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One of the fascinations of Sluicing – one that figured in Ross’s (1969) original exploration of the construction –
is that it seems to overcome many island effects. Most speakers find contrasts between the pairs of sentences in
(1) and (2), for instance.

(1) a. * Which poisonous substance do they want to meet someone who has eaten?

b. They want to meet someone who has eaten something poisonous, but I can’t remember exactly
what ∆ now.
∆ = they want to meet someone who has eaten t

(2) a. * What did Ben leave the party because he ate?

b. Ben left the party because he ate something awful, but he wouldn’t tell me what ∆.
∆ = Ben left the party because he ate t

In each case, the meaning of the sluiced sentence approximates so closely the sentence in the preceding clause,
that it is reasonable to expect it to have the same shape as that sentence – as indicated. And yet, the shape of
the sentence in the first clause includes an island, as shown by the ungrammaticality of the a-cases. So why isn’t
there an island violation triggered by wh-Movement out of the sluiced IP in the b-examples?

There has been a renewed interest in this puzzle following the publication of Chung, Ladusaw, and Mc-
Closkey (1995). One of the interesting twists to the problem that they introduce is that the island effects reappear
when the wh-phrase in the sluice matches an implicit argument in the antecedent clause, rather than an overt
argument as it does in the examples above. Thus, there is a contrast between the b-examples of (1) and (2), and
the cases below.

(3) a. * They want to meet someone who has eaten (at the White House), but I can’t remember exactly
what ∆ now.

b. * Ben left the party because he ate, but he wouldn’t tell me what ∆.

What is responsible for this contrast is only very partly known. But enough is known, I will argue, that we
can conclude that there is a very special problem with this paradigm in the context of the Sentential Subject
Constraint, which is what is responsible for the ungrammaticality of (4).

(4) *Which race do we know [that [to win t] is possible for Sally]?

As with the sluices above, the Sentential Subject Constraint is alleviated in sluices that have an overt argument
matching the remnant wh phrase, but not in cases where an implicit argument matches the remnant wh phrase.

(5) a. To win some race is possible for Sally, even though I don’t know exactly which ∆.

b. * To win is possible for Sally, even though I don’t know (exactly) what ∆.

Unlike the loss of island effects in (1) and (2), the absence of a Sentential Subject Constraint violation in (5a)
is quite expected. In fact, once a few facts about the recoverability condition that matches a sluice with its
antecedent are known, the absence of the Sentential Subject Constraint in (5a) is so unavoidable that there is no
way of manufacturing it in the sluice of (5b). Instead, we will have to locate the Sentential Subject Constraint
violation in the antecedent clause.

∗I am indebted to Jason Merchant, Hajime Hoji, Ringe Hayashishita, Yukinori Takubo, Chris Kennedy, Satoshi Tomioka, Emi Mukai and
Ayumi Ueyama for many stimulating ideas and edifying discussions. I owe an especial debt of gratitude to Professor Ueyama for putting
together and leading the extremely rewarding Workshops on ellipsis in English and Japanese these past three years, from which this paper
grew.



1 The recoverability condition

We should not try to evade island violations in the sluices of (1), (2) and (5a) by denying outright that there is a
sentence out of which the wh phrase has moved in these cases. In many treatments of VP Ellipsis, for instance,
the ellipsis site is occupied by a phonetically null pro-form which has no syntactic structure. But adapting such
an account to sluicing is discredited by facts which suggest that the form of the wh phrase is determined by the
syntactic environment within the sluice. For example, the Case borne by the wh-phrase matches what would
be expected if it had moved from an unpronounced sentence; and similarly, how pied-piping is expressed is
controlled by the internal structure of the elided clause. Merchant (2001, Chapter 3) chronicles these problems,
and provides a compelling argument against trying to explain the absence of islands in this way.

Still, the fact that the sluices are similar in meaning to the sentences in the antecedent clause should not lead
us to assume that they must be identical in form to those sentences. Indeed, Merchant shows that the sentences
which elide in sluicing can vary a little from their antecedent sentences. One of his examples – drawn from the
movie Thunderheart – is:

(6) Nobody’ll talk to you, except for old Wakasha. I have no idea why ∆.
∆ = he (=old Wakasha) will talk to you

(Merchant, 2001, (32):22)

There is nothing in the first sentence of (6) that matches in syntactic form what has sluiced. On the other hand,
it’s clear that the meaning of the sluiced sentence can be fully recovered from the meaning of the first sentence.

This is what inspires the currently most popular method of stating a recoverability condition on ellipsis, one
that matches the meaning of the elided phrase with the meaning of its antecedent. Merchant argues that some of
the cases in which sluices avoid island effects do so because this recoverability condition does not always require
that an island be manufactured in the sluice. This is how I believe the solution to the puzzle posed by (5a) is to
be solved.

In rough outline, the recoverability condition has two parts. One part it inherits from a condition governing
the placement of deaccented material. Since it is reasonable to see sluices as containing nothing but deaccented
material, they will, by their nature, be subject this constraint. For something to be deaccented, its content must
be salient, or given, by the discourse it’s in. That’s illustrated by the difference in acceptability of (7a) and (7b)
(in which everything but “BOB" should be understood as deaccented).

(7) Jill gave money to somebody.

a. Yeah, she gave money to BOB.

b. # Yeah, she gave pearls to BOB.

The problem with (7b) is that pearls introduces material that is not made salient by the antecedent statement.
For our purposes, we don’t need to be too detailed in rendering this part of the condition; it will be enough
to check that the condition is met by replacing the sluice with a deaccented string that matches what we are
conjecturing has elided. Thus, for example, we can see that this part of the recoverability condition is met in (6)
by noting that (8) is okay.

(8) Nobody’ll talk to you except for old Wakasha. I have no idea why he will talk to you.

(Lower caps signify deaccenting.) Still, for concreteness sake, let’s adopt a toy version of the condition, build-
ing on Schwarzschild (1999):

(9) For every CP and IP, α, form α′ by replacing the constituents that are focused in αwith existentially
closed variables, and existentially close any free variables that might exist. α′ must be given.

α′ is given iff there is some sentence, β, such that (a) and (b).

a. Every word and phrase in α′ must either be matched by a word or phrase with the same meaning
in α, or it must be anaphoric to some expression in α.

b. β must entail α′.

The example in (8) satisfies (9) because (i) each of the words and phrases in “will talk to you" are matched
by words and phrases in “Nobody will talk to you," (ii) “he" is anaphoric to “old Wakasha,” and, (iii) ∃x [he1

will talk to you x ] is entailed by “Nobody’ll talk to you except old Wakasha.” (In (iii), “x" here represents the
variable associated with why in the sluice. When just the IP is considered, this variable is free, and so it gets
closed, according to (9).) This first condition, then, is met by the sluice in (6).

The second part of the recoverability condition is responsible for the relative strictness of sluicing when
compared to deaccenting. Thus, for instance, the antecedent sentence in (10) permits the deaccented material
in (11) to be Given, and yet does not permit the sluice in (12).



(10) Abby called Ben an idiot.

(11) . . . but I don’t know who else she insulted.

(12) . . . but I don’t know who else ∆.
∆ 6= she insulted

We should, to begin with, understand how (9) allows the deaccenting in (11). It looks like it shouldn’t: insulted is
not matched by something with the same meaning in (10) (in violation of (9a)) and (10) doesn’t entail that she
(=Abby) insulted someone (in violation of (9b)). One way of fitting this case to (9) would be to see the context
in which an antecedent utterance is spoken as contributing information that facilitates Givenness. Indeed, in
a normal context, to call someone an idiot is to insult them; thus in a normal context insulted does match the
meaning of called an idiot and Abby called Ben an idiot does entail that she insulted someone. If we take this
approach, we should change (9) to (13).

(13) α′ is GIVEN iff there is some sentence, β, in a context C such that (a) and (b):

a. Every word and phrase in α′ must either be matched by a word or phrase with the same meaning
in β+C , or it must be anaphoric to some expression in α.

b. β+C must entail α′.

If contextual information is necessary for allowing the deaccenting in (11), then we might limit access to this
information in the case of sluicing. One way of formulating the second part of the recoverability condition
follows this idea, by placing constraints on how contextual information can be exploited (see Tancredi (1992)
and Fox (2000)). Another approach, taken by Merchant, strengthens (13) to a biconditional, requiring that not
only the sluiced IP be given by some antecedent β but that the antecedent sentence also be given by the sluiced
IP. (This teeters on being too strong, as trying to apply it to the case in (8) will show.) We don’t need to decide
which of these directions to follow. The conclusion I will reach only requires that the effects of this part of the
recoverability condition not be underestimated, so it’s sufficient to overestimate its effects.

Let’s combine both approaches, therefore, removing altogether the contribution that context makes and
strengthening the Givenness relation to a biconditional.

(14) The Recoverability Condition

If α is a sluice and β its antecedent then α must be given by β and β mst be given by α.

(This is very close to Merchant’s “e-givenness" requirement.)
Merchant suggests that many of the island conditions can be alleviated in sluicing contexts because of the

mismatch between antecedent and sluiced clause that the Recoverability Condition allows. For instance, he
sketches out a way in which the sentences which have sluiced in (1) and (2) can be free of islands, and yet still
be close enough in meaning to the antecedent clauses to be recoverable. Whether or not that is the correct
approach to the cases in (1) and (2) (see Lasnik (2001) for some problems), I will leave open. But I think that the
absence of an island effect in (5a) must have that kind of solution. Even the unreasonably strong Recoverability
Condition in (14) allows the sluice in (5a) to consist of what is shown as deaccented material in (15).

(15) To win some race is possible for Sally, even though I don’t know exactly which it is possible for Sally

to win.

Because in this case the sentential argument of possible is in object position, no island effect is incurred. The
Recoverability Condition is satisfied because “to win some race is possible for Sally" has exactly the same en-
tailments that “it is possible for Sally to win some race" has. In fact, once it’s appreciated that the recoverability
condition for sluices – whatever it may turn out to be – allows for (6), it is hard to see how it could fail to allow
the deaccented material in (15) to sluice.

The reason that the absence of an island effect in (5a) is expected, then, is that the recoverability condition
on sluices can’t force the island in the antecedent clause to be reproduced in the elided clause. But therein lies
the puzzle of the ungrammaticality of (5b). Why can’t the source for the sluice in this example be (16)?

(16) To win is possible for Sally, even though I don’t know (exactly) what it is possible for Sally to win.

What makes (5b) ungrammatical cannot be found in the sluice.

2 Scope parallelism

What distinguishes the cases in (5) is that in (5a) the wh-phrase stands in the same relation relative to the sluice
that an overt argument does to the antecedent clause, while in (5b) the wh-phrase is matched by an implicit



argument. Let’s say that the wh phrase’s correlate is an overt argument in (5a) and an implicit argument in (5b).
Romero (1998) suggests a technique for distinguishing the cases with implicit correlates from those with overt
correlates that might be helpful for our puzzle.

Her suggestion relies on two observations. The first is that implicit arguments typically have narrowest
scope, as a consideration of (17) shows.

(17) She never reads.

a. She never ∃x reads x.

b. ∃x she never reads x.

The only interpretation (17) has is the one represented by (17a); this sentence does not report that there is
something she never reads, rather it says, roughly, that she doesn’t read anything. This isn’t true for most overt
arguments. The examples in (18) are ambiguous; they can have, in particular, a-reading in which their objects
out-scope never, as indicated.

(18) a. She never read most books.
can mean: There is a majority of books that she never read.

b. She never read a book.
can mean: There is some book she never read.

The second observation is that the scope a wh-phrase has, relative to its clause, must match the scope its
correlate has to its clause. This is part of a larger phenomenon, known as scope parallelism, that arises in
instances of ellipsis and deaccenting. (19), based on Chung et al. (1995, 37: 256) illustrates.

(19) a. She always reads a book at dinnertime.

b. She always reads a book at dinnertine. I can’t figure out which one ∆.

The ambiguity in (19a) is removed in favor of a wide-scope interpretation for a book in (19b). Scope parallelism
forces this, as the wh-phrase must have wide scope relative to the sluice, and its correlate must therefore follow
suit. Overall, then, implicit arguments will make poor correlates, Romero suggests, because they tend to take
narrowest scope and the wh-phrases they are correlates for tend to take widest scope, setting up a violation of
scope parallelism.

In the context of our puzzle, this idea plays out as follows. In an example like (5b) – I’ve constructed a similar
one in (20a), but with terms in which the scopes can be more easily discerned – the implicit argument cannot
be understood as having sentence-wide scope, as (20b) indicates.

(20) a. * To win is necessary for Sally, even though I don’t know (exactly) what ∆.
∆ = it is necessary for Sally to win.

b. To win is necessary for Sally.
doesn’t mean: ∃x [ [to win x] is necessary for Sally]

But because the wh-phrase in the sluice does take sentence-wide scope, scope parallelism is violated.
By contrast, the overt correlate in (5a), repeated in (21a), is capable of taking sentence-wide scope, as (21b)

indicates.

(21) a. To win some race is necessary for Sally, even though I don’t know exactly which ∆.
∆ = it is necessary for Sally to win

b. To win some race is necessary for Sally.
can mean: ∃x, x a race, [ [to win x] is necessary for Sally]

Thus, even though the wh-phrase in the sluice takes sentence-wide scope, no violation of scope parallelism is
forced.

This approach to the contrast in (5) does not distinguish implicit argument correlates from overt ones.
Rather, it distinguishes those correlates which can gain sentence-wide scope in contexts like (5) from those
which can’t. In fact, quantifier phrases headed by some and a are rather exceptional in being able to be inter-
preted as if they scope wider than the clause they stand in. Hence, we should expect overt correlates which do
not have this exceptional ability to be ungrammatical in situations like (5). (22a) satisfies this expectation.

(22) a. * To win most races is likely for Sally, even though I don’t know exactly which ∆.
∆ = it is likely for Sally to win

b. To win most races is necessary for Sally.
doesn’t mean:
∃x, x the majority of races, [ [to win x] is necessary for Sally]



There is some reason to think, then, that the contrast in (5) is simply a consequence of scope parallelism and
the conditions that determine the scopes of arguments. At least this would correctly put implicit arguments and
most-phrases together, and contrast them with some-phrases.

Unfortunately, this isn’t a complete solution. It misfires in cases like (23), in which the correlates are not
embedded in a sentential subject.

(23) a. It is necessary for Sally to win some race, but I don’t know exactly which ∆.

b. It is necessary for Sally to win most races, but I don’t know exactly which ∆.

c. It is necessary for Sally to win, but I don’t know exactly what ∆.
∆ = it is necessary for Sally to win

These are all grammatical; and yet the account just sketched predicts that only (23a) should be. This is because
some-phrases are exceptional not only in being able to be interpreted as if they scoped out of sentential subjects,
they are exceptional in being able to be interpreted as if they scoped out of object clauses too. Neither an implicit
argument nor a most-phrase may scope out of the embedded infinitives that (23) contains:

(24) a. It is necessary for Sally to win some race.
can mean:
∃x, x a race, [ it is necessary for Sally [to win x]]

b. It is necessary for Sally to win most races.
doesn’t mean:
∃x, x a majority of races, [it is necessary for Sally [to win x]]

c. It is necessary for Sally to win.
doesn’t mean:
∃x [ it is necessary for Sally [to win x]]

If the ungrammaticality of (20a) and (22a) is due to violations of scope parallelism triggered by the necessarily
narrow scope of their correlates, then we are not going to be able to distinguish these cases from (23b) and (23c).

3 A solution

We need two constraints.
The contrast between (20a)/(22a) and (23b)/(23c) is due to the Sentential Subject Constraint, the effects of

which some-phrases are immune to. If we assume that implicit arguments are bound by existential quantifiers
which are inserted into LF representations, this constraint can be rendered as (25).

(25) The Sentential Subject Constraint

No intrinsic variable, α, in [C P . . .α. . . ] may be bound by something outside of CP, when CP surfaces in
Specifier of IP.

The term “intrinsic variable" is meant to distinguish traces and whatever implicit arguments are from null
pronouns. It is, of course, probable that (25) is part of a more general constraint, but this will do for our cases.

The Sentential Subject Constraint prevents the correlates in (20a) and (22a) from gaining sentence-wide
scope, and this triggers a violation of scope parallelism. It doesn’t affect the scope of the correlates in (23b) and
(23c), however, and therefore does not trigger a scope parallelism violation in these cases.

The second constraint we need is responsible for the fact that the most-phrase in (24b) and the implicit argu-
ment in (24c) cannot have sentence-wide scope. Interestingly, some-phrases are also immune to this constraint.
To formulate this constraint, we need first to see that the reason the sluices in (23b) and (23c) are grammatical
is because they manage, surprisingly, to obey scope parallelism. Consider, for example, the interpretation that
the antecedent clause in (23b) gets:

(26) [A It is necessary for Sally to win most races], but I don’t know exactly which ∆.
A = ∃x, x a majority of races, [ it is necessary for Sally [ to win x] ]

Just as scope parallelism demands, most races gains sentence-wide scope. Since this interpretation is not avail-
able when the sluice is absent, as in (24b), the constraint we are after must be sensitive to the presence of a sluice.
I suggest the following.



(27) Minimal Distance Constraint

a. Let α1, α2,. . . ,αn be all the phrases with which δ can grammatically combine to form:

x

δ αi

in producing an LF that is part of a well-formed discourse.

b. If δ binds an intrinsic variable, β, in αi then there can be no α j such that αi contains α j contains β.

The first clause of the Minimal Distance Constraint picks out the class of phrases to which a quantifier can ad-
join. Because it is sensitive to well-formed discourses, it will only pick out those to which adjoining a quantifier
would satisfy scope parallelism. (Scope parallelism is thought to be a consequence of Givenness, which is, I am
assuming, a condition on discourses.) The second clause requires a quantifier to be no farther from the vari-
able it binds than the smallest of the phrases picked out by the first clause. Overall, then, the Minimal Distance
Constraint forces the quantifiers that bind traces and implicit arguments to be in the nearest position consistent
with a well-formed discourse. This will have the desired effect of making the quantifiers it applies to clause
bound except in Sluicing contexts, in which scope parallelism makes higher scope positions possible.

In (24b), for example, it might prevent QR from moving most races any farther than to the VP which contains
it:

(28) It is necessary for Sally [to [V P most races [V P win t ]]

Thus, most races will not be able to achieve sentence-wide scope. But when this sentence serves as the antecedent
for a sluice, as in (23b), the LF in (28) cannot be part of a well-formed discourse, as it will not conform to scope
parallelism. In this context the Minimal Distance Constraint can be satisfied by QRing most races into the root
sentence, as in:

(29) it is [AP most races [AP necessary for Sally [to win t]]].

The existential quantifier that binds an implicit argument will be similarly affected. In this way, then, the con-
dition responsible for making most quantifiers, and implicit arguments, clause-bound is a slave to scope paral-
lelism and, consequently, sensitive to the presence of a sluice.

Together, these two constraints capture the entire paradigm. The Minimal Distance Constraint is responsible
for the normally clause-bounded nature of quantifier scope, but is subordinate to scope parallelism. As a result,
its effects are lost in contexts where sluices are present. Once its effects are lost, the action of the Sentential
Subject Constraint on quantifier scope becomes visible. Because scope parallelism not only weakens the Mini-
mal Distance Constraint’s effects on an antecedent clause, but also drives the correlates in the antecedent clause
to have widest scope, it will trigger a Sentential Subject Constraint violation if the correlate originates within
a sentential subject. This is why (5b) (=(20a)) and (22a) are ungrammatical. Their antecedent clauses have
a Sentential Subject Constraint violation in them. By contrast, (5a), in which the correlate is a some-phrase,
is grammatical because the scope some-phrases achieve is not governed by the Sentential Subject Constraint.
Scope parallelism can therefore be satisfied without violating it. It is an interesting question why some-phrases
are able to escape the consequences of both the Sentential Subject Constraint and the Minimal Distance Con-
straint. Since these constraints govern the distance that may be spanned by an inherent variable and its binder,
we might conclude that some-phrases attain their exceptionally wide-scope without actually putting a binder in
the scope position. Kratzer (1998) offers an account with this consequence.

My way of formulating the Minimal Distance Constraint in (27) must, of course, be considered very prelim-
inary. Not only is the notion of “well-formed discourse" that it relies on too vague to be of practical use, its
effects are almost certainly too rampant. (How, for instance, would it allow for most books to escape the scope
of always in (18)?) Fortunately, the size restriction on this paper rescues me from improving (27).
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