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THE SYNTAX OF ELLiPSIS IN ARABIC FRAGMENT ANSWERS1

ali alGryani

The Libyan Academy

1. elliPSiS in Syntactic theory

Ellipsis is an interdisciplinary topic that may involve the interfaces of syntax, phonol-
ogy, semantics and/or pragmatics. Lobeck (1995: 20) defines ellipsis as the “omission 
of a syntactic constituent under identity with an antecedent in the preceding discourse”. 
The phenomenon of ellipsis, as put by Smith (2001: 176), cannot be easily classified 
as it involves “phonology (due to its similarity to deaccenting), syntax (by virtue of its 
distribution), semantics (evidenced by its apparent licensing conditions), and pragmatics 
(because of the cognitive load it imposes)”.

The central question with respect to ellipsis is its linguistic representation. There are 
two lines of thought regarding the linguistic representation of ellipsis: deletion and non-
deletion theories. The deletion account argues that ellipsis is syntactically represented 
but deleted at the Pf interface, that is, it has syntax but not a phonological representation 
(Hankamer & Sag 1976; Merchant 2001, 2006; van Craenenbroeck 2010). On the other 
hand, the non-deletion approach considers ellipsis as a null category (devoid of syntactic 
structure) that can be interpreted either as a regular pronoun (Lobeck 1995) or by copying 
the semantic component of the antecedent into the ellipsis site (Chung et al. 1995; Fortin 
2007).

Elliptical structures can be sub-categorised into different types, depending on the 
category targeted by deletion. Below are examples on different elliptical constructions, 
namely sluicing (1), VP ellipsis (2), gapping (3), stripping (4), and fragment answers (5).

(1) Jane met someone, but I can’t remember who.

(2) Yasin bought a new house, and Ali did too.

(3) John read a novel and Mary a magazine.

(4) Jane likes watching TV, and Mary too.

(5) A: who did she meet?

B: John.

1 The results of this paper were presented in the 11th International Conference on General Linguistics 
held at the University of Navarra (Pamplona, Spain, 21-23 May 2014). I’m indebted to The Libyan Acad-
emy for their conference support award that enabled me to participate in that conference.
 The variety of Arabic used in this study is Modern Standard Arabic, referred to henceforth as Arabic.



36 THE SYNTAX OF ELLIPSIS IN ARABIC FRAGMENT ANSWERS

The present study provides an overview of the syntax of ellipsis in Arabic fragment an-
swers from a generative perspective. It is organised as follows: section 1 introduces el-
lipsis in syntactic theory with special focus on ellipsis in fragment answers; section 2 
presents fragment answers in standard Arabic, whereas section 3 discusses the interaction 
between ellipsis and information structure. Section 4 puts forward an analysis for frag-
ment answers in Arabic. Finally, section 5 presents the conclusion.

1.1. The syntax of ellipsis in fragment answers

Fragment answers are short answers to questions consisting of non-sentential xPs. Such 
xPs, however, convey the same propositional content as full sentential answers (Mer-
chant 2004). Fragmentary utterances, such as (6), have been analysed according to non-
structural and structural approaches. While the former argues against positing a structure 
in ellipsis at any level of representation, that is, there is no more structure than what is 
pronounced (Progovac 2006, Casielles 2006), the latter assumes that ellipsis in such ut-
terances contains invisible syntactic structure (Merchant 2004, 2006; Krifka 2006; van 
Craenenbroeck 2010).

(6) A: Who did she see?

B: John.

The non-structural approach argues against positing a structure in ellipsis at any level of 
representation. In other words, there is no more structure than what is pronounced. There 
are several arguments in favour of this non-elliptical approach. For instance, the short 
answers in (7) are argued to involve no ellipsis.

(7) Who ate the cake?

A. Me/him/them.

B. *I/he/they.

The pronouns in (7a) surface in the accusative case although they correspond to subject 
pronouns. The absence of structural nominative case, which is assigned in T, is taken by 
Progovac (2006) as an indication that such a fragment answer is not a tP. Therefore, the 
short answer in (7a) is analysed as a phrasal projection smaller than a tP. The fact that 
the NPs ‘me/him/them’ surface in the (default) accusative case is ascribed to the lack of 
a tense projection in the structure. The argument is that these pronouns are selected with 
the default case feature; therefore, they are legitimate objects and they do not contain any 
uninterpretable feature. The ungrammaticality of (7B) is because the pronouns ‘I/he/they’ 
contain unchecked nominative case features. In contrast, the fact that a subject pronoun 
in an answer such as ‘I did’ surfaces in the nominative case is expected given that nomi-
native case assignment requires a tensed element (see Progovac 2006 and Casielles 2006 
for further discussion).

In addition, Progovac (2006) considers verbal utterances such as the short answer in 
(8) as base-generated phrases. The verb in the answer is in the bare infinitive form, which 
is not expected if the short answer is an elliptical structure derived from a non-elliptical 
sentential source, as in shown (9).



ALI ALGRYANI 37

(8) A: What did John do?

B: Play basketball.

(9) *John play basketball.

The structure in (8B) is not a full tP as it lacks a tense node. The absence of tense and ver-
bal agreement suggests that such utterances do not derive from full sentences by ellipsis; 
therefore, the answer in (8B) is analysed as a base-generated VP.

However, for the structural approach, utterances like (6) are analysed as a deletion pro-
cess. Merchant (2004), for instance, provides an analysis of fragment answers in which 
the fragment answer is fronted to a clause-peripheral position and the remainder of the 
sentence is deleted. Accordingly, the fragment answer in (6), i.e. John, originates as an 
object of the verb saw and it moves to a clause initial position while the rest of the clause 
is elided, that is, not pronounced. This is illustrated in the tree diagram in (10).

(10) 

There is evidence for such an analysis based on morphological case marking, preposition 
stranding, and binding effects. For instance, in languages where case is marked morpho-
logically, it is argued that the remnant in short answers bears only the same case that it 
would display in full answers, as shown in (11) and (12) from Greek. The short answer in 
(11a) can be explained as follow: the remnant dP fragment answer starts as a subject bear-
ing the nominative case which is expected in full answers prior to movement and ellipsis.

(11) Q: Pjos idhe tin Maria

who-nom saw the Maria?

‘Who saw Maria?’

a. A: O Giannis.

The Giannis-nom

b. A: *Ton Gianni.

The Giannis-acc

(12) a. A:  O Giannis  idhe tin Maria.

The Giannis-nom saw the Maria-acc

‘Giannis saw Maria’.
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b. A: *Ton Gianni idhe tin Maria.

The  Giannis-acc saw  the Maria-acc

‘Giannis saw Maria’.

(Merchant 2006: 75).

The p-stranding phenomenon also supports the movement and ellipsis analysis. P-strand-
ing is permitted in fragment answers only if it is permitted in full answers. In (13), strand-
ing a preposition is unacceptable since German is a non-p-stranding language; the prepo-
sition in such cases has to be pied-piped. In p-stranding languages such as Swedish, both 
options are available, as in (14). This shows that only constituents that are independently 
observed to move in a language can be fragment answers in that language.

(13) German

a. Mit wem hat Anna gesprochen?

with who has Anna spoken?

b. Mit dem Hans.

c. *Dem Hans.

 the Hans

(14) Swedish

a. Vem har Peter talat med?

who has Peter talked with?

b. Mary.

(Merchant 2004: 685-686).

Finally, fragment answers display binding effects, which supports the analysis that they 
are derived from focus movement followed by tP ellipsis. dP fragments show the distribu-
tion regulated by the Binding Theory just like their sentential counterparts. The anaphor 
in the fragment answer is acceptable despite the absence of any antecedent. The grammat-
icality of (15a) can be explained under the assumption that there is a clausal structure in 
the ellipsis site hosting the antecedent, which in such a case leads to satisfying Condition 
A of the binding theory, which stipulates that an anaphor has to be bound in its governing 
category (Merchant 2004, 2006).

(15) Who does Alex like?

a. Himself.

b. Alexi likes himselfi.
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2. fraGment anSwerS in araBic

Fragment answers exist in Arabic. Speakers of the language often answer a question with 
a phrase, a fragment of a sentence, rather than with a full sentence. Fragment answers can 
be dPs, PPs or VP, as in (16)-(18).

(16) A: maða ištara  Zayd-un?

what bought.3mS Zayd-nom

 B: kitaab-an.

book-acc

(17) A: maʕa man ðahaba  Zayd-un?

with whom went.3mS Zayd-nom

B: maʕa Omar-en.

with Omar-Gen

(18) A: maða faʕala Zayd-un b-ssayyarat-i?

what bought.3ms Zayd-nom with-the-car-gen

B: baʕa-ha.

sold.3ms-it

The interpretation of fragment answers is constrained by information structure since the 
remnant in such structures is interpreted as a focused element (Brunetti 2003, Merchant 
2004, Kolokonte 2008).

3. elliPSiS and information Structure

Information structure refers to “the linguistic encoding of notions such as focus versus 
background and topic versus comment, which are used to describe the information flow” 
(Schwabe & Winkler 2007: 1). Focus and topic are expressed by syntactic or phonologi-
cal means such as word order and pitch accent respectively (Richter & Mehlhorn 2006: 
247-248).

Ellipsis, e.g. fragment answers, stripping, etc. is linked to information structure, since 
the remnant in such constructions is interpreted in terms of focus (Brunetti 2003, Busquets 
2006, Kolokonte 2008). Focus is classified into two types of foci: informational focus and 
identificational (contrastive focus). Informational focus conveys new, non-presupposed 
information which is assumed not to be shared by the speaker and the hearer (Kiss 1998, 
Kenesei 2006), as in (19), where the constituent ‘Zayd’ carries new informational focus.

(19) Standard Arabic

Q: Who did Omar call?

A1: Omar called Zayd.

A2:# Omar called Zayd.
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Contrastive focus does not only convey an identificational reading, but also “requires a 
limited number of contextually given alternatives” (Molnár 2006: 204); it operates on a 
closed set of entities whose members are known by participants to which the focused ele-
ment is identified and contrasted (Kenesei 2006). Focus in Arabic is realised by different 
means depending on the type of focus in question; a focused constituent can appear in 
situ or in a left peripheral position, as in (20) (Moutaouakil 1989, Aoun et al. 2010). The 
former is perceived as new informational focus, while the latter is normally interpreted 
as contrastive focus.

(20) Standard Arabic

a. šariba zayd-un ŠAY-AN.

drank.3ms zayd-nom tea-acc

‘Zayd drank TEA’.

b. ŠAY-AN šariba zayd-un.

tea-acc drank.3ms zayd-nom

‘It was tea that Zayd drank’.

(Aoun et al. 2010: 202).

4. analySiS of araBic fraGment anSwerS

Fragment answers, as discussed in 1.1., are analysed as clausal ellipsis derived by move-
ment of the remnant to the left periphery followed by deletion of the clause which con-
stitutes the background information. Based on ellipsis data, Brunetti (2003) proposes 
that new informational focus in Italian can appear in the left periphery. Kolokonte (2008) 
supports this view, claiming that there are two focus projections in the left periphery; one, 
the lower, is occupied by new focus, while the other is designated for contrastive focus. I 
adopt this view and assume that new information focus can also appear in the left periph-
ery in Arabic in the context of ellipsis.

Fragment answers in Arabic display some morphosyntactic effects just like their full 
counterparts, e.g. case-marking, preposition stranding, island effects. This suggests that 
such utterances can be analysed as a deletion process at Pf preceded by focus movement 
of the remnant. For instance, the morphological case-marking effect is evident in Arabic 
as in (21), where the fragment answer can only bear accusative case it would bear in a 
sentential answer (21c).

(21) A: maða ištara  Zayd-un?

what bought.3mS Zayd-nom

‘What did Zayd buy?’

  B: kitaab-an. / *kitaab-un

book-acc book-nom

C: Zayd-un ištara  kitaab-an.

Zayd-nom bought.3mS book-acc
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The remnant in (21) bears the accusative case, indicating that it originates as an object of 
the verb ištara ‘buy’, where it is assigned accusative case. The remnant undergoes focus 
movement to a left peripheral position followed by tP deletion at Pf, as illustrated in the 
tree diagram in (22)2. As for the interpretation of the remnant, it is interpreted as new 
informational focus given that it is not in contrast with any existing information but rather 
it expresses new information that is not shared by the speaker and the addressee.

(22)

The preposition stranding argument can also be extended to Arabic. Arabic is a non-p-
stranding language; p-stranding is not permitted in fragment/short answers, as in (23) or 
in full answers (a3). The p-stranding effect can be accounted for by the movement-plus-
deletion analysis, according to which the remnant PP ‘with Zayd’ starts as a complement 
of the verb talk and moves up to the left periphery before the entire tP gets deleted, as 
shown in (24). The ungrammaticality of (a1) can be ascribed to the ban on p-stranding in 
the language.

(23) Q: maʕa man taḥadaθ-a Omar-un?

with who talked.3ms Omar-nom

‘With whom did Omar talk?’

A1: *Zayd.

A2: √maʕa Zayd-en.

 ‘With  Zayd’.

A3: taḥadaθ-a Omar-un maʕa Zayd-en

talked.3mS Omar-nom with  Zayd-Gen

2 The assumption that the remnant, e.g. in (21) can be in situ, that is, in the tP, and that all of the tP except 
for the constituent that surfaces as a remnant, as in (i), elides is unacceptable since it would entail that a 
syntactic operation can apply to a string of words that do not make up a constituent.
(i) ištara  Zayd-un  kitab-an
 bought.3mS Zayd-nom book-acc
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(24) 

Finally, the third argument in favour of the assumption that the remnant undergoes a’-
movement to the left periphery is the fact that the remnant in fragment answers is sensi-
tive to island domains (see Merchant 2004 for further discussion). Thus, if the correlate to 
a fragment answer is within an island, then only the sentential answer is possible.

(25) Adjunct island

A:  hal žaʕa liʔana  Musa lam yadʕu   Omar?

Q came.3mS because Musa neG invited.3mS Omar

 ‘Did he come because Musa didn’t invite Omar?’

B:  *la, Essa.

no, Essa.

C:  la, lam yaʕti liʔana Musa lam yadʕu Essa.

no neG came.3mS because Musa neG invited.3mS Essa

‘No, he came because Musa didn’t invite Essa’.

(26) Relative clause island

A:  hal istalamta al-ressalat-a allati kataba-ha li-Zaynab?

Q recieved.3mS the-letter-acc that wrote.3mS-it for-Zaynab

 ‘Did you receive the letter that he wrote for Zaynab?’

B:  *la, li-Asma.

 no for-Asma.

C: la, istalamtu al-ressalat-a allati kataba-ha li-zayd-en?

 no recieved.1m the-letter-acc that wrote.3mS-it for-Zayd-Gen

‘No, I received that the letter that he wrote for Zayd’.

The ungrammaticality of (25B) and (26B) is expected if we assume that the fragment dPs 
derive from the structures in (c) and that they have moved across island domains to the 
left periphery.
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5. concluSion

The paper has discussed the syntax of fragment answers in Arabic. The paper argues 
that ellipsis in Arabic fragment answer contains syntactic structure and therefore can be 
derived by focus movement of the remnant to the left periphery followed by iP ellipsis. 
Such movement-plus-deletion analysis is based on empirical evidence from morphologi-
cal case-matching, preposition-stranding as well as island effects. The remnant is inter-
preted as new informational focus, indicating that new information focus can appear in 
the left periphery in the context of ellipsis.
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