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Agreement Mismatches in Fragments and Distributed
Ellipsis

Andrew Nevins (UCL)
Joint work with Jana Willer-Gold, Bojana Ristić, Boban Arsenijević, Nermina

Čordalija, Nedžad Leko, Frane Malenica, Lanko Franc Marušič, Irina Masnikosa,
Tanja Milićev, Nataša Milićević, Petra Mišmaš, Gesoel Mendes, Ivana Mitić, Anita

Peti-Stantić, Marta Ruda, Branimir Stanković, Matea Tolić and Jelena Tušek

BCGL Conference, CRISSP Leuven, 16 December 2021
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Outline of the Talk

Different Analyses of Ellipsis Phenomena

Closest Conjunct Agreement in South Slavic

CCA Under Fragment Answer Ellipsis

Experimental Confirmation of Switch Agreement Asymmetries

A Distributed Ellipsis Analysis

Conclusions and Future Directions
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Guiding questions about Ellipsis

(1) John won’t swim, but Mary will .

(2) a. Structure question: Is there syntax internal to the ellipsis site?
b. Identity question: The understood material is identical to some

antecedent. Is the relevant kind of identity syntactic (defined over phrase
markers or syntactic derivations) or semantic (defined over semantic
representations or computations)?

(Merchant 2018)

3 / 34



.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Families of analyses

syntactic approaches

cyclic structure
building

plus
PF non-pronunciation

Ross 1969
Lasnik 2001

Merchant 2001
Sailor 2021

Saab forthcoming

counter-cyclic
structure building

Fiengo and May 1994
Oku 1998

Landau 2021

direct interpretration
and related approaches

Lobeck 1995,
Ginzburg and Sag 2000,

Culicover and Jackendoff 2005
Kim and Nykiel 2020
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Overview of approaches

I Cyclic approaches: the omitted constituent is assembled in the narrow syntax,
and ellipsis corresponds to a PF-deletion operation, an instruction to forego
lexical insertion, or insertion of silent material.

I Counter-cyclic approaches: ellipsis sites do not start off with a complex
syntactic structure. At LF or simply after spell-out before the final LF
representation, the structure corresponding to the antecedent merges in the
ellipsis site, thereby providing the final representation.

I Nothing excludes the possibility that different types of elliptical constructions
are built with different devices.
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Sidebar: rule interaction and derivational models

I A great deal of research in every module reveals opacity (e.g. wh- movement and
wanna-contraction, affrication and apocope), and more recently in PF proper

I Arregi & Nevins 2012 contains numerous arguments for opacity specifically in
the domain of PF, whereby a morphological dissimilation rule feeds a
morphological metathesis rule.

I Specifically, the expected absolutive proclitic on the Basque auxiliary is deleted
in a [+participant] configuration. The vacuum it leaves behind is filled by a
metathesizing ergative clitic:

(3) Su-k
you(Sg).erg

gu-∅
us-abs

ikus-i
see-prf

s
cl.e.2.sg

-endu
-pst.1.pl

-n
-cpst

‘You(Sg) saw us.’ (Ondarru)
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Agreement as a connectivity effect

(4) Some people think there are no such rules, but there {*is/are}.
(adapted from Ross 1969)

(5) a. First, there were bananas available, and then there {weren’t/*wasn’t}.
b. First, there were going to be bananas available, and then there {weren’t/

*wasn’t}.
(Merchant, 2013)

I If agreement morphology is the reflex of a syntactic dependency relating two
syntactic objects in a particular configuration, ellipsis sites must somehow
provide syntactically active elements capable of controlling agreement.

I As pointed out by Van Craenenbroeck and Merchant (2013), this argument for
hidden structure has not featured prominently in the literature.

I In the current talk we provide evidence from Closest-Conjunct Agreement in
South Slavic for abstract syntactic structure and PF structure in the ellipsis site.
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Previous work

In previous production and acceptability judgement experiments, we have established
across six sites with varieties of Slovenian and Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian that verbal
agreement can be with the linearly closest conjunct:

(6) Včeraj
yesterday

so
aux.pl

bile
been.fem.pl

[krave
cow.fem.pl

in
and

teleta]
calf.neut.pl

prodana.
sold.neut.pl

‘Yesterday cows and calves were sold.’
(Slovenian; Marušič, Nevins, and Badecker (2015))

We argued for a model in which Agreement takes place in two steps: Agree-Link,
which chooses an agreement controller in the syntax, and Agree-Copy, which at PF
copies features from the XP chosen as a controller. Assuming that Linearization of
syntactic structure occurs only at PF, Closest Conjunct Agreement must result from
Linearization feeding Agree-Copy.
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Present context

Short answers to polar questions, which in several languages can consist of the lexical
verb alone, sometimes accompanied by a polarity particle and an auxiliary clitic,
without the (otherwise obligatory) arguments (i.e., verb-echo answers).

(7) A: Jel
q

Ivan
John

kupuje
buy.3sg

šečer?
sugar

‘Is John buying sugar?’
B: Da,

yes
kupuje.
buy.3sg

‘Yes, he is.’
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SV order

(8) A: Jesu
Aux.pl

li
q

molbe
request.f.pl

i
and

rješenja
resolution.n.pl

ovjerena
verify.n.pl

pečatom?
by stamp

‘Were requests and resolutions verified by stamp?’
B: Da,

Yes,
ovjerene=su.
verify.f.pl=aux.pl

/ovjerena=su.
/verify.n.pl=aux.pl

/ovjereni=su.
/verify.m.pl=aux.pl

‘Yes. They were verified by stamp.’

The fragment answer contains no visible agreement controller. We refer to the three
possible morphological forms of the verb as old agreement, switch agreement, and
default agreement.

10 / 34



.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

VS order

(9) A: Jesu
Aux.pl

li
q

u
in

trgovini
shop

izložena
displayed.n.pl

ogledala
mirrors.n.pl

i
and

lampe?
lamps.f.pl

‘Were mirrors and lamps displayed in the shop?’
B: Da,

Yes,
*izložene=su.
verify.f.pl=aux.pl

/izložena=su.
/verify.n.pl=aux.pl

/izloženi=su.
/verify.m.pl=aux.pl

‘Yes. They were displayed in the shop.’

As with their unelided counterparts, in VS order it is not possible to have last-conjunct
agreement (switch agreement), as this would be with an XP that is neither highest nor
linearly closest.
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Previous production work

I In previous work (presented at FASL28 2019, SLS16 2021, PNCLR9 2021), we
demonstrated in production experiments that participants freely produce
switch-agreement in SV structures, but significantly less so in VS structures.

I In the current experiment we sought to obtain acceptability ratings to confirm
that this low rate of production was indeed due to a grammatical dispreference.
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Experimental procedure

I Acceptability judgement with 31 participants in Zadar/Croatia and 31
participants in Niš/Serbia, 7-point scale

I 2x2x2 design: MM conjunction vs NF conjunction, SV order vs VS order, and
Old-Agreement vs Switch-Agreement

I 6 items per condition, Latin Square Design, plus 48 fillers without &Ps.

I Experiment presentation via PCIbex platform (https://www.pcibex.net).
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Results of rating experiment

Comparison of Switch-Agreement in SV vs VS following lmer mixed effects model:
t=2.929, p = 0.003**
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Indices of switch-dispreference

We refer to the index of preference as the difference in rating between Old and Switch
Agreement for these conditions:

The dispreference for switch agreement in VS remains higher than for SV when
analyzed by item (left) and by participant (right).
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Implementation

I Syntactic terminals with Halle’s (1991) Q-feature undergo Vocabulary Insertion,
one of the very last steps at PF.

I Ellipsis in the syntax involves deletion of the Q-feature on the relevant terminals,
which will deprive them of Vocabulary Insertion (see, e.g., Saab forthcoming).

I Importantly, since Q-deletion doesn’t implicate either obliteration of the whole
syntactic terminals or any further tampering with other morpho-syntactic
features, Q-less elements can still take part in operations within the PF cycle
(though see Lipták and Saab 2016 for further discussion on the interaction
between ellipsis sites and morphological operations).

I Crucially, PF operations such as Linearization and Agree-Copy, operating on
abstract PF structure, occur even though the terminals undergoing them are not
pronounced.
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Implementation

I Vocabulary insertion as Q-replacement (Halle 1991, Embick 2015)

(10) Peter will see Mary.

TP

NP
[Peter, q] T

[fut,q]
VP

V
[see,q]

NP
[Mary, q]

TP

NP
[Peter, /pi:t@ô/]

T
[fut,/wIë/]

VP

V
[see, /si:/]

NP
[Mary, /me:ôi/]
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Implementation
I Ellipsis as Q-deletion (Saab forthcoming)

(11) A: Mary won’t see Mary.
B: Peter will.

TP

NP
[Peter, q] T

[fut,q]
VP

V
[see,q]

NP
[Mary, q]

TP

NP
[Peter, /pi:t@ô/]

T
[fut,/wIë/]

VP

V
[see,q]

NP
[Mary, q]
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Fragment answer implementation

I Arguments that raise above the verb in Questions must do so in Answers as
well, to maintain parallelism of information structure (Kehler 2000, Neeleman
and van de Koot 2008, Titov 2012).

I Ellipsis in fragment answers of these sorts involves argument ellipsis (see e.g.
Oku 1998, Landau 2018, Landau 2019, among others), with the availability of
limited adjunct omission (Oku 2016).

I Reshuffling of the relative order of the conjuncts inside the &P is also disallowed
in the Question-Answer pair. That is, some degree of syntactic identity is
required (pace Merchant 2001, Abels 2018).

I Auxiliaries are postposed into 2nd position, following the participle, as a late
prosodic inversion (cf. Ionova 2019, Bošković and Nunes 2007).
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SV structures: polar questions

Aux

Q AspP

&P

NPf.pl
molbe & NPn.pl

rješenja

Asp
ovjerena

VP

VP

V t&P

PP
pečatom
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Fragment answers to SV showing HCA

Agree-Copy > Linearization yields Switch Agreement

Aux AspP

&P

NPf.pl
[q] &

[q]
NPn.pl
[q]

Asp
ovjerene

VP

V t&P
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Fragment answers to SV showing HCA

Linearization > Agree-Copy yields Old Agreement

Aux AspP

&P

NPf.pl
[q] &

[q]
NPn.pl
[q]

Asp
ovjerena

VP

V t&P
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VS questions: structure

Aux

Q AspP

PP
u trgovini

Asp
izložena

VP

VP

V &P

NPn.pl
& NPf.pl

tPP
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VS fragment answers

Either order of Agree-Copy and Linearization will yield agreement with the first
conjunct (as it is highest and closest in VS orders):

Aux AspP

Asp
izložena

VP

V &P

NPn.pl
[q] &

[q]
NPf.pl
[q]

I As above, the position of &P in the answer has to be the same as the position
of &P in the question.

I The grammar blocks LCA because of the underlying VS word order.
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Conclusions

syntactic approaches

cyclic structure
building

plus
PF non-pronunciation

Ross 1969
Lasnik 2001

Merchant 2001
Sailor 2021

Saab forthcoming

counter-cyclic
structure building

Fiengo and May 1994
Oku 1998

Landau 2021

direct interpretration
and related approaches

Lobeck 1995,
Ginzburg and Sag 2000,

Culicover and Jackendoff 2005
Kim and Nykiel 2020
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Conclusions

I The restricted possibility of agreement switch in the answer makes it unlikely
that analyses that do not resort to complex abstract syntax in the ellipsis site
can account for the findings presented here without resorting to additional
stipulations.

I Furthermore, the facts presented here suggest that ellipsis sites have regular PF
articulation.
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Conclusions
On a ‘don’t send to PF approach’, none of the postsyntactic operations below will
happen, while on a Q-deletion approach, only the last one is bled:

It is not only the case that one needs silent structure in the syntax, but at PF as well
(pace Murphy & Müller, to appear).
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Conclusions

I The possibility of agreement switch with pre-verbal &P and its impossibility
with post-verbal &P implies that a purely semantic identity condition on ellipsis
won’t suffice (pace Merchant 2001, Abels 2018).

I Furthermore, while supplementing a semantic identity condition with a lexical
requirement helps in some cases (e.g. NoNewWords, John is jealous, but I
don’t know *(of) who), it won’t suffice here either because it would in principle
allow reshuffling of the relative order of the conjuncts inside the &P in the
ellipsis site (pace Chung 2006, Merchant 2013).

I Approaches that impose a more strict structural matching condition between
antecedent and ellipsis sites, at least in some domains, are better suited to deal
with our data (Chomsky 1965, Lasnik 1995,Tanaka 2011, Rudin 2019, Ranero
2020, Saab forthcoming).
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Conclusions

I For concreteness, we have assumed an argument ellipsis for fragment answers to
polar questions (Landau 2018, Landau 2019).

I An analysis in terms of X[+V]-stranding XP[+V]-ellipsis (Goldberg 2005,
Gribanova 2013, Holmberg 2016, Mendes 2020, Ruda 2021) can, in principle,
deliver similar results.

I We are currently applying a battery of tests from previous literature to
determine the exact size of the ellipsis site. If argument ellipsis is confirmed, our
findings provide potential counter-examples to the anti-agreement hypothesis,
according to which agreement blocks argument ellipsis (see e.g. Saito 2007,
Takahashi 2014, Duguine 2008).
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