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Extraction out of VP can block ellipsis of VP. This is known as a MaxElide effect. The way

VP-ellipsis (henceforth VPE) interacts with extraction out of VP in embedded clauses has

been taken as motivation for Rooth’s (1992) semantic parallelism condition ((5), Griffiths 2019,

Stockwell 2020). But in matrix contexts, it has been argued that semantic parallelism is not

enough and we need syntactic parallelism (Messick & Thoms 2016).

Contribution. This paper argues that the semantic parallelism account can be extended to

MaxElide effects in matrix clauses and thereby solve a problem known as Hartman’s puzzle.

Building on experimental evidence suggesting that parallel syntactic movement does not

ameliorate VPE in matrix clauses, contra Messick & Thoms (2016), Stockwell (2020), I propose

a unified analysis of matrix and embedded MaxElide effects. There are three ingredients to the

analysis (i) contrast, (ii) reflexive focus-membership, and (iii) an independent ban on sprouting

in VPE. The paper contributes to the debate about licensing conditions of VPE.

Data and previous accounts. (1a) illustrates object extraction blocking VP-ellipsis. The addition
of a focused phrase makes VPE possible again, (1b). Adverbial movement in embedded clauses,

(1c) doesn’t interfere with VPE since the adverbial can adjoin to a position higher than elided

the VP.

(1) a. *Mary was kissing someone, but I don’t know who she was [VP kissing t].
b. I don’t know who John will kiss, but I know who Mary will [VP kiss t].
c. John knows they escaped, but he doesn’t know how they did [VP t [VP escape ]].

(Hartman 2011:371-372)

Hartman (2011) observes that VPE behaves differently in matrix clauses: focus doesn’t help

object extraction (2a,b) but is now necessary for adverbials (2c). The unexpected difference in

the effect of focus has been dubbed Hartman’s puzzle (Messick & Thoms 2016).

(2) a. Mary will eat something. *What will she [VP eat t]?
b. Mary will kiss Bill. *Who will John [VP kiss t]? (Hartman 2011:379, 386)

c. Anna will retire, but when will {John/ *she} retire t?
Messick & Thoms (2016) argue that the ungrammaticality in (2) is due to a lack of syntactic

parallelism: parallel head movement makes VPE acceptable, (3). Their analysis is based on

competition between VPE and sluicing, and since Griffiths (2019) and Stockwell (2020) showed

that competition accounts make wrong predictions, their solution isn’t viable anymore. As a

result, Hartman’s puzzle is unsolved.

(3) A: [CP What has [TP he taux told you t]]? B: [CP What hasn’t [TP he taux [VP told me t]?
(Messick & Thoms 2016:310)

Research question. Since previous literature does not clearly separate syntactic from semantic

parallelism, it is not clear if head movement is really the ameliorating factor. It is possible that

parallel head movement only has an indirect influence: maybe there is a semantic/information-

structural parallelism requirement such that the antecedent also has to be a question if the

ellipsis site is a question. This would only coincidentally involve head movement.

Experimental evidence against parallel movement. An acceptability judgment experiment

with 42 British English speaking participants tested whether parallelism has to obtain in syn-

tactic or semantic representation. It investigates the interaction of parallel head movement

(present/absent) and parallel wh-movement (present/absent) in a 2x2, within-subject Latin

square design. Sample test items are given in (4). The ellipsis site is identical in all condition,

only the antecedent differs. All test items contain polarity contrast. A syntactic parallelism ac-

count predicts that conditions with head movement (4a,c) or with both head- and wh-movement
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(4a) should be significantly better than conditions without. A semantic parallelism account

predicts that antecedents that are also wh-questions (4a,b) should be significantly better than

other conditions.

(4) a. A: Who did Carl invite? B: And who didn’t he? (+wh,+head)

b. A: I wonder who Carl invited. B: I want to know this: who didn’t he? (+wh,-head)

c. A: Did Carl invite someone? B: Well, who didn’t he? (-wh,+head)

d. A: Carl invited someone. B: Well, who didn’t he? (-wh,-head)

A linear mixed effects regression model found a main effect of wh-movement (𝛽 for +wh=0.395,

std. error=0.1442, df=11.8343, t=2.735, p<0.05), in line with the prediction of the semantic

account. This is a medium effect (Cohen’s d=0.555), for which the number of observations in

this task reaches 80% power (Sprouse & Almeida 2017). I take this to mean that head movement

parallelism plays no role in licensing VPE.

Analysis. The experimental results motivate a treatment of matrix MaxElide effects in terms of

semantic parallelism, parallel to embedded MaxElide effects. I argue that root object questions

can be accounted for straightforwardly in Griffiths’ (2019) account. He argues that VPE is

licensed under the condition in (5).

(5) For a phrase X to be elided, X must be contained in a parallelism domain E that has an

antecedent parallelism domain A such that (adapted from Griffiths 2019:575,590)

a. ⟦A⟧o ≠ ⟦E⟧o, contrast
b. ⟦A⟧o ∈ ⟦E⟧f and ⟦E⟧o ∈ ⟦A⟧f reflexive focus membership

VPE can fail to be licensed for two reasons: (i) violation of the contrast requirement and

(ii) violation of parallelism in terms of reflexive focus membership. (2a) violates (5a): the

antecedent ∃y. Mary1 eat y doesn’t contrast with the ellipsis site ∃x. she1 eat x. (2b) violates
(5b,c): information-structurally, it is parallel to (6). Griffiths argues that the antecedent in (6)

constitutes a contrastive topic-focus-structure, which makes its focus alternatives sets of sets

of propositions (Büring 2003). The ellipsis site’s focus alternatives is only a set of propositions.

Therefore, they are not contained in each other’s alternatives, and VPE cannot be licensed.

(6) *[A MaryCT kissed a hipsterF], but I don’t know who JohnF did kiss t. (Griffiths 2019:594)

Thus, objects actually behave completely parallel in embedded and matrix environments.

I argue that, for object questions, Griffiths’ (2019) account of semantic parallelism can be

extended to matrix contexts, without carrying over his assumption that subjects don’t move. In

matrix and embedded contexts, VPE can only be licensed by the addition of a focused phrase,

which provides contrast, and an information-structurally parallel antecedent. As for adverbial

questions, I propose that they require a contrastive element in matrix but not root clauses to

obey (5a). (2c) shows sprouting: the wh-remnant has an implicit correlate in the antecedent.

Stockwell (2020), Overfelt (2024) show that sprouting is independently bad in VPE. I argue that

this is because of a contrast failure: Anna will retire is not sufficiently different from Anna will
retire at time x. In matrix clauses, contrast must come from another element to license ellipsis,

like John in (2c). In embedded clauses however, it seems that sprouting is allowed (1c). This

is because embedded clauses have more structure that can contrast: contrast can come from

VERUM (Hardt & Romero 2004) and intensionality. In (1c), contrast is between [VERUM [they

escape]] and [know [they escape (in manner x)]]. Thus, the different behavior of adverbial

questions is due to independent restrictions, that also stem from (5).

Conclusion. This paper presents novel experimental evidence that shows that semantic, but

not syntactic parallelism makes right predictions for MaxElide effects in matrix clauses. This

motivates a uniform treatment of embedded and matrix contexts. I show how the semantic
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parallelism account can be extended to matrix clauses and how adverbial questions face the

additional ban on sprouting, explaining their deviant behavior.
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