of quantification (in the sense of alternative semantics, cf.
Rooth 1985, Bűhring 2003), and it entails Focus Fronting (i.e., movement to Focus in the
terminology adopted by Merchant 2001), an operation which will be motivated on syntactic
grounds. Recourse to notions like Topic and Focus is in line with the analysis of ellipsis as a
periphery construction.
2. A Focus or a Topic account?
The theory that we propose builds on previous approaches, in particular on López
(2000, 2009) and Merchant (2001). From Merchant’s seminal analysis, we borrow the insight
that the deletion site is structured and deletion represents a PF phenomenon. Syntax merely
marks the identical constituents (NPs for NPE, TPs for Sluicing) for deletion. Elided NPs are
complements of a head marked with an E(llipsis)-feature. In Merchant’s analysis of Sluicing,
ellipsis is optional; the indirect question in (1a) may be uttered in full or it may be sluiced.
Extrapolating from his analysis of Sluicing (represented in (1b) below), we may say that
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Merchant’s theory makes an important prediction: overt and silent categories (TPs for
Sluicing, NPs for NPE) have the same distribution, since the difference between them is
invisible at LF. This represents an important empirical claim, especially when it is recalled that
analysts that assume that the elided NP is an empty category do so particularly in order to
account for the distributional differences between NPs headed by overt and, respectively, silent
categories, as illustrated in (2):
(1)

Sluicing
a.

Jack bought something, but I don’t remember what [TP e].

b.

CP
V
Wh-P

C’
V
C[E]

(2)

a.
b.

TP
4
Jack bought t

Every/Each student came to class.
*Every [e]/Each [e] came to class.

Both López (2009) and Merchant (2001) tacitly assume that ellipsis is a pragmatic
rather than a semantic phenomenon. Merchant assumes that the elided category, the elided NP
in the case of NPE, is context-given (as in Schwarzschild 1999), and stresses that the remnant
category is focused, overtly moving to the focus position of the periphery. An analysis of this
type is adopted in Corver, van Koopen (2009) for Dutch DPs. The essential syntactic feature of
Merchant’s account is, thus, movement of the remnant to FocP1.
López (2000) stresses that ellipsis is a Discourse Grammar phenomenon rather than a
sentence grammar one, and that the semantics of ellipsis primarily entails the retrieval of a
discourse topic2. Ellipsis is one of the phenomena involving discourse linking (= D-linking).
López’s account of ellipsis involves the licensing of an empty pro category by a D-linking
functional head which connects it with the discourse topic. In fact, it is precisely the elided NP
in a later part of the discourse which forces an interpretation of the first NP occurrence as an
antecedent, likewise related to the discourse topic. López (2000) proposes that D-linking
should be considered a feature of the licensing functional head, and that C, D and  (as in Laka
1990) can all license empty categories (López 2000: 186). His hypothesis is that: “Elided
constituents are licensed when they are associated with a discourse-linking functional category”
(López 2000: 187) and that this association is syntactically reflected as adjunction of the empty
category to the licensing head.
Notice that in López’s account stress shifts from the remnant (essential in Merchant’s
theory) to the elided category itself, to the NP, which must be capable to relate to an

1

However, in Sluicing, movement of the remnant, i.e., the wh-phrase, to [Spec, CP] is not the
effect of ellipsis, but is triggered by the need of valuing the [uwh] feature of the operator phrase. This is
what gives the impression that ellipsis is syntactically optional.
2
“[…] an understanding of the syntax of ellipsis involves D[iscourse] G[rammar]. (…) I argue
that ellipsis is syntactically licensed by a functional category that has the property of connecting with a
discourse topic” (López 2000: 184).
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antecedent. López’s analysis has an immediate empirical advantage. It may be extended to
cases where there is no remnant:
(3)

Ion citeşte cărţi, Petru doar cumpără [cărţi].
John reads books, Peter only buys books
‘John reads books, Peter only buys them.’

We will adopt a variant of López’s topic-retrieving account, precisely because it
stresses the role of the (elided) NP, the only obligatory constituent with NPE. López’s insight
was independently corroborated by later semantic analyses of ellipsis. For instance, Elbourne
(2008) shows that the interpretation of the ellipsis site presupposes the construction of a
discourse set (López’s discourse topic) involving all entities referred to by the two DPs, the
one containing the ellipsis and the antecedent (see section 6).
3. Types of DPs involving ellipsis
An account of NPE should be able to cover several distinct empirical situations.
(A) First, there are cases where the NP is elided and there is no remnant. These cases
are problematic for remnant-based theories (see (3) above).
(B) A distinct situation occurs when there is a remnant, but the remnant is not a
functional element, a D-linking D (as expected under theories of ellipsis as licensing of an
empty category by some functional constituent − Lobeck 1995, Sleeman 1996, Kester 1996,
Kester, Sleeman 2002; López 2000). Instead, the remnant is only a lexical constituent, i.e., a
modifier or argument of the elided head. These examples are unaccounted for under any theory
in which the elided category somehow depends on an overt determiner:
(4)

a. Ion vrea maşină de curse, iar Petre vrea [maşină] de teren.
John wants car
of race, but Peter wants car
of terrain
‘John wants a racing car, and Peter wants a terrain one.’
b. Ion vrea maşină roşie, iar Petru vrea [maşină] galbenă.
John wants car
red, but Peter wants car
yellow
‘John wants a red car, and Peter wants a yellow one.’
c. Maşina nouă a lui Ion este ieftină, iar [maşina nouă] a lui Petre este mai scumpă.
car.the new of John’s is cheap but car.the new of Peter’s is more expensive
‘John’s new car is cheap, and Peter’s is more expensive.’

Situations (A) and (B) require theories that do not depend on licensing by a remnant
functional category D, as also stressed in Eguren (2010).
(C1) Thirdly, there are cases where there is a remnant determiner or a remnant
functional element, but not all of them are alike. The more often discussed case is that of a
determiner as the only remnant:
(5)

a. Dă-mi
cărţile acestea şi ia-le
pe [cărţile] acelea.
Give-me.DAT
books.the these and take-themACC PE books.the those
‘Give me these books and take those.’
b. Maria a cumpărat puţine cărţi, iar Petru a luat mai multe [cărţi].
Maria has bought few books, but Peter has taken more many books
‘Maria bought few books, and Peter bought more.’
c. Tu poţi lua două mere, iar Maria trei [mere].
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you can take two apples, and Maria three apples
‘You may take two apples and Maria three.’
(C2) A situation that has rarely been discussed is a remnant containing two functional
(pre-nominal) elements. The two remnants are contiguous pre-nominal elements with distinct
roles in ellipsis DPs. In Romanian, at least, cardinals alone as licensors of ellipsis (6b) have
properties different from sequences of determiners + cardinals (6a):
(6)

a. A
vorbit de trei studenţi buni. Din păcate, nu-i
cunosc
(he)has spoken of three students good unfortunately, not-them (I)know
pe cei trei [studenţi buni].
PE the three students good
‘He/She told me about three good students. Unfortunately, I don’t know the
three good ones.’
b. Maria cunoaşte doi studenţi, iar Ion tot doi [studenţi].
Maria knows two students but John as well two students
‘Maria knows two students and John two as well.’

(D) Finally, the remnant may be discontinuous, including one or two pre-nominal
functional elements and one or more than one post-nominal modifier/argument of the elided NP:
(7)

a. doi copii ai Mariei şi trei [copii] ai lui Ion
two kids of Maria’s and three kids of John’s
‘two kids of Maria’s and three of John’s’
b. două case la mare ale lui Ion şi două [case] la munte ale lui Petre
two houses at sea of John’s and two houses at mountain of Peter’s
‘two houses of John’s at the seaside and two of Peter’s in the mountain side’
c. aceşti doi copii ai Mariei şi aceia doi [copii] ai lui Ion
these two children of Maria’s and those two children of John’s
‘these two children of Maria’s and two of John’s’
d. cei doi copii deştepţi ai Mariei şi cei trei [copii] proşti ai lui Ion
the two children smart of Maria’s and the three children stupid of John’s
‘Maria’s two smart children and John’s three stupid ones’

Incidentally, in such examples it is not obvious which constituent is the remnant that
moves to Focus, nor, on the other hand, if ellipsis is licensed, which of the two functional
categories is responsible for licensing it, whether licensing an E-feature or licensing an empty
category were at stake.
The informal survey of the elliptical DPs in (A) to (D) above leads to the following
results, which should represent a starting point in a unified account a NPE:
(i) The only feature common to all the elliptical DP types reviewed is the existence of
an elided NP constituent. This strengthens the need for an account in terms of the NP category
itself rather than in terms of the remnant(s), since the latter is missing sometimes.
(ii) It is fair to say that NPE has more often than not been viewed as involving a
determiner + remnant structure or only a determiner as remnant structure (see for instance the
accounts in Lobeck 1995, Sleeman 1996 and Ticio 2003), but multiple remnant ellipsis should
also be considered, and there must be a principled way of determining which remnant moves
to Focus if such a movement is indeed required.
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4. NPE and the partitive construction
It has often been remarked that the class of determiners that allow ellipsis is that of the
determiners which occur in partitive constructions (Lobeck 1995, Sleeman 1996, López 2000,
Giurgea, Nedelcu 2009). This analogy is extensively discussed in Lobeck (1995) and López
(2000), to whom we now turn. For instance, English no and every occur neither with ellipsis,
nor in partitives:
(8)

(9)

Some men are decent, *but every is not.
*but two is not.
*but no is not.

(apud López 2000: 191)

Some men are decent
...but most/many/all three/each are/is not
*but every of them is not.
*but no of them is perfect. (apud López 2000: 191)

López (2000) inspects triplets containing an elided DP, an indefinite DP and a partitive
DP, the three of them containing the same strong determiner (most in the examples below):
(10)
(11)

a. [Some men]i came in. [Most of them]i sat down.
b. [Some men]i came in. #[Most men]i sat down.
[Some men]i came in. #[Most pro]i/*j sat down.

López makes the essential remark that the ellipsis DP in (11) is semantically
equivalent with the partitive in (10a), not with the simpler [D+NP] construction (10b). Most
men in (10b) cannot refer back to some men in the previous sentence. Intuitively, what is
wanted is that most men should refer to a subset of the referent previously introduced by some
men, and this is exactly what is not possible: “When the complement of a quantifier [most]
refers to something that is discourse old [the NP man], what we find is a partitive PP instead
of a NP” (López 2000: 191, emphasis added). Partitivity like ellipsis requires a complement
that is discourse old and thus definite1.
1

The similarity between ellipsis and partitive has sometimes been attributed to the fact that
both involve an empty category. A partitive DP like the one in (9) should be based on an empty nominal
category (= ec):
(i)
Several [e] of the students…
If so, the ungrammaticality of examples like (8) above could be accounted for simply by stipulating that
every and no do not select for an ec. In fact, Jackendoff (1977: 106−118) argues that partitives are a subcase
of NP ellipsis. For him, this ec, which he assumes to be a pronominal category, is interpreted as UNIT.
However, as shown by López (2000), this solution is suspect for several reasons: first, other instances of pro
either refer to something or other, or they are expletives, but they do not refer to an abstract entity like UNIT;
secondly, we cannot find an overt counterpart for [e] in (i) (*several ones/ UNITS), but we can always find
other counterparts for other elided pro-forms (several [pictures] made in Canada); thirdly, we find partitive
constructions with mass nouns, as in most of the flour, and in this case, the putative [e] does not mean unit –
as a matter of fact, it is not clear what [e] would mean at all; for these reasons, López suggests that in
partitive constructions the quantifier selects for a PP headed by of. This is a variant of the one DP analysis of
the partitives, recently argued for by several authors (Schwarzschild 2006, Grimshaw 2005, Giurgea &
Nedelcu 2009). While the one-DP-analysis of partitives is probably correct, from the point of view of NPE
what counts most is that the prepositional phrase in partitive constructions must contain a definite DP, this
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The similarity between partitives and NPE is apparent in Romanian as well, even if it
is not perfect, since the ranges of determiners involved, while overlapping (12), are not
identical (13):
(12)

a. El a văzut [mulţi chinezi], iar tu ai
văzut [puţini / *nişte].
He has seen many Chinese but you have seen few / some
‘He saw many Chinese people, and you saw few.’
b. [Puţini /*nişte dintre ei] au
citit Programul Minimalist.
few some of them have read program.the minimalist
‘Few of them read the Minimalist Program.’

(13)

a. Am întâlnit trei prieteni. [Cei trei] m-au întrebat dacă aflasem
ştirile.
have met three friends the three me-have asked if (I)found out news.the
‘I met three friends. The three asked me if I found out the news’
b. Am întâlnit trei prieteni, dar nu erau *[cei dintrei ei] pe care îi aşteptam.
(I)have met three friends but not (they)were the of them PE which them (I)expected
b’. Am întâlnit trei prieteni, dar nu erau
[aceia dintrei ei] pe care îi aşteptam.
(I)have met three friends but not (they)were those of them PE which them expected
‘I met three friends, but they were not those which I expected.’

As apparent, the degree quantifier puţini (‘few’) is possible with elliptical and partitive
constructions, while the indefinite nişte (‘some’) is excluded in both. On the other hand, the
definite determiner cel (‘the’) licenses ellipsis with any type of remnants, but it does not occur
in partitive constructions (see (13b) above and (15) below), even if in general it may cliticise on
PPs (14):
(14)

(15)

cei fără adapost
the without shelter
‘the homeless’
*cei dintre prietenii mei
the of
friends.the mine
‘those of my friends’

The resemblance between partitives and NPE is not accidental and will be accounted for.
5. Selecting appropriate P-features
Since all analysts agree that ellipsis has a pragmatic component (focus on the remnant
and retrieval of an antecedent for the missing NP), one should adopt a stand regarding the
syntax-pragmatics interface. According to Chomsky (2000), the set of UG features includes Pfeatures which may play a part in the derivation. Like Chomsky (2001, 2009), López (2009),
Gallego (2007), we assume that syntax and pragmatics interact cyclically, P-features being
valued at each phasal periphery. The choice of suitable P-features is also somewhat
controversial, as attested by the relevant literature (Vallduvi 1992, Choi 1999, Ward, Birner
2001, McNay 2005, 2006, López 2009, a.o.). At least one group of researchers argues that
features like Topic and Focus are too complex to be directly employable in the derivation. Using
being the well known definiteness constraint of partitives* (cf. Ladusaw 1982). Thus, the most significant
difference between most men and most of the men is the definiteness of the complement of the quantifier.
The partitive preposition is a case-assigner.
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them directly has the disadvantage of a non-uniform behaviour of those constituents bearing the
feature. Thus, if a constituent could be described as a contrastive Focus, either in situ, or at the
left periphery, the feature [Focus] would not be too helpful in the derivation. Solutions to this
problem are diverse: some researchers refine and thus multiply the types of Foci and Topics
considered (e.g. Kiss 1995, Kiss 1998, Choi 1999), others prefer to give these features up or, at
least, to decompose them into simpler components which would have unambiguous syntactic
effects (Bűhring 2003, McNay 2005, 2006, Cornilescu 2007).
Of the proposals available, we have settled for the P-features in López (2009), from
whom we have also adopted the idea of the cyclic assignment of P-features, at the end of each
phase, more exactly when the next phasal head merges. The two P-features employed are
[a(naphoric)] and [c(ontrast)]. We have chosen López’s two-feature system because his
features have an unambiguous semantic content, as well as unambiguous syntactic correlates.
The notion of anaphor involves an obligatory link to an antecedent (López 2009: 38).
Syntactically, in the constructions investigated by López (Clitic Left Dislocation, Clitic Right
Dislocation), anaphoric constituents also undergo displacement. As already stated, ellipsis requires
an antecedent and, moreover, the elided NP itself, unlike a pronoun, is not an inherently anaphoric
constituent, but may become so only in a discourse containing a suitable antecedent. The elided NP
should, therefore, be assigned the feature [+a]. Since the anaphoric relation with the antecedent is
established by virtue of the lexical content of the NP, we will assume that anaphoricity is
interpretable on the NP itself and uninterpretable on the corresponding functional head. More
generally, P-features are uninterpretable on the functional heads that carry them and are valued by
matching phrases endowed with interpretable P-features.
As far as the internal structure of the DP is concerned, anaphoricity correlates with the
presence of the morphosyntactic feature [+def(inite)]. Definiteness and anaphoricity open a
way towards the interpretation of ellipsis as a case of D-linking, involving reference to a
common discourse topic denoted by the antecedent NP, as well as by the elided one.
As to the feature [+c], it is assigned to any constituent that opens up a domain of
quantification (in the sense of alternative semantics). According to López (2009), the most
significant difference between rhematic and contrastive focus lies in the manner in which the
variable interpreted by the focus constituent is introduced. In the case of rhematic focus, the
variable is supplied by the previous question word, so a value for this variable is expected,
which is why rhematic focus is in situ and does not require special signalling. Contrastive
focus both introduces a variable and chooses a value for it from the set of alternative supplied
by the context1. This double semantic role is always signalled syntactically (and sometimes
prosodically too) by what López (2009) calls Focus Fronting (=FF), a rule that secures the left
periphery position of the contrastive focus constituent. In the analysis that follows, the remnant
will be assigned the feature [+c], and will undergo FF to the left periphery of the DP, just as in
Merchant’s analysis. The feature [+c] remains an operator quantificational feature.
6. Definiteness and Anaphoricity
As already noted, determiners which license ellipsis (i.e., ellipsis determiners) are
largely the same as those which occur in partitive constructions (i.e., partitive determiners).
Following López (2000), we suggested above that the essential similarity between ellipsis
determiners and partitive ones was that the NP complement of both is discourse old, therefore
[+definite]. In fact, in the case of partitive constructions, the requirement that the complement
1

“A contrastive focus is uttered when the previous discourse offers no such variable […]. Thus,
contrastive focus opens up a variable and simultaneously resolves it” (López 2009: 25).
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should be definite is too strong and not entirely accurate. As first shown in Ladusaw’s (1982)
Partitivity Constraint, the complement in partitive constructions must be entity denoting, i.e.,
definite or indefinite specific, as in (17) and (18a). In contrast, definite quantifiers (even if
definite) are excluded since they do not introduce any discourse referent (18b). The examples
in (17) and (18) below are due to Abbott (1996):
(16)

The Partitivity Constraint (Ladusaw 1982: 238)
The second DP in the partitive construction always denotes an individual.

(17)

a. Any of several options // these options are open to us at this point.
b. This is one of a number of counterexamples // the counterexamples
discussed by the author.
a. one of the two men
b. *one of both men

(18)

The same constraint operates in Romanian partitives (cf. Cornilescu 2006). The PP
complement of a partitive is therefore either definite (19) or indefinite specific (20). Definite
quantifiers like ambii/amândoi (‘both’) or fiecare (‘each’) are excluded for the same reason as
their English counterparts (21).
(19)

(20)

(21)

a. Acestea sunt trei dintre argumentele prezentate de autor.
these are three of arguments.the presented by author
‘These are three of the arguments presented by the author.’
b. doi dintre numeroşii
studenţi care au cerut lămuriri
two of numerous.the students who have asked clarifications
‘two of the numerous students who have asked for clarifications’
a. Acestea sunt (doar) trei dintr-o serie de argumente prezentate de autor.
these are (only) three of-a series of arguments presented by author
‘These are (only) three from a series of arguments presented by the author.’
b. doi dintre mai mulţi studenţi
two of
more many students
‘two of many students’
a. *unul dintre ambii/amândoi
one of both both
b. *doi dintre fiecare
two of
each

Notice the contrast between the synonymous definite DPs, cei doi oameni ‘the two
people’ versus the quantificational ambii oameni ‘both people’, in the examples below:
(22)

(23)

a. unul dintre cei doi oameni
one of the two people
‘one of the two people’
b. *unul dintre ambii oameni
one
of both people
a. Cei doi au reuşit să urce pianul
pe scări împreună.
the two have managed to liftsubj piano.the on stairs together
‘The two ones managed to lift the piano together on the stairs’
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b. *Ambii au reuşit
să urce pianul pe scări (împreună).
both have managed to liftsubj piano.the on stairs together
While the complement of a partitive determiner may be definite or indefinite specific,
provided that it is entity denoting, we claim that the complement of an ellipsis determiner can
only be definite, since this complement must also be anaphoric and indefinites, even if they are
specific, cannot be anaphoric. In terms of Discourse Representation Theory, indefinites
always introduce a new discourse referent, satisfying Heim’s (1982) Novelty Condition.
Thus, to the extent that ellipsis determiners and partitive determiners are alike, they
share the fact that they must or may select a definite complement, i.e., a definite DP, as in (24).
The two configurations differ in as much as the definite complement in a partitive construction
is overt and requires Case, and this triggers the occurrence of the preposition, while the
definite DP complement of the ellipsis structure is silent and it may be caseless. Moreover, as
will be apparent, the syntax of both ellipsis determiners and partitive determiners is such that
they scope over the definite (or specific) DP complement:
(24)

a. Dpartitive
many
b. Dellipsis
many

+
+
+

P [DP [+definite]]
of the students
[DP [+definite]]
[DP ec]

In easy examples, the interpretative model of NPE is that of an anaphoric partitive
construction:
(25)

Ten people entered. Two [of them] are my friends.

But this is hardly the general case, since the ellipsis-containing DP may have disjoint
reference with respect to the antecedent DP. Thus, in the general NPE case, the common topic
that the D-linked determiners refer to is the unique superset containing the referents of the two
NPs given in the discourse.
(26)
(27)

Some people entered the shelter. Many remained out in the cold.
Some [OF THE CONTEXT GIVEN SET OF] people entered the shelter. Many [OF
THE CONTEXT GIVEN SET OF] people remained out in the cold.

As shown by von Fintel (1994), quantifiers of natural languages always have a twofold restriction: the entities they range over satisfy a particular property denoted by the
common noun (ten people/ten cats/ten dollars); secondly, for each descriptive kind, each
particular context (discourse) supplies a plural individual which is part of the domain of each
discourse and which represents the restricted domain of each quantifier. As underlined by
López (2000), in ellipsis cases, it is this plural individual over which both the determiner of the
antecedent and the determiner of the elided term range, which is the common topic retrieved in
the ellipsis construction.
Elbourne (2008) discusses the interpretation of the ellipsis site in nominal and VPellipsis cases and gives an explicit procedure for constructing this discourse (super)set, by
summing up the set of NP-members denoted by the antecedent and of NP-members denoted by
the ellipsis-containing DP, and additionally performing any operations required by the fact that
the antecedent restriction and elided restriction need not be completely identical, even if they
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often are identical. Here is a type of situation discussed by Elbourne (2008), where the
denotations of the restriction sets are not identical, specifically because the antecedent itself
contains an instance of ellipsis:
(28)

After the book went on sale, thirteen shoppers who had bought some []
earlier complained, but after the magazines went on sale, only two [] did.
[After the book went on sale, thirteen shoppers who had bought some [books]
earlier complained, but after the magazines went on sale, only two shoppers
who had bought some [magazines] earlier did].

In Elbourne’s interpretation, this sentence means “After the book went on sale, thirteen
shoppers who had bought some books earlier complained; but after the magazines went on sale,
only two shoppers who had bought some magazines earlier complained”. Thus, the antecedent
NP contains an instance of NPE, and, finally, the two NPs are not identical. Elbourne assumes,
correctly in our view, that in all cases an ellipsis site should have an antecedent and that it must
be related to it by identity of meaning or of LF. A(n) (unique) identical set must be constructed to
satisfy this requirement and, in this particular instance, it is the unique set consisting of the
thirteen shoppers who had bought some books and two shoppers that had bought some
magazines. Thus the interpretation of the elliptical DP in (28) is ‘two of the {thirteen shoppers
who had bought some books and two shoppers who had bought some magazines}’. And this
unique set, Elbourne’s (semantic) antecedent, is López’s discourse topic, and it is the
interpretation assigned to the definite DP complement of the ellipsis determiner. In the analysis
that follows, we reserve the term antecedent to the DP which is overtly expressed in the
discourse, while the term discourse topic will denote the constructed semantic antecedent, i.e.,
the nominal denotation common to the two DPs, which makes deletion possible.
We also retain from Elbourne’s analysis that the interpretation of the ellipsis site in VP
ellipsis and NP ellipsis cases presupposes an analysis of “silent VPs and NPs that makes them
into higher order definite descriptions” (Elbourne 2008: 191). In other words, re-interpreting
the similarity between partitives and ellipsis in Elbourne’s terms, the elided nominal, like the
PP complement in partitive constructions, is in fact a definite description, a definite DP. The
merit of Elbourne’s analysis is that it provides an explicit procedure of constructing the elided
nominal, allowing ellipsis to operate on identical constituents, a procedure that is based on the
anaphoric relation between the ellipsis site and its antecedent. Secondly, Elbourne’s analysis
reinforces the observation that the remnant quantifier scopes over the definite restriction. The
interpretation of an ellipsis DP is that of a generalized quantifier, and the remaining D is
strong, since its restriction is clearly non-empty.
In the case of ellipsis DPs (and presumably in the case of their antecedent DPs),
generalized quantifiers appear to be constructed in two steps, as suggested in Matthewson
(2001). In her analysis of St'át'imcets (Lillooet Salish), she argues that Qs apparently quantify
over an entity (a denotation of type <e>), rather than over the range of a predicate (a
denotation of type <e,t>). Thus, in St’át’imcets, Qs are always sisters of full DPs, containing
an overt plural determiners as in (29a) (represented in (29b)), and there are always two steps in
the creation of a generalized quantifier. The first is the creation of a (plural) DP of type <e>,
the second involves quantification over parts of the plural individual denoted by the DP
(Matthewson 2001: 147).
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(29)

a. tákem
[i
smelhmúlhats -a]
all
[Det-pl woman(Pl)- Det]
‘all the women’

b.

QP
qp
Q
Tákem

all

DP
3
D
i…a
Det-pl

NP
smelhmúlhats
women

Matthewson suggests that English (and other languages for that matter) is a disguised
version of St’át’imcets in that in both languages quantifiers expect a sister of type <e>, not of
type <e, t>. As to the interpretation of the invisible determiner, Matthewson suggests that this D
might be a choice function which returns a contextually determined <e> type plural individual,
over which the higher determiner/quantifier operates1. Matthewson’s syntactic proposal
perfectly suits the present analysis of ellipsis. Putting Matthewson’s and Elbourne’s analyses
together, we propose that in the ellipsis construction there is always a silent definite, anaphoric
D with a role in the construction of the restriction. This is a semantic requirement on the
interpretation of the ellipsis site.
The main syntactic claim that we advance is that only the NP complement of a definite
D may be elided, since only the complement of a definite D may be anaphoric. Ellipsis licensing
is therefore consequent upon definiteness valuation.
7. On the remnant and the role of Focus Fronting
As shown, the elided (DP) constituent is anaphoric and definite ([+a, +def]) and, at the
same time, the antecedent and the ellipsis DP implicitly refer to the common discourse topic,
the unique set which sums up the denotation of the antecedent and the ellipsis DP.
While anaphoricity simply requires establishing the connection with an antecedent, the
means of establishing a relation of anaphoricity may be diverse. Thus certain forms, such as
the indefinite one in English, and, generally, definite pronouns are marked as anaphoric in the
lexicon (for instance, using the features of Binding Theory). In the particular case of ellipsis
and of definite descriptions more generally, the anaphoric connection is secured by the
common descriptive content of the involved NPs. In more complex cases, a common NP
restriction is inferred even if it is not overtly present. These are the well-known cases of
bridging and accommodation (see van der Sandt 1992):
(30)
(31)

Two men entered the building. The men were tall.
They bought a cheap house. The roof was leaking.

In the case of lexical categories (nouns, verbs) as opposed to pro-forms, anaphoricity
is established at the level of discourse. Sometimes the anaphoric connection is not signalled by
any syntactic means; such is the case in (30) and (31) above. Ellipsis is a syntactic means of
signalling an anaphoric connection, a cohesive device in terms of Discourse Grammar (cf.
1

Recall that choice functions may shift predicates to entities, so that “For any set E, a choice
function over E is a function that maps every non-empty subset A of E to a member of A” (Winter
2005:769).
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Halliday, Hasan 1976) Anaphoricity has semantic, syntactic, as well as prosodic effects.
Semantically, the ellipsis DP and the target DP make reference to the discourse topic. It is
essential that the common topic is systematically analysed into an identical part, which is
assigned an explicit [+a] feature, and a non-identical part, which is assigned a [+c] feature.
Assignment of [+c] is thus the effect of setting up the common topic, i.e., comparing the
antecedent and the ellipsis DP1.
Ellipsis is thus a double-figure, silencing the identical term, while focusing the remnant.
As a means of marking anaphoric relations, ellipsis could easily fall under the Avoid Pronoun
Strategy. Through the mechanism provided, a lexical DP (the ellipsis site) becomes a discourse
pronoun and may be silenced.
The elided constituent is anaphoric and non-contrastive, i.e., its specific feature
composition is [+def, +a]. The feature specification [+def, +a] on a DP functions as a
PF-instruction that the DP should go unpronounced. Merchant’s E-feature becomes therefore
superfluous. The intuition that ellipsis is optional is, however, on the right track. In the present
analysis it is anaphoricity which is optionally incorporated as a feature on the identical nominal,
triggering the construction of the common topic and the assignment of contrastive focus, and, as
will be seen, it is focus movement which makes the difference between the syntax of full DPs
and ellipsis DPs. When anaphoricity is not assigned, it is merely inferred as a semantic relation,
and ellipsis does not occur. Thus, it is the featural make-up of a “pronominal” DP that triggers
non-pronunciation.
FF is required as a means of giving the remaining Q/D scope over the definite
restriction; it is a form of QP-raising, as discussed, for instance, in Herburger (1997).
Summing up the proposal, we may say that:
(i) Assignment of [+c] to the remnant is consequent on the licensing of the [+a]
feature. In turn, this is the effect of definiteness valuation.
(ii) FF is a means of giving scope to the remaining Q/D over the restriction.
8. Conclusion
The main points of the theory of nominal ellipsis sketched above are the following:
(i) The interpretation of ellipsis involves the retrieval of a common discourse topic, a
contextually constructed plural individual including the extension of the NP antecedent, as
well as of the ellipsis site. Derivationally, it is the identity of the common topic which makes
superfluous the pronunciation of the second copy, marked for deletion in syntax and
unpronounced at PF.
(ii) Ellipsis determiners and partitive determiners must/may take definite DP/PP
complements. In the case of NPE, definiteness of the NP/DP complement is the result of the
anaphoric relation that holds between the contextual denotations of the two NPs.
(iii) Syntactically, NPE is a DP-level construction, building a generalized quantifier in
the two steps indicated by Matthewson (2001): determining the relevant plural individual (the
lower D) and quantifying over this set (higher D).
(iv) NPE is induced by the feature composition of the ellipsis site, which should be
[+def, +a]. While [+a] and [+c] are P-features, cyclically assigned at the end of each phase,
definiteness is a morphosyntactic feature which plays an important part in the narrow syntax of
DPs. From a syntactic perspective, informally, a D may assign the features [+a] to its
1

The fact that contrast on the remnant signals ellipsis has often been remarked upon
(Giannakidou & Stavrou 1999: 305, Eguren 2010: 443): a nominal constituent  can be elided in
constituent  only if the remnant of  is not identical to the corresponding part of the antecedent  of .
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complement only if its definiteness feature has been valued. Languages differ in the strategies
used for valuing definiteness.
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Providing Syntactic Arguments that Ellipsis Sites are Definite Descriptions
The paper proposes a syntactic and interpretative account of nominal ellipsis in Romanian DPs.
After reviewing previous accounts, we conclude that a suitable theory should unify total ellipsis (ellipsis
with no remnant) with partial ellipsis (ellipsis with at least one remnant). In the proposed theory, ellipsis
is viewed as a Discourse Grammar phenomenon, presupposing the retrieval of a suitable discourse
antecedent. Since the ellipsis site is anaphorically related to the antecedent, it will be syntactically
definite. Definiteness checking is thus obligatory in any DP which contains an ellipsis site, and it is this
step which provides the unity of nominal ellipsis. Therefore, ellipsis is a double figure, involving both
the anaphoricity of the elided NP with respect to the antecedent, and the contrastivity of the remnant (if
present) with respect to the same antecedent, a feature which triggers movement to the DP left
periphery.
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