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The empirical turn and its consequences for
theoretical syntax
https://doi.org/10.1515/tl-2024-2011

Abstract: In a pioneer paper, Featherston (Featherston, Sam. 2007. Data in gener-
ative grammar: The stick and the carrot. Theoretical Linguistics 33. 269–318) advo-
cated the use of better controlled data in theoretical linguistics. Despite diverging on
many aspects, most syntactic theories are now testing their hypotheses with more
data than a few linguists’ intuitions. I will examine the consequences of this
empirical turn on two syntactic phenomena: long-distance dependencies (LDD) and
ellipsis. In a series of recent experiments (Liu, Yingtong, Elodie Winckel, Anne
Abeillé, Barbara Hemforth & Edward Gibson. 2022. Structural, functional and pro-
cessing perspectives on linguistic islands effects. Annual Review of Linguistics 8.
495–525), most of the syntactic constraints (‘island constraints’) on LDD have shown
less crosslinguistic variation and more cross-construction variation than previously
thought. Corpus and experimental data have also shown elliptical clauses to bemore
flexible than expected under deletion-under-identity theories (Poppels, Till. 2022.
Explaining ellipsis without identity. The Linguistic Review 39. 341–400). These are
challenges for most syntactic theories, which call for taking discourse factors more
seriously into account.
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1 Introduction

In Theoretical Linguistics, Featherston (2007: 33) pioneered a warning against “the
intellectually corrosive effect of paying insufficient attention to data” and reminded
us that “data is a pre-condition for theory, and the quality of a theory can never
exceed the quality of the data set which it is based on.”He advocated using controlled
experiments, with multiple informants, and multiple lexical variants of the struc-
tures at stake, moving away from the one-item one-informantmethod, which Gibson
and Fedorenko (2010) called ‘weak standards’ in syntax and semantics.

At the same time, large corpora have become available for a variety of languages,
and syntactically annotated databases (treebanks) and annotation tools (parsers)
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have made it possible to search for syntactic structures (Abeillé 2003; Nivre et al.
2016). While not providing ungrammatical variants, nor acceptability degrees, such
corpora may provide naturally occurring examples with appropriate lexical choice,
prosody (if spoken) and context, that may escape the experimenter’s intuition and
thus usefully complement experiments.

Despite diverging on many crucial aspects (such as the role of the lexicon, the
status of grammatical functions, the status of invisible elements, the need for con-
structions as non-compositional form-meaning pairs, etc.), most syntactic theories
now aim at testing their hypotheses with more and better controlled data. I will
briefly present how new data and experimental results have called for revising
analyses of two major syntactic topics: locality constraints (Theoretical Linguistics
vol. 33 and 36) and ellipsis (Theoretical Linguistics vol. 42).

2 Locality constraints and the empirical turn

Ross 1967’s work was seminal in proposing a number of locality constraints on wh-
dependencies and coining the term ‘island’ for configurations blocking movement: sen-
tential subject island (1a), relative clause island (1b), and coordinate structure island (1c).1

(1) a. * The teacher who [that the principal would fire _ ] was expected by the
reporters is a crusty old battleax. (Ross 1967)

b. * What do you know a man [who saw _]?
c. * What did John buy [a shirt and _] / [_ and a shirt]?

For syntactic theories, these constraints are innate andpart of universal grammar, and
more constraints have been added over the years, on all subjects (2a) by Chomsky
(1973), on all adjuncts (2b) by Huang (1982), and on various kinds of complements:wh-
clauses (2c), that-clauses after factive verbs, complements of nouns, etc.

(2) a. * Who did [stories about _] terrify John? (Chomsky 1973: 249)
b. * What did you worry [if John bought _]? (Sprouse et al. 2016)
c. * What did you wonder [whether John bought _]? (Sprouse et al. 2016)

Over the years, counterexamples have also been found to most locality constraints,
for instance, to the complex NP constraint (3a), the adjunct constraint (3b), or the
relative clause constraint (3c):

1 I represent the canonical position with _, for clarity, but this does not mean that the fronted
element depends on a ‘gap’. For theories such as LFG (Bresnan et al. 2015), HPSG (Pollard and Sag 1994;
Müller et al. 2021) or Construction Grammar (Goldberg 2013), the dependency is between the fronted
element and a head (‘fire’ or ‘saw’ in 1a,b).
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(3) a. WhichMiddle East country did you hear [rumors [that we had infiltrated _]]?
(Pollard and Sag 1994: 206)

b. This is the watch that I got upset [when I lost _]. (Truswell 2011: 175)
c. Violence is something that there are many Americans [who condone _].

(McCawley 1981: 108)

Different syntactic theories have been proposed: subjacency (Chomsky 1973), bar-
riers (Chomsky 1986), freezing (Wexler and Culicover 1980), and phase theory
(Chomsky 2008; den Dikken 2007). Freezing is supposed to account for subject
islandhood if the subjectmoves outside the VP (2a) butmay be problematic if subjects
of passive verbs are more permissive (4a). Phase theory (Chomsky 2008) was
designed to account for CP andDP islands, but as observed by denDikken (2007), only
definite DPs (4b) should be considered phases and thus opaque for extraction:

(4) a. Of which car was [the driver _] awarded a prize? (Chomsky 2008: 147)
b. * Who did you read [the/that book about _]? (den Dikken 2007: 35)
c. Who did you read [a book about _]?

However, such approaches mostly predict a binary contrast between grammatical
(4c) and ungrammatical (4b) LDD. In a series of experiments, Keller (2000) has found
that extraction out of object NPs is ameliorated with indefinites and penalized with
definites but with gradient acceptability:

(5) a. Which actress did you buy [a picture of _]?
b. ? Which actress did you buy [the picture of _]?
c. ?? Which actress did you buy [that picture of _]?

Gradient grammaticality is accounted for by other approaches to locality constraints.
For processing theories (Hofmeister and Sag 2010; Kluender 1991, etc.), islands effects
arise from (cumulative) processing overload and may come from working memory
limitation (Hofmeister and Sag 2010), interference (Gibson 1998) and surprisal
(Chaves 2013; Chaves and Dery 2019). For discourse-based theories, extraction out of
‘backgrounded’ constituents is difficult because they are not accessible when looking
for a gap (Erteschik-Shir 1973; Erteschik-Shir and Lappin 1979) or their discourse
status conflicts with that of the filler (Abeillé et al. 2020; Goldberg 2013). For non-
syntactic approaches, unacceptable long-distance dependencies may not be un-
grammatical and may be ameliorated by lexical choice and context.

As shown by Kluender (1991) and Hofmeister and Sag (2010), with controlled
experiments, extraction out of a wh-clause yields outputs of gradient acceptability
across languages, with the nature of the extracted element and the finiteness of
the embedded clause playing a crucial role:
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(6) a. ?? [What] do you wonder [whether John has read _]?
b. ? [What] do you wonder [whether to read _]?
c. [Which book] do you wonder [whether to read _]?

The interference of a nominal subject (‘John’) with a finite verb may explain the
penalty of (6a) over (6b). If nominalwh-phrases (‘which book’) are better anchored in
memory than pronominal ones (‘what’), the amelioration of (6c) compared to (6b)
may be explained.

2.1 The ‘adjunct island’ constraint and the empirical turn

More recently, a quantitative approach has been proposed such that the unaccept-
ability of an ‘island’ sentence goes beyond the additive badness of its complexity
components (Hofmeister and Sag 2010; Sprouse et al. 2016, among others). Specif-
ically, Sprouse et al. (2016) suggest that an ‘island effect’ is a super-additive inter-
action between complexity and distance. For example, they tested the adjunct island
constraint with the following conditions: comparing short (7a,b) and long (7c,d)
dependencies and adjunct if-clauses (7b,d) and complement that-clauses (7a,c):2

(7) a. short-cplt:Who _ thinks [that the lawyer forgot his briefcase at the office]?
b. short-adjt: Who _ worries [if the lawyer forgot his briefcase at the office]?
c. long-cplt: What do you think [that the lawyer forgot _ at the office]?
d. long-adjt: What do you worry [if the lawyer forgets _ at the office]?

(Sprouse et al. 2016)

They found an interaction, i.e., a super-additive penalty for (7d). However, applying
the same design to relative clauses, they did not find such a penalty for the same
adjunct clause (8b), compared with the same complement clause (8a). In a corpus
study, Müller and Eggers (2022) found naturally occurring examples with relative
clauses (8c), not with wh-questions:

(8) a. I called the client who the secretary thought [that the lawyer insulted _].
b. I called the client who the secretary worries [if the lawyer insults _].
c. Many of the exercises are ones that I would be surprised [if even 1 percent

of healthy women can do _]. (COCA) (Müller and Eggers 2022)

The same difference between wh-questions and relative clauses was found with a
similar experimental paradigm in Norwegian (Kobzeva et al. 2022; Kush et al. 2017).

2 As pointed out by Liu et al. (2022), it is also important to compare putative island cases with
ungrammatical controls, since an ‘island’ is supposed to be an ungrammatical LDD.
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This difference between constructions is not predicted by syntactic nor processing
theories.3 Following Abeillé et al. (2020), Liu et al. (2022) proposed a discourse-based
explanation: if the adjunct-clause is more backgrounded than the complement
clause, focalizing an element out of an adjunct with a wh-question may lead to a
discourse clash, which is not the case with a relative clause, which is not a focalizing
construction.

2.2 The ‘subject island’ constraint and the empirical turn

A similar discourse-based approachmay also account for recent findings on nominal
‘subject islands’.

To account for crosslinguistic variation, Rizzi (1982) suggested that null-subject
languages, such as Spanish or Italian, may be more permissive in not having a fixed
subject position. However, French is not a null subject language, but has been
claimed to allow for extraction out of subjects, at least with dont (‘of which’) (9a). For
other relativizers such as de qui (‘of whom’), Godard (1988) (9b) and Tellier (1990) (9c)
gave contradictory judgments:

(9) a. la jeune femme dont [le portrait _] est à la fondation Barnes
the young woman of.which the portrait is at the foundation Barnes

(Godard and Sag, 1996: 63)
‘this young lady, of which the portrait is at the Barnes foundation’

b. un homme de qui [la force de travail _] est étonnante (Godard, 1988: 56)
‘a man of whom the power of labour is astonishing’

c. * le diplomate de qui [la secrétaire _] a téléphoné (Tellier, 1990: 307)
‘the diplomat of whom the secretary has called’

To settle the data, we conducted several corpus studies and experiments. In large
written and spoken corpora (Frantext after 1900, French Treebank, CFPP2000), we
found a plethora of relative clauses relativizing the complement of the subject. In
written French, it is the most common use of both dont and de qui relative clauses,
much more frequent than relativizing the complement of the object (Abeillé and
Winckel 2020).

3 Cinque (1996: 241) proposed that movement of referential phrases is more permissive than that of
non-referential ones, thus accounting for the amelioration of (6c) over (6b). However, Sprouse et al.
(2016) found the same adjunct penalty with a ‘referential’wh-phrase such as ‘which briefcase’ in (7d),
while the corresponding relative clause (8b) did not show any such penalty.

The empirical turn and its consequences 9



(10) a. Les premiers étaient des coopératives dont [les membres _]
the first were some cooperations of.which the members
exploitaient sous forme privée des lopins de terre.
exploited under form private some parts of land
(FTB) (Abeillé et al. 2020)
‘The first ones were cooperations of which the members exploited on a
private basis some land parts’

b. […] un des responsables, de ses amis, de qui
one of.the responsible, of his friends, of who

[le père _ ] a ses entrées dans la police
the father has his entries in the police
(Frantext, Garat, 2010) (Abeillé andWinckel 2020)
‘one of the persons in charge, a friend of his, of whom the father has
connections with the police’

No such cases were found with wh-questions. Comparing extraction from subjects
and from objects, experimentally, we found a subject penalty withwh-questions, but
not with relative clauses (Abeillé et al. 2020; Winckel 2024), which confirms the
contrast found in French corpora. Experiments on Italian (Sprouse et al. 2016) and
Spanish (López Sancio and Laka 2019; Pañeda and Kush 2021) found the same dif-
ference between constructions. In English also, Abeillé et al. (2020) found a subject
penalty with wh-questions (10c), and not in relative clauses (10a), with pied-piping:

(10) a. The dealer sold a sportscar, of which [the color _] delighted the baseball
player because of its surprising luminance.

b. The dealer sold a sportscar, of which the baseball player loved [the color _]
because of its surprising luminance.

c. ?? Of which car did [the color _] delight the baseball player?
d. ? Of which car did the baseball player love [the color _]?

To account for this contrast, we proposed the focus-background conflict (FBC)
constraint: it is unfelicitous to focus part of a backgrounded constituent (Abeillé et al.
2020). If the subject is (by default) more topical than the object, hence more back-
grounded, a penalty arises when focalizing part of it with a wh-question, but not
when relativizing part of it, since relative clauses are not focalizing constructions.

Recent empirical results did not confirm structural approaches to locality con-
straints, as configurations banning any kind of wh-movement. As Liu et al. (2022)
have it: “the current set of results from corpus studies and experiments suggests a
more nuanced view, with gradient acceptability and cross-construction variation,
suggesting an important role of discourse, frequency, and memory constraints in
explaining island phenomena aswell as their counterexamples.We speculate that all

10 Abeillé



of these island structures may eventually be fully explained in terms of discourse,
frequency, and memory constraints.”

What is left for syntactic theory? As Featherston (2007) has it: “A theory is always
a theory about a set of data. If the data can be accounted for by known surface factors
(weight, focus,…) without additional theory, then no additional theory is necessary.”
Following Chaves (2012), Liu et al. (2022) suggested that only coordinations (1c) are
best explained by a syntactic/semantic constraint, if there must be at least two
coordinates. Chaves and Putnam (2021) also suggested a morphosyntactic constraint
on complementizers (and prepositions in many languages), so they cannot be
stranded: That she will come, I am sure. * She will come, I am sure that _.

3 Ellipsis and the empirical turn

Ellipsis (a reduced syntax with a clausal meaning) comes in various types: VP ellipsis
(with an auxiliary) (11a), gapping (verb ellipsis with two remnants) (11b), stripping
(with an argument remnant) (11c), sluicing (with a wh-remnant) (11d) (Ross 1969),
right-node-raising (RNR), or peripheral ellipsis (11e) (Postal 1974):4

(11) a. John drank scotch [but Bill did not].
b. John drank scotch [and Bill bourbon].
c. John drank scotch [and Bill too].
d. Someone drank scotch but I don’t know [who].
e. [John bought] and Bill drank scotch.

Twomain approaches have been proposed: structural ones positing a full underlying
syntax (Merchant 2001; Ross 1969) and referential ones positing a direct interpre-
tation (Culicover and Jackendoff 2005; Ginzburg and Sag 2000). For the former,
elliptical clauses have the same distribution as their non-elliptical counterparts,
while the latter allow for various mismatches, and considers that ellipsis is governed
by the same mechanisms of discourse reference that support other anaphoric ex-
pressions (Hardt 1993; Kehler 2000; Poppels 2022, a.o.).

Hankamer and Sag (1976) proposed an influential distinction between ellipsis
(‘surface anaphora’) and (pronominal) anaphora (‘deep anaphora’): while the latter
may allow for exophoric (non-linguistic) antecedents and various mismatches with
the antecedent, the former may not. They thus claimed exophora (12a) and voice
mismatch (12b,c) to be reserved to VP anaphora and to be impossible with VP ellipsis
(12a,b) and sluicing (12c):

4 Corpus data have provided an even wider variety, see for example Ginzburg and Fernández
(2002)’s classification, based on the British National Corpus (BNC).
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(12) a. [Hankamer attempts to stuff a 9-inch ball through a 6-inch hoop]
Sag: It’s not clear that you’ll be able to do it. / # that you’ll be able to.

b. The oats had to be taken down to the bin, so Bill did it./ *so Bill did.
c. Maggie was made fun of, but she couldn’t see who did it. / # who.

(Hankamer and Sag 1976)

Kempson et al. (2016) proposed ‘dynamic syntax’ (based on under-specification and
co-construction of utterances in interaction), to give a unified account of fragments,
disfluencies, anaphora and ellipsis, found in spoken corpora. Kobele and Merchant
(2016) pointed out that “the question of whether to analyze a particular sentence
fragment in terms of ellipsis should be influenced by empirical considerations.”

Formost ellipsis types, a number of corpus-based and experimental studies have
shown that elliptical constructions do not always have a verbal antecedent, and allow
for more mismatches than previously thought when they do.

3.1 Exophoric uses of ellipsis

Examples of exophoric uses have been provided for sluicing (13a) and VPE (13b):

(13) a. [in a lift] Which floor? (Ginzburg and Sag 2000)
b. [A standing beside son with surfboard in hand checking the waves]

A: I wouldn’t if I were you. Notice the red flag. (Kempson et al. 2016: 261)

A series of corpus studies highlighted that such exophoric uses require special
contexts: an alternative between p and not(p) available in the situation, whichmakes
a salient QUD for VPE (14a) (Miller and Pullum 2013), a proposition with contrasting
subjects (or topics) for stripping (14b) (Abeillé and Kim 2022).

(14) a. The aisles at the Lakewood Wal-Mart are surprisingly packed at 11 p.m.
‘Can we? Can we?’ Vanessa tugs at her mother, pointing to a rack of
“Lady and the Tramp” DVDs. (COCA) (Miller and Pullum 2013)

b. At the Riverside Caf, Kyle orders something that sounds like chicken-fry-
stick and I nod and say, “Me too.” (COCA 2019 FIC) (Abeillé and Kim 2022)

As pointed out by Ginzburg and Kim (2023), exophoric exclamative sluices are the
most frequent case (in the BNC and the COCA) (15a), often without a verbal equiva-
lent, and it is the same for emotive interrogative sluices (15b) (Kim and Kim 2023).

(15) a. Doctor: It’s a limited time in your life, and you will get through it.
Ms. Levy: What a relief (COCA 1993 SPOK) (Ginzburg and Kim 2023)

b. Suddenly a human hand punches through the wall.
Chris: What the hell ? (COCA 2002 FIC) (Kim and Kim 2023)
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3.2 Ellipsis with non-verbal antecedents

Various ellipsis types (with a sentential content) also allow for non-verbal anteced-
ents: VPE (Miller andHemforth 2024), stripping (Abeillé andKim 2022), (16b)meaning
‘did you have a hard day too?’, and sluicing (Poppels 2022), (16c) meaning ‘when he
will be impeached’.

(16) a. Mubarak’s survival is impossible to predict and, even if he does, his plan
to make his son his heir apparent is now in serious jeopardy.
(COCA: CBS Evening News) (Miller and Hemforth 2024)

b. Dure journée. Toi aussi? (Frantext: Bouillier 2018)
(Abeillé and Kim 2022: 17)
‘Hard day. You too?’

c. Regarding Trump’s impeachment, the only question is when.
(Poppels 2022: 42)

As pointed out by Miller and Hemforth (2024), cases such as (16a) are rare because
they require what they call a ‘polar noun’ like survival: a noun that in this context is
interpreted as a polar question (‘whether he will survive or not’).

3.3 Voice mismatch and ellipsis

Thought to be ungrammatical byHankamer and Sag (1976) (12b), voicemismatch is in
fact possible for VPE in the right discourse context (corpus data by Hardt 1993,
experiments by Kertz 2013, Poppels and Kehler 2019 a.o.):

(17) a. The information could have been released but Gorbachev chose not to
(release the information). (Hardt 1993)

b. Actually I have implemented it [=a computer system]with amanager, but
it doesn’t have to be (implemented with a manager).
(Kehler 2000: 549)

c. This problem was to have been looked into, but obviously nobody did
(look into the problem). (Vincent Della Pietra, in conversation, cited in
Kehler 1993)

Are such examples grammatical? In a series of experiments, Arregui et al. (2006)
found that passive-active mismatch (18a) was rated higher than active-passive
mismatch (18b) and suggested that voice mismatch is not grammatical but can be
‘repaired’: passive VP are recycled (by the human parser) as active antecedents for
ellipsis, since we are more likely to misrecall a passive as an active than vice versa.
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(18) a. The dessert was praised by the customer after the critic did already.
(Arregui et al. 2006)

b. The customer praised the dessert after the appetizer was already.
(Arregui et al. 2006)

But such experimental items do not follow the discourse conditions brought to light
by Kertz (2013) and Miller and Pullum (2013): VPE should either have subject-focus
(different subjects which are contrastive topics) or auxiliary-focus (with the same
subject). As shown by Kertz (2013) in another series of experiments, voice mismatch
is more felicitous with auxiliary focus (17); otherwise, a penalty arises since the
dessert and the critic are not contrastive topics in (18a) nor are the customer and the
appetizer in (18b). Topic continuity is a discourse condition also observed outside
ellipsis, and there may also be other factors that make voice mismatch less felicitous
than match: a preference to coordinate similar clauses (Frazier et al. 1984) or a
passive ellipsis penalty (Poppels and Kehler 2019).

To reconcile voice mismatch with identity theories of ellipsis, Merchant (2013)
proposed a more abstract syntax, with a VoiceP, that matches both passive and
active VPs. This hypothesis predicts that clausal ellipsis (above VoiceP) should not
allow for voice mismatch, thus prohibiting it with sluicing (19a) and gapping (19b)
for instance.

(19) a. *Joe was murdered, but we don’t know who murdered him.
b. *Some brought roses and lilies were brought by others.

But it also predicts pseudogapping to disallow voice mismatch, contrary to fact.
Pseudogapping (Levin 1986) is a construction sharing properties with both VPE and
gapping. Corpus studies (Miller 2014) show that pseudogapping mostly occurs in
comparative contexts, not in coordination, with a preference for the same subject
(20a). In the right context, it may also allow for voice mismatch (20b):

(20) a. It hurt me [as much as it did her]. (COCA) (Miller 2014)
b. These savory waffles are ideal for brunch, served with a salad [as you

would a quiche]. (COCA Mag) (Miller 2014)

Voice mismatch was also found possible for Right-node-raising (RNR), which is
another case of clausal ellipsis: in French, Abeillé et al. (2023) found corpus ex-
amples such as (21a). In two experiments, they also found mismatch to be as
acceptable as match (21b) in the appropriate semantic context (with the same
subject and contrastive agents).

(21) a. Ce pharmacien doit des explications à ceux qui se sont ou qui
ont été mobilisés pour lui. (2013/10/03,www.ipreunion.com) (Abeillé et al. 2023)
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‘This pharmacist owes explanations to those who have themselves or who
have been rallied for him.’

b. Ce pharmacien doit des explications à ceux qui se sont ou qu’on a
mobilisés pour lui
‘This pharmacist owes explanations to those who have themselves or one
has rallied for him.’

3.4 Other cases of mismatch between ellipsis and antecedent

Different kinds of ellipsis allow for other mismatches. Polarity mismatch is possible
with VPE (22a) (Merchant 2013), sluicing (22b) (Anand et al. 2021; Poppels 2022),
gapping (22c) (Repp 2009), and stripping (22d) (Abeillé and Kim 2022). (22b) means
‘why you did not do it by Dec 15’.

(22) a. John didn’t see anyone, but Mary did (see someone).
b. Senator McCain said, ‘Do it by December 15 or explain why’

(NYT, Anand et al. 2021)
c. Pete wasn’t called by Vanessa but John (was called) by Jessie.
d. A:We reserve the right to delete any comment for any reason at any time.

B: Me either. (COCA 2012 WEB) (Abeillé and Kim 2022)

RNR has a first elliptical element, followed by a full one, which serves as its ante-
cedent (Chaves 2014). Corpus studies showed that examples such as (11e) are not
representative; see RNR data from the Penn Treebank (PTB) in Chaves (2014) and
French corpus data in Abeillé and Mouret (2010). Most of the RNR occurrences in the
PTB are subclausal, targeting a verbal phrase (23a) or a nominal phrase (23b).

(23) a. Motorola [either denied] or would not comment on the various charges.
(wsj-28924) (Chaves 2014)

b. … this was [a formal] or an informal dinner party? (swbd-132959)
(Chaves 2014)

Polarity mismatch is possible with RNR (Cann et al. 2005; Shiraïshi et al. 2019), and
experiments on French have shown it to be perfectly acceptable: in (24a) the full
counterpart of the first clause would be ‘has read most of my books’ and in (24b)
‘qu’elle ait une dernière adresse connue’ (‘whether she has a last known address’).
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(24) a. John has read, but he hasn’t understood, any of my books. (Kayne 1994: 146)
b. Les textes actuels permettent de citer à l’audience une personne, qu’elle

ait ou qu’ elle n’ ait pas de dernière adresse connue. (Avis Conseil d’Etat,
2007/02/13)
‘The current texts allow one to cite in court a person, whether she has or
she doesn’t have any known address.’ (Shiraïshi 2018)

Verb form mismatch was found as well in English and French, in large corpora
(Ententen, COCA and frtenten), contra Pullum and Zwicky (1986), and shown to be
acceptable in experiments, without mismatch penalty: in (25a), the unelided form
would be ‘saved’ and in (25b) ‘impacté’ (‘impacted’).

(25) a. I think she’s going to be remembered as a young girl who has, and whowill,
save an awful lot of lives. (news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment) (Shiraïshi
et al. 2019)

b. Parler de sujets scientifiques, des innovations qui ont ou qui
Talking of subjects scientific, of.DEL.PL innovations REL have or REL

vont impacter le quotidien du grand public.
will impact the daily.life of.DET.M.SG broad public
‘Talking about scientific topics, innovations that have or that will impact
the daily life of the population at large.’ (www.cnrs.fr/centre-est)
(Shiraïshi et al. 2019)

Suchmismatches challenge different analyses of RNR, such as raising (Postal 1974) or
multidominance (McCawley 1988), because they assume the peripheral element to
match both conjunct clauses. We propose lexeme identity and not word identity, as a
condition for peripheral ellipsis (Shiraïshi et al. 2019).

A general picture for different ellipsis types is the following (Abeillé et al. 2023;
Poppels 2022):

VPE sluicing stripping gapping RNR
Exophora + + + − −
Non-verbal antecedents + + + − +
Voice mismatch + − − − +
Polarity mismatch + + + + +

A conclusion is that not all elliptical constructions obey the same constraints and that
ellipsis may be a misnomer for different phenomena.
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Gapping seems to be more constrained than other ellipsis types. Johnson (2009)
has proposed a raising analysis based on VP coordination, which disallows embed-
ding gapping (26a). However, a number of experiments have shown that the gapped
clause can be embedded under non-factive predicates in various languages (26b)
(Spanish, Romanian, and Persian) (Bîlbîie and de La Fuente 2019; Bîlbîie et al. 2021)
and without a complementizer in English (26c) (Bîlbîie et al. 2023). Park (2016) pro-
vided some corpus examples (26d).

(26) a. *Some had eaten mussels and she claims [that others shrimp].
(Johnson 2009: 293)

b. Pero el chico la ama y dicen [que ella a él]. (CORLEC)
(Bîlbîie and de La Fuente 2019)
But the boy her loves and say that she DOM him
‘But the boy loves her and they say she him.’

c. At the bar, Paul ordered a beer and I suspect [John a whisky].
(Bîlbîie et al. 2023)

d. Truth is YOU will be in a position to hire ME, before I, YOU.
(Park 2016: 300)

This is compatible with a construction-based analysis of gapping, appealing to a dedi-
cated asymmetric coordination, thatmaps a headless structure to a clausalmeaning (see
a.o. Abeillé et al. 2014; Bîlbîie 2017; Culicover and Jackendoff 2005; Sag et al. 1985).

The use of corpus data and controlled experiments have shownmoremismatches
to be possible than previously thought, giving referential theories of ellipsis a clear
empirical advantage over identity theories. While structural theories are asking
whether ellipsis is governed by some yet-to-be-discovered identity condition, refer-
ential theories are asking about referent accessibility and, relatedly, why inferential
reference resolution succeeds in some cases but not others.

As Poppels (2022) put it: “Structural accounts of ellipsis require various degrees
of structural match (e.g. Merchant 2001, 2013), having abandoned a full structural
identity requirement once assumed in proposals like Hankamer and Sag (1976).”
Nethertheless, they assume that “syntax is the pivot between form and meaning”
(Kobele andMerchant 2016). “By contrast, referential theories of ellipsis are based on
the fundamental architectural assumption that ellipsis is governed by independently
motivated machinery, namely the system of discourse reference, which makes
referential theories inherently more parsimonious.” (Poppels 2022)

4 Conclusions

Locality constraints and ellipsis, which have been at the heart of syntactic theories
for decades, have been renewed, thanks to naturally occurring corpus data (with
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context) and controlled experiments. Both topics have been shown to be more
permissive than previously thought and to be sensitive to processing and discourse
factors. They have also been shown to come in different constructions, with different
discourse conditions.

As Featherston (2007: 34) had it “Constraining theory by such standards as
‘elegance’ and ‘economy’ is hardly any constraint at all since we have so little idea
how to identify elegance and economy in a theory, and even if we did, this would
constrain theory to be elegant, rather than constraining it to be accurate. Data
gathered under controlled conditions, on the other hand, is very restrictive and
unyielding, but permits the strongest theory of all, that which accounts for the facts.”

A welcome consequence of taking the empirical turn is not only a better theory
but also that results become reproducible, and data are made available for further
research.
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Müller, Stefan, Anne Abeillé, Robert D. Borsley & Jean-Pierre Koenig (eds.). 2021. Head-driven phrase
structure grammar. Berlin: Language Science Press.

Nivre, Joachim, Marie-Catherine De Marneffe, Filip Ginter, Yoad Goldberg, Jan Hajic,
Christopher D. Manning, RyanMcDonald, Slav Petrov, Sampo Pyysalo, Natalia Silveira, Reut Tsarfaty

20 Abeillé
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