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Chapter 9: The Structure of Silence (nn1)

The Ghost of Syntax in the Unspoken


Grammar carves out verbal images in the mind  that are so precise they give structure to silence itself.  Much of what we say is so clear to us that we do not actually have to say it.  Sound like a paradox?   If I say “I’ve got peas, want some” I don’t have to say “want some peas” because the grammar tells us what is missing (some peas not some anything).  Nothing reveals so dramatically the machine-like quality of grammar than the fact that we are empowered to communicate elliptically; that is, we just leave certain things out while knowing what they are.

Is There Life without Ellipsis?  


Life would be impossibly inefficient without ellipsis.  It is our constant companion---no conversation would be bearable without it.  Here is how we usually talk:


A: A guy stole an apple


B: how?


A: when the shopkeeper was not looking at him 

B: when?


A: yesterday


B: where?


A: across the mall

Without ellipsis it would be:


A: a guy stole an apple


B: how did a guy steal an apple?

A: He stole an apple when the shopkeeper was not looking at him

B. When did he steal an apple when the shopkeeper was not looking at him?

A. He stole an apple yesterday when the shopkeeper was not looking at him.

B: where did he steal an apple yesterday when the shopkeeper was not looking at him?

A: He stole the apple yesterday across the mall when the shopkeeper was not looking at him.

The conversation would die before we said all that.  I doubt that real conversation would exist in the human species without ellipsis.  Talking is just too laborious if you actually have to say everything.  So efficiency comes in the form of ellipsis, but that means the grammar has to tell us exactly what has been left out. 

Can the child reap this benefit?  Doesn’t a child need to see the elliptical hole filled before it is empty, so he knows what it contains?  If true, parents should avoid ellipsis.  The reality is quite the opposite.  Parents, of necessity, speak in short sentences whose meaning has to be less clear than the longer ones:  “want some” is not as clear as “want some cookies.”  Imagine if children used only full sentences.  Instead of “more!” it would have to be “I want more milk.”  Communication would be painfully delayed.  No wonder a child engages ellipsis right from his first words.

 Nevertheless, shorter sentences are often more complicated to interpret, which means that they are actually as complex as longer ones because the child really does have to fill in the holes.  Parents do not always see the difference between helpful and harmful brevity.  Here’s a bit of communication failure that is not atypical:

Mother:
do you want some milk or do you want some juice?

Child:

I milk juice [?] 

Mother:
huh ?

Child:

milk juice .

Mother:
No, you can either have one or the other. You can('t) have both.

Child: 

milk juice 

The child gets the topic (milk and juice), but she is so elliptical we cannot tell if she gets the idea of choice.  The exasperated mother is being emphatic, using unhelpful ellipsis with the expression: “one or the other… not both.”

Such verbal gridlock is not uncommon—it even invades children’s literature.  Children’s stories (to which we turn below) are rife with baffling ellipsis.  What looks simpler is often harder, even when every sentence seems neat and short.

How then does a child get half the  meaning of one sentence from the last?  Which parts do you take from a dialogue?  Is there room for error?  It is a tricky question and all of grammar gets into the act.  Misreading ellipsis bothers foreigners and leads to literacy challenges.  (Maybe studying the structure of ellipsis should be part of school curricula).  

Children constantly hear “want some” and deal with long sequences carrying along an elliptical hole.  (nn2) Sarah never mentions the liquid here:

*Child:
I drink it all up .

*Child:
give me some more .

*Child:
a lot .

*Mother:
I don't see any more .

Of course, ellipsis looks easy to handle:  one need only just add missing material from the previous sentence.  So let us try it:



Three lovely children bought some flowers.



Do you want to see some?

We just add flowers and the answer is clear.  But wait, suppose you choose to add lovely children:  “do you want to see some lovely children?”  Either one is possible, even though the situation does aim a bit more at flowers.  

 Often, but not always, one can reach out to context to decide which is more natural—or even to fill in the missing information:



[You carry some cookies]   “want some?”

Surely this means “some cookies.”  If a dialogue is present, though, suddenly a different assumption comes into play:  

Verbal context always trumps visual context. Children must know that.  Here is what we are talking about.

	Exploration 9.1: Words over Vision

Set-up:  go to two piles: one of fruits and one of  cookies
 “look here is some fruit.”   [take two cookies]




a) “Did I take some?”




b) “Did I take something?”

Will the child say “no” to (a) and “yes” for (b)?

One could orient the dialogue directly to the child, but make the first alternative decidedly less desireable: a pile of nails. One might make the alternatives not totally unexpected, by saying “sometimes I think about funny things”:

Set up:

Two bowls: one full of nails, the other cookies

Say: 

“Here’s some nails.  Do you want some?”

If the child says “yes” and then takes the cookies, he may be seen as willful or disobedient.  We could make things humorous if we said:

 “Here’s some nails.  Do you want to eat some?”

We should get “no, that’s silly, you can’t eat nails!”


Caption: Ellipsis interpretations: implausible and necessary
For verbal holes with just some we must take dialogue over context (in English at least, though perhaps not Chinese where context plays a larger role).   In this scenario, a real speaker of English has to fight off the implications of context.  Context alone would allow “yes” (taking cookies).  It is only obedience to the thrust of the previous sentence that tells us that  fruit or nails must follow some, not cookies. Because words dominate visual context in grammar, one is required to choose a verbal antecedent.  Failure to know how dialogue works is a failure to really know English or any grammar.  

At first children must lean heavily on context.  Nonetheless, children who lean too much on context may not establish the priority of words over context when they should.  This would be a serious disorder if it persists.  There are suggestions in the acquisition literature that all children readily prefer context, but several explorations below show the necessary dominance of dialogue.   


Pronouns have essentially the same discourse restriction.  In a little experiment carried out by Deanna Moore (nn3) we tested the idea in a way one can easily replicate:

	Exploration 9.2: Who’s he
Take two familiar dolls, say Bert and Ernie (or Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck); have Ernie stand up and Bert lie down.

“Look Ernie is standing up.  

Now is he lying down?

The answer should be “no” because it is Bert that is lying down.  But if there were no connection between sentences, then it is true that there is a “he” that is lying down that one can see.  In fact, with emphasis on he, the reference can shift: “Is HE lying down?” (so be careful not to put emphasis on it unless you want to).


Caption: Discourse-linked pronoun
We found that most three-year-old children can easily say “no,” although it is claimed that up to the age of six years some children do not.  Here is a variant: 

	Exploration 9.3: Shoes or Sneakers?

Set up: Two shoes and a sneaker  are on a table. Put the sneaker under the table.

 “There are two shoes on the table.  

Did I put one under the table?”

Will the child understand it to mean “one shoe” and say “no”?


Caption: “One” ellipsis

  Filling in holes in discourse is probably much easier than actually linking up pronouns.  Easier for people, that is, it might be the reverse for monkeys.  We do not know.  We are programmed to communicate in dialogue--our lives may depend on it--so we project holes whenever we can. Monkeys may achieve some fairly complex language, but do their lives depend on it?  

Strange Canyons of Ellipsis


What looks easy is not.  Ellipsis takes odd turns creating tortuous canyons inside sentences.  It is easy to snatch too much or too little from a previous sentence. 

	Exploration 9.4: On the Inside of Empty Phrases

Put some nickels on a plate, with two of them heads up.

Then put some pennies in a bowl, with none of them heads up.


Now say this:



“I put three pennies in a bowl” 



“Are two heads up?

The answer should be “no” because you mentioned three pennies, so we have to put in “pennies” after “two” (are two pennies heads up).  If the child reconstructs “two things” they might say “yes.”  In fact in an experiment almost identical to this, based on proposals about parsing by Lyn Frazier (nn4), Frank Wijnen and I found  that children at age 4-6 sometimes do say “yes” (nn5).


Now let us narrow the challenge.  

Put three pennies on the plate instead of nickels, with two heads up.

Then say, “I put three pennies in the bowl” [do it—none heads up]


“Are two heads up”

Again it should be “no” because we should insert “two pennies in the bowl” so we need to add the PP as well to exlude “pennies on the plate.”


Caption: Number ellipsis

Here we found that many children, but far from all, in the four to six year range would say “yes” and point to things like the pennies on the plate.  

Extension:   Now let us narrow it again:

Put three dimes in a bowl, two are heads up.   

Then put three more dimes in the bowl and as you do it say:



“I am putting three dimes in the bowl “



“Are two heads up?”

Again the answer should be “no” because we reconstruct:



“two dimes in the bowl that I am just putting there”.

Of course we never said “only of those that I am putting there” so we have to find a way to guarantee that we and the child knows which ones we mean.  Suppose  just like when a becomes the, we have a kind of hidden the so it is:  “two of the three dimes” where “the” has to go back to the “dimes” in our spoken sentence, not the ones in our visual domain.

We are beginning to see how complicated the job of filling in the holes really is.  They still feel “easy” and “natural” just like opening our eyes feels easy because our bodies are built to do it.  Our mind is built to make these intricate dialogue connections too.  Yet some languages do it differently, so the child has something to acquire, as we shall see.

Each case shows that, so far, we have to be very complete in reconstructing the missing information.  Can one ever reconstruct less information than is available from the dialogue? 

	Exploration 9.5: There’s where there is

Set up:  Three pennies in a bowl, all tails up, Three in a plate, with two heads up.  Say:

 “Three pennies are in the bowl.  

Are there two heads up?”

We shifted from “are two” to “are there two.”  Many speakers now allow themselves to refer to the pennies on the plate.  


Caption: Ellipsis. contrast, and “there”

Why?  In a way the there operates like a contrastive location: there blocks restoring “in the bowl.”  

Extension: If I say:

there are three pennies on the floor and two in the cupboard

then I create a contradiction if I re-insert the whole thing:


*two pennies on the floor in the cupboard

So the new location (in the cupboard) blocks the old location (on the floor). This can be quite ambiguous.  Suppose I say:

There are three pennies on the floor and two are on the rug.

This time “two” could mean two of the three pennies on the floor on the rug or two pennies on the rug but not on the floor (five in all).  So we may have a choice about whether to keep that prepositional phrase or not.


What governs the choice?  It seems to be whether there is an articulated alternative.  That is, we may or may not carry over what is contrastive, like this:


John put a dollar on the table and so did Bill__

 

=>put a dollar on the table

John put a dollar on the table and Bill __ on the floor

=/=>* Bill put a dollar on the table on the floor

=> Bill put a dollar on the floor.

If “on the floor” contrasts with “on the table,” then we substitute phrases instead of adding one to another.  So we have to decide if there is a contrastive piece which is exempt from ellipsis.  Suddenly a whole new dimension, contrast determination (which can have a link to intonation), has to be incorporated by the child.  It is like adding a steering wheel to a chassis in building a car.  

Illegal Holes

Are there impossible holes? In fact most “potential holes,” even natural ones, never occur.   One cannot delete just anywhere.  For example, you cannot just chop off the ends of sentences: 


*I have an odd hat and you have a strange__

We cannot put a divide in between an adjective and a noun.  The adjective requires a real noun, or at least a pronoun (a strange one).  It feels even worse if we do it recursively:


*I have a big old hat and you have a new small__

Can we show that children know this limitation?  Let’s stack the deck and see if children will resist putting a noun after an adjective.  

	Exploration 9.6: Got an orange?

“John has an old red house and Bill has a new orange.

What does Bill have?”

Will the child say “a new orange” or “a new orange house”?  

We could enrich this with pictures.  

[Picture of an orange house and of an orange]

“Show me what I said that Bill has.”

Children might go for the “house.” 


Caption: Bare noun ellipsis
Would that violate what we are calling “universal grammar”?  In German such sentences occur, so it does not violate UG.

Ich habe ein grosses rotes Haus, und Du hast ein kleines gelbes__

[I have a      big red   
   house, and you have a  small yellow__ ]

So if a child says “an orange house” (which our story implies), maybe he is trying to speak German.

Why should this be possible just in German?  There is actually some extra information in the German endings: an –es which marks singular and neuter case.  The ending plays the role of a pronoun, as if we were to say: “a small orange one.”  It is this hidden pronoun, like one, that allows the ellipsis.  At an abstract level, both grammars follow the same restriction.

How would Universal Grammar express this expectation?  Grammar requires that we chop off natural units, not just odd pieces or halves.  A natural unit seems to be one where the main ingredient is present.  So if you chop off a nounphrase, either the whole thing goes, or something continues to represent the noun:

the main ingredient:  the noun, verb, or adjective, must be present in some way.  

This idea immediately predicts, correctly, that we cannot do these ellipses:

Noun:   *John has a hat and Bill has   a __ too

Adjective:  *Bill is tall and Fred is very __

We are not allowed to have a hanging modifier with the main ingredient absent: so a or very cannot be alone.   It follows that the ending –es in German must represent the main ingredient. 


The reader with a critical hat on should now pounce and observe that this little conclusion abruptly fails when we try out verbs:


Verb: John can sing and Bill will___too

If can modifies sing the way that the modifies hat, then we should not allow this sentence, but we do.  So how do we handle such an inconsistency?  

Questions like this are touchstones in the ongoing evolution of linguistic theory.  Here is one important strategy: 

Keep the deep idea, and cope with the counter-evidence.  

In this instance, the direction of argument is quite natural: modifiers like the modals (can, must, will, may) and others (have, be, do) are not a part of the verb, but their own category, “auxiliary verb.”  If so, we have dropped the whole verb, not just part of it.  We just did a judo-job on the counter-evidence: it becomes supportive evidence for the idea that auxiliary verbs are their own category.  It would take us too far afield to pursue this tack any further but it should give the reader a taste of linguistic reasoning.  

The Meaning of Silence


Does the silent dropped part mean exactly the same as the spoken part?  Do children project the missing meaning accurately?  Deanna Moore (nn6) found that that sometimes they do not.  She gave children situations like:

Situation in pictures: John eats hotdogs in the kitchen and Bill sits in the dining room

“John is eating hotdogs in the kitchen and Bill in the dining room.




Is that right?”

Some children answered “yes.”  They seemed to have the meaning that “Bill is in the dining room.”  In other words, they did not carry over the verb at all.  This is not so far-fetched, since in many grammars (Russian, Hebrew) and African-American English, no verb is necessary.  English drops is in several constructions:

John considered Bill smart. 

John made Bill angry.

With Bill sick, Mary stayed home

So the child’s error is not so far off from a real grammatical option.

Now an important question arises: does meaning always remain constant under ellipsis?  Deletion  might seem to guarantee perfect identity, but a careful look shows that it does not.  If I say:

A boy ate a hotdog and a boy ate a hamburger.

I might seek to drop one subject reference (a boy) by saying:



A boy ate a hotdog and a hamburger.

But now one meaning is impossible: it must be the same boy who ate both in the last sentence, while in the first sentence, it could be different ones.  A lot is going on here: the grammar seems to be wiggling in several dimensions.  Let’s broaden our perspectives. 

And and (nn7)

Have you ever really thought about the word and?  It has several layers: it can link at every level, even across paragraphs ("And it was the night before Christmas…”) and inside words (“pre- and post-operative”). It is among a child's first phrases and no one seems to have ever asked whether children start out with the same idea behind the word as adults.  An undergrad mentioned to me that her small brother would complain to her mother if she said something like "we’re going to town, and get gas, and go to lunch, and go to the library" when they got lunch before they got gas.  The mother had an unordered list in mind and the child had a temporal sequence. 

Students of temporal relations have pointed out that


she got pregnant and got married

is not the same as:


  she got married and got pregnant

The word seems to carry time with it.  On the other hand we can say:


he bumped the wall and hurt his knee

where a single event is involved.  So just how does time work here?  If we say:



I ate meat and potatoes

I don't seem to imply that I ate them in any order.  But does a child know this? 

	Exploration 9.7: The Meaning of and
Action: pick up salt, then pick up the sugar

“Did I pick up the sugar and the salt?”

Adults uniformly say "yes" and but many children say "no" in informal experiments.  (This needs to be carefully explored once we informally get the lay of the land over the structures to follow.)  They seem to interpret “and” as “and then"! (that is, “pick up the sugar and then the salt.”)


Caption: Logical and temporal “and”
Why would a child want to impose an extra temporal level to a simple notion of addition?  One possibility is a bias toward imposing an event structure on language.  Life has big composites in it which we grasp as a whole--an instance of the idea that "holistic" analysis is important--and the child may try to see the world in terms of a sequence of whole events.  The notion of "and" outside of time, though it is logically simple, is experientially abstract.  We experience the world in time, so to subtract time from our concept may be difficult.  

Still we should be cautious about this bit of apparent common sense.  Much of memory succeeds only because we can create groups that are not temporally linked.  The question “what restaurants do you like?” could not be answered if we had to think about eating at them all simultaneously.

What does grammar do with time?  (We will explore this in depth in a later chapter.)  Adults get a temporal reference when we conjoin verbphrases (“get pregnant and get married”) but seem not to when we conjoin nounphrases (“meat and potatoes”).  We need to explore further.

	Exploration 9.8: Time and Time again

Situation:  one doll dances and then sings,


If we were to ask:



“did the doll sing and then dance?”

the answer would be "no.”  Would a child answer that way to the question:


“Did the doll dance and sing?”

No one knows.


Caption: “Time” with verb
Barbara Schmiedtova, however, has shown that children are sensitive to the fact that events are simultaneous and therefore one might expect them to rule it out.  (nn8) Even adults, at least this adult, feel that there is a conceptual implication of two events in "John hit the wall and hurt his knee" even though only one real world event occurred.  It feels like the grammar fits that event poorly.


If children impose non-simultaneity on and, do they ever do the opposite and impose simultaneity?  Doreen Bryant has explored environments where some children seem to impose simultaneity: (nn9)

The bear brushed the dog with a feather and the cat with a broom.

The child must copy brush after and: the bear brushed the cat with a broom.  If it is like nouns, then it is in a sense the same act of brushing, which would force simultaneity.  That is what many children do: they force the bear to hold both instruments at once.  Why?  It must be because where and entails a single subject, here we have a single event, hence it must be simultaneous.  Adults apparently can put the verb back and allow a second event, while children expect a single event. 

Losing Causes 


More than events can be implied.  Look at sentences like:



John got drunk and Bill got mad.

It easily gets the reading that Bill got mad because John got drunk.  But if we delete the second verb, we lose the “because” implication: 


John got drunk and Bill mad.

Perhaps a single time is implied with just one verb so no second event is caused.  Do children get the difference in causation?  We do not know.  It is clear that children must acquire a very subtle interpretive ability with and and likewise with or which can be explored in the same way.

Two-way Ellipsis: Backward and Forward

 We have been discussing “forward” holes, but there are “backward” holes too, even two backwards holes: 

John gave__ to Mary and also__to Bill [a large inheritance]






  <========  


 
     <=======================


[= John gave a large inheritance to Mary…]

Some languages, astonishingly, do both at once.  In English it would be pretty wild to say:



can   ==========(

John can__ books and Bill__  read newspapers =



      (==========   read


John can read books and Bill can read magazines.

Just such sentences are possible in German [Hanns kann Bücher__ und Fritz __Zeitungen lessen].  So they are possibilities which, somehow the child, has to keep abreast of.

Big Holes: Eliminating Almost Everything


We have so far looked at dropped nouns and dropped verbs.  What happens if we drop them both, if we drop everything but the subject and one verb?  This form of ellipsis is a favorite among linguists because it creates curious patterns of reference.  It exhibits the opposite property to what we found above, where only one subject was involved in a sentence like:


a boy can sing and can dance all day.

It must be the same boy.  But if we say:


John saw his mother and so did Bill

We have to resurrect the verb and the object: so did Bill [see his mother]. Now each of them can see  different mothers, their own mothers, or both saw John’s.  In fact, we can force the two-mother reading  with:


a) John saw his mother and Bill saw his__too

which can only mean that Bill saw his own mother.  If we put mother back in, then it remains ambiguous:

John saw his mother and Bill saw his mother too.

So now we have a deletion where we force a double reference, two mothers.  Why if we delete the whole phrase (“see his mother”), do we have an ambiguity, but if we just delete “mother” we get the paired reading?  Such questions are the subject of active theoretical research.  (nn10)  Such subtle differences are not taught in nursery school (not in high school either) so they must follow from innate principles.

The pairwise reading is called a “distributive” reading because objects are one by one distributed across each subject. We saw it before in sentences like: “everybody has a pencil. Please pick up the pencil,” where each person picks up the pencil that is his (and we return to it in Chapter 11).  Can we contribute relevant ideas from an acquisition angle?  A body of acquisition work (nn11) has shown that children grasp this interpretation at a young age for sentences of the “so did John” variety.  How about the narrower one we just described?

	Exploration 9.9: Whose is whose? (nn12)

Take two dolls: Ernie and Bert and a ball next to Ernie

Have Ernie bounce the ball, then Bert bounce it.

Then say:  

“Ernie has a ball.  Ernie bounced his ball. Did Bert bounce his?”

The answer should be “no, Bert does not have a ball” or “No, he bounced Ernie’s.”


Caption: Coreference and ellipsis
This would show that his with ellipsis must produce the two-ball reading.  It is as if it is only deletable if it has its own referential object.  A careful experiment would vary it with “Did BERT bounce his ball too?”  where the answer would be “yes” because “his ball” can refer to Ernie’s. 

  Yet we still must be on the lookout for strange detours on the child’s acquisition path.  It is too easy for an acquisition scholar-—when a child gets something complicated right—-to assume that he got it exactly right.  Astonishingly, children impose distributivity even where adults dislike or even prohibit it. 

One could do what Lamya Abdulkarim did with sentences like: (nn13)

	Exploration 9.10: Are Children too pushy?

Set-up:  Mary and John each have cars.

Say: 
“ Mary pushed her car and so did John.”  Show me.

Children from 4-6 usually had John push his own car.  So then she tried cases with the or even a proper name:


Mary pushed the car, and so did John


Mary pushed Bill’s car, and so did John

In each instance, most children around the age of four years would happily have John push his own car.


Caption: Ellipsis pairing

Now the suspicion may grow that maybe this “pairing” is outside of grammar.  Children impose a sense of orderliness everywhere.  Pairs seem like fun.  Can we show that they can recognize a fixed reference.



Mary pushed her car.  John pushed it too.

Here Abdul-karim found that children had both people push the same car.  The pronoun it guaranteed a single reference.  One could also try that car if it somehow allows the paired reading to survive.  Now we know that the grammar is still at work because only certain structures allow pairing. 


A big question is hanging in the air here: why are children more liberal than adults?  Parents easily grab a processing or a social reason: “they didn’t really hear” or “they are just lazy.”  Yet suppose the child’s rules for recovering missing material were slightly different from the adult’s.  


Here is an approach currently being pursued by Ayumi Matsuo and Nigel Duffield.  (nn14) Suppose the child reconstructs only the noun and not the potentially complicated modifier that, as we have seen, can even be recursive: the, Bill’s, Bill’s friend’s, the most frequently seen, etc. So this means that the child would reconstruct:

Mary pushed her car and Bill did too [push car].

Now if there was no possessive and no article, just the bare noun, then it could be linked to any car, even a spare unmentioned car.  


Why would a child have a grammar like this:

Verb  Noun

push   car

In early stages of grammar children often say things like “want cookie” with no article.  And, more importantly, whole families of grammars, like Spanish, allow bare objects, even dialects of English, like African-American English allow forms like: (nn15)



I ate hotdog.

So perhaps every child assumes at first a grammar that has verb noun before they shift to verb+article+noun.  This is another case where the children restore a little less than they should.  


We found some more clues that went in this direction.  (nn16) Jill deVilliers noticed that children up to six-years-old often answered the question:


What do you need after a shower? 

with “towel” while adults would say “a towel.”  The child only fairly late somehow acquires a special rule of English: one must always have an article.  In projecting into silence, into ellipsis, the original grammar returns with this slightly larger range of possible references.  In essence we are making the bizarre claim that children speak English in the first half of the sentence: Mary pushed her car and something Spanishlike in the second half: and so did John [push car]. 

One might look at this as just an overcooked metaphor.  Or, more wisely, as an insight into the idea that languages are not so different and we carry the kernel of many grammars inside English.  The child who has labored to build nounphrases with complicated articles, adjectives, and agreement, must reproduce that labor in deciding just how much gets recreated under ellipsis.  When we face grammar variation squarely in a later chapter, we will make more bizarre claims about other grammars hidden in the corners of English.

Adults also use bare nouns in everyday life. We use bare nouns in creating compounds: forms like the dog-lover start out as [love dog] +er, not love the dog.  If it carried the when we incorporated, we would end up with *the [the dog-lover].  We avoid it by starting with just V+N: love dog. 

And mad people go for bare nouns.  (nn17)  We say things like this, to ourselves or others:

you fool, you idiot, you madman!

But in other constructions, even angry ones, we have to have an article:



what a moron!



*what moron!



I consider him a fool



*I consider him fool

Dialogue often drops prepositions, leaving just a bare noun:



“When are you playing?”  “noon”



“Where are you going?”   “Detroit”

but it is impossible to say: 



*I am playing noon



*I am going Detroit

Dialogue seems to give us license to reach back to a streamlined grammar—just the one the child starts with.  Likewise, the child confronts ellipsis, the holes, with a streamlined grammar before she adopts the requirement that the whole noun, including its  possessive, must be restored.


In effect, ellipsis lays bare the ingredients of phrases—it provides us with a linguistic microscope and not surprisingly adults reveal themselves too as we now show.

Ultra-microgrammar


Have we tried to chisel grammar too far down, beyond any reasonable refinement?  A look at adults, at ourselves, suggests not.  Adults also show individual variation in how much they reconstruct.  It is called an “ideolect” instead of  a dialect because each individual is slightly different.  If asked to interpret the sentence: (nn18)


John broke his arm and so did Mary.

most people just say that Mary broke her arm.  Some object and say that it is not quite right or Mary also broke John’s arm.  Why? Some adults are restoring slightly less in the ellipsis, just like children, but at a more refined level.  Instead of break [his] arm, they are taking two of the three features inside his and ignoring one (masculine): his = [masculine+ possessive+reflexive] arm. (Reflexive = self):


John broke his arm and 

so did Mary [break [possessive+ reflexive] arm]

If they recreate an abstract “possessive” instead of copying the literal word his, then it makes perfect sense.  The concept of possession is reconstructed but not the gender feature.  When asked repeatedly, using totally different sentences, individual adults will adhere steadily to their ideolects, as fieldwork in linguistics regularly demonstrates.  Our example also shows the legitimacy of saying that words like his are really little molecules of meaning.  The features of gender (masculine/feminine) and reflexivization (-self) are independent ingredients that we can actually manipulate inside silence.

All of this suggests that the endpoint of acquisition is a bit ragged: not every feature is reproduced in the same manner by each person.  No harm is done, until one starts writing---then the red pencils of grammar mavens emerge!  Not every teacher will tolerate: “Mary broke her arm and so did John” to mean “John broke his arm.”  Something more than right and wrong has emerged: We have gotten our grammatical blood under a miscroscope and can now watch which molecules are formed.  We have arrived at the point where our claim that people construct individual formulas for their lives comes to grammar.  Each of us has a different formula behind our grammars. 

Disorders of Ellipsis


 Our curiosity about bare nouns in ellipsis originated in a tiny observation: some children who had been diagnosed with communication disorders would answer the following question with a bare noun:


How did the woman sweep the room?


--Broom

No preposition and no article.  Our discussion above suggests that such a disorder would affect compehension as well.  While such deviance is often described as a broad tendency to use “incomplete sentences,” maybe a genuinely grammatical deficiency lies at the root of it.  The child fails to move from the streamlined verb+noun grammar to the adult: verb+possessive (or article)+noun.   

Surprisingly the deviation lies not in being too specific, but in being too abstract.  The bare noun refers to the concept itself, not to its spot in the landscape of conversation.  A teacher might generously say “oh well, we know what he means” for such cases, but respond with irriation to the child who says “teached” or “bringed” because it shows a classic ignorance of irregularity in English.  Yet it is really the bare noun which suggests that a child may lack the special oars for orientation in the sea of half sentences that constitutes most conversations.  We may know what he means, but does he know what we mean? 


Each type of ellipsis will pose a separate challenge to the child and we have hardly begun to explore them.  Believe it or not, we have only looked at simple cases.  The child’s world holds much greater challenges every day.  One major question is just which clause ellipsis refers to.  Look at this contrast:

John wanted someone  to wash the dishes, and so did I

John wanted someone to wash the dishes, and so I did.

The inverted form did I somehow forces us to take the upper clause (want someone to do the dishes) while the lack of inversion takes the lower clause (so I did wash the dishes).  Since such sentences are rare, the sharp difference must follow from some principle, but what?  Roughly one might say this: basic distortions of order (verb before subject) only occur on the highest clauses, therefore the speaker reconstructs the highest clause available for “so did I.”  This kind of principle must follow from something deeper, which we cannot get our fingers on yet. 


Do children know this?  A little experiment by Carol Chomsky would suggest that they might not: (nn19)

Mary wanted someone to wash the dishes and Bill did the same.

She asked children around five years old what Bill did and many answered “he washed the dishes.”  While adults must (who knows why) link same with the whole clause, children take the lower clause here.  One could easily construct parallel examples and try them out.    

Just to crawl a bit further into this tangled, mysterious, overwhelming web, consider how comparatives work.  William Snyder showed that children had difficulty with sentences that involved two items compared, which are excluded in many languages:

John read more books than Bill magazines.

John wants to visit Bill’s house more than Fred Martha’s

=more than Fred wants to visit Martha’s house.

Here there are two discontinuous restored phrases.  When do children master such things?  

In the 1970’s Susan Tavakolian (nn20)  informally explored the following kind of contrast, but she abandoned the experiment because a few children between eight and ten years could provide no distinction between sentences like those in this exploration and her focus was younger children.

	Exploration 9.11: More than More



a. John has a bigger pig than Fatso.



b. John has a pig bigger than Fatso.



     “Tell me a story about this.”

(Choose either (a) or (b)) 

Both (a) and (b) could be expanded by either “than Fatso has” or “than Fatso is.”   Using the name “Fatso” gives us a bias toward the “is” reading.  Now the question is whether the children resurrect:

than Fatso is a big pig  (a) 

or than Fatso is big  (b) 

Only in (a) where the adjective is inside the nounphrase (the….noun) must one reconstruct the whole noun (a big pig).  So, the child’s story should reveal if she or he thinks “Fatso” is a pig.


Caption: Adjectives inside and outside nounphrases
The two answers follow systematic rules for reconstruction that are a bit too technically involved to reproduce here.  These sentences serve to remind us again of what the endpoint in the acquisition of English must be.

We do not know just how children master various elliptical structures, but it is surely not all at once.  Nevertheless some children exhibit great competence early on.  Here is one dialogue from the Kuzjac CHILDES files by a child 4 years, 7 months: (nn21)

Father: she picked up most of it.

Abe: Oh yeah she left me to pick up this stuff.


         Dad, look how much.

The child not only requires the hearer to reconstruct after “how much”:


she left me to pick up this stuff

but to form an indirect question on it that adds how much to “this stuff,” moves it to the front, and then deletes “this stuff”:


look how much [of this stuff [she left me to pick up __]



             

(=====================

It is an unusually complex form of ellipsis that imposes question-formation on the dropped material (nn22).  

Literacy and Math: Endless Ellipsis


The mastery of ellipsis surely extends into the school years.  The ill-informed dictum that governs much of children’s literature and early readers is: shorter is easier.  Therefore some books are governed by limits like: no sentences longer than six words (or some such).  Such limits encourage ellipsis, often making sentences more complex.  No one counts the silent phrases or measures their complexity.  If silent words are included, and the labor of projecting structure into ellipsis, then shorter sentences may be--in stark reality-—longer than longer ones.


What follows is the most cursory review, based on an hour roaming the internet for children’s stories. (nn23)


Once upon a time there lived a young frog.

His name was Sniffy.

Probably because he liked flowers.

The last sentence has just five words.  Yet when we read “Probably because” we must mentally resurrect a clause “probably [he was called Sniffy] because he liked flowers.”  This is not the only option.  We might continue the sentence quite differently:

“probably because he liked flowers, he was always in the garden”

Thus the reader must wait until the end of the sentence to know whether or not he should reach back to an earlier part of the dialogue to determine just what “probably because” is about.  Thus it looks like a tough nut for a child to crack. 

Take a look at another story:

Here's Buzzy sharing a flower.

Did you save some for me?  



Yumm.

You can never get too much of a good thing.


Except sometimes.  



Rescued again.  

Pictures help, but they do not do all the work.  The child has to see that: “some” => some [nectar] [from flower].  Then “except sometimesz’ => sometimes [you can get too much of a good thing].  And then: “rescued again” => [Buzzy was] rescued again [by other bees].  The amount that has to be restored is even more than was said.
Venerable ancient children’s literature is quite the opposite, with endless repetitive sentences: the dog that chased the cat that ate the cheese…..  Children’s rhymes and riddles may have a secret point: they show the child, as Jill deVilliers has suggested, where recursion can occur.  But they are long and full, not cryptically short. (nn24)


How about mathematics?  Look at a 4th grade math problem on the statewide test in Massachusetts: (nn25)

Liu is separating the figures below into groups according to their properties. There are at least three figures in each group. So far, he has made two different groups.

List at least 3 figures that could go into each group. Explain what all the figures in each group have in common.”

How do we interpret the instruction:


Explain what all the figures in each group  have in common

=   only the figures that are in each one of each different group 

=  every figure within each separate group

=> in common 

= with other figures in that group


= with  each figure in all the groups?

Construing how all and each interconnect is not so obvious.  Realizing that in common is elliptical shows that what is elided is ambiguous.  The actual pictures help to partly resolve the ambiguity, but the child reading the sentence has to cope with these ambiguities nonetheless as he reads.  A careful study of ellipsis in all sorts of mathematics problems is what we need.  

Cultural Ellipsis

Ellipsis lets in powerful cultural ingredients too.  They are so powerful that one might think there is no mechanism here, no skeleton within the mushy flesh, just culture.  To be sure that we see the skeleton within, I have withheld the most outlandish kinds of ellipsis until the last.

Jackie Gleason’s wife said to him, a rotund fellow, in the movie Don’t Drink the Water: 

“I can still fit into the dress I wore on my wedding day, can you?”  

Does this mean he wore a dress? Obviously, we are supposed to substitute “pants” in for “dress” and “I’ for “you” throughout: “can you fit into the pants you wore on your wedding day.”  not “can you [fit into the dress that I wore].” We have to sense the relevance of exta-gramamtical knowledge and know just where to stick it into the silent ellipsis.  We put in crucial substitutions while the grammatical parallelism remains intact.    

As a teenager, in my first foray into romance, I said to another uncertain soul, a young woman, “I love you.”  Wanting to be sympathetic, but not quite as convinced as I was, she said “me too.”  This means either: “I love you too” or “I love me too,” and circumstance tells us which is meant.  We have to be ready to make this extra systematic shift in Point of View.


Jokes, ads, and flippant remarks are full of imperfect ellipses.  

 *“You have to be a good liar, and John just can’t”

Here we have to find the verb (lie) inside the noun liar to get to “can’t lie.”  Or a current laxative ad:


“for regular people who aren’t always” 

Here we grab an adjective inside a nounphrase.  The machine is so precise that we can humorously tweak it now and then.  

Animal Ellipsis: How Human is your Dog?

Can animals handle ellipsis?  It has been widely suggested that dogs or monkeys get simple modifiers, but do they really carry out discourse ellipsis, or do they just modify context?  All our explorations have been for children, how about one for your dog?  The strategy is to make the dog get a noun for the word “more” without having the noun right next to “more.”  

	Exploration 9.12 (for your dog):  Bones or Biscuits?

Assumption: dog  knows the word “food” and “biscuit” (take whatever word the dog knows)

Situation: Bowl with ten bones and two biscuits (dogs likes both)


  “Here’s food. See biscuits.”

“Take one”  or  “Take”

Prediction: 

a) if discourse ellipsis is present: dog should repeatedly take only the biscuit and not the bone, because they reconstruct take (biscuit).
b) if “take one” = take one anything then eight of ten dogs, more or less, should take a bone.


Caption: Animal discourse ellipsis

Familiarity with animals could sharpen this exploration beyond my crude attempt, but something like this should be possible.  Will the dog know that a basic principle of discourse is that “more” cannot mean “more anything” but must be systematically finished?  How about monkeys or dolphins, who supposedly really have syntax?  I have no expertise with animals, but I doubt very much that a dog or a monkey will have this fundamental human principle which comes into play with single words.  

Literary Silence 

Often we are deliberately even vaguer than all this.  We are elliptical in order to not say too clearly what we mean, not be too blunt.  Then you may hear: “you know what I mean….?”  Questions like that are vague and bald at once--they call for us to throw our emotional being, not just grammar, into figuring what has not quite been said.  The province of literary intent is built upon the sharply etched edifice of grammar. 

See if you can unpack this piece of Shakespeare with the same kind of ellipsis: (nn26)

True hope is swift

and flies with swallows wings

Kings it makes gods

and meaner creatures kings

The origin is this:

it makes kings Gods =>

where kings is moved to the front:

Kings it makes  ___Gods

and now we move meaner creatures to the front  and do ellipsis:



and meaner creatures kings =



it makes meaner creatures kings =>



meaner creatures it makes __ kings 

Movement of the object to the front makes it parallel with the previous clause so that ellipsis can apply:



   kings  it makes__  Gods =



 meaner creatures it makes __ Kings

so “it makes” is dropped, and Shakespeare rests.  It would be a fascinating venture---not one for this book---to figure out why this is not current English.    One notion is clear: as the grammar changes, so do the possible ellipses, and so does the challenge for the child.

The literary interpretation of silence can become infinite.  Just why does what not get said, not get said?  Here the literary critic may enter the scene.  When we say “Would that I could” it seems that our failing to say something is a metaphor for our failing to do something?  Silence has become a metaphor itself.  Where grammar allows emptiness, our interpretation of it can infiltrate everything a human being is. 

Summary


Ellipsis involves the projection of one sentence into another.  What we can call the Principle of Ellipsis lies at the core: dialogue is a continuation of each other’s sentences.  That principle obeys another principle:  

Reconstruct from dialogue before context.

One might think that these abstract principles are all that one needs.  But we have seen that more is needed:

1. that one needs a notion of natural unit.

2. That reconstruction can lead to independent objects and independent events (like, two mothers).


It seems like the acquisition of ellipsis should simply follow in the footsteps of the initial acquisition of grammar.  As each new level is constructed, the child can construct a parallel level in silence.


Yet we also saw that it is not so immediate.  The grammar of ellipsis sometimes holds onto more elementary grammars—-reconstruct just the noun and not its modifiers.  This chapter gives an overview of the child’s path through ellipsis, but each suggestion above needs to be carefully explored before we see every acquisition step clearly. 

Finally we saw that the child has to keep his cultural wits about him, alive and awake, to see the humor, and special knowledge needed.

