
 

 Pragmatic enrichment in subsentences and fragment answers  
Discourse-initial fragments such as “The third from the right”, are analyzed by Stainton (2006) as 

syntactically subsentential, and pragmatically enriched into a proposition. However, various 

connectivity effects suggest that, despite lacking linguistic antecedents, such utterances have 

sentential syntactic structure and are cases of syntactic ellipsis (Merchant 2010; Martí 

forthcoming).  

One connectivity effect is case-marking, found in discourse-initial fragments in many languages: 

for example, when one orders a coffee in German by uttering what is apparently just a noun 

phrase, “Einen Kaffee, bitte” (‘A-ACC coffee, please’), accusative case on the determiner is 

obligatory. In fragment answers such as B’s here: A: “What did you buy?” B: “A new shirt”, in 

German, the article must have the same case (accusative) as in the full sentence “I bought a new 

shirt”. This is explicable on the assumption that sentential syntax is encoded in the fragment: 

presence of an elided transitive verb would explain why accusative is required. Similarly, whereas 

the preposition is optional in English in the following type of fragment answer, it is obligatory in 

German, and this is determined by whether or not the language allows preposition-stranding in the 

full sentence: A: “Who did you borrow it from?” B: “(From) Hans”.  

A final (English) example: Frazier et al (2013) elicited judgments on the following kind of 

answer, finding that the version with ‘that’ is significantly more acceptable than the version 

without: “A: What did Katy deny? B: “(That) she took the keys”. As the complementizer does not 

add any linguistic meaning to the interpretation, they take inaudible syntax to be required to 

explain these results.  

To defend the enrichment approach, I explore the idea that what grammaticality/acceptability 

judgments reflect are sometimes ease of processing; sometimes metalinguistic reflection. For 

example, case-marking can be treated as playing a pragmatic role: providing clues to how 

whatever the fragment denotes fits into the proposition expressed. That case-marking is required 

for grammaticality can be explained as an artefact of metalinguistic abilities: only fragments that 

could be expanded into a full sentence are possible. In the fragment answer cases, where there is 

the right kind of antecedent from which the elided syntactic material could be automatically 

reconstructed, I suggest that connectivity effects are no more than a side-effect: the conceptual 

content is recovered pragmatically, and if this content happens to be the same as that of the 

antecedent, then its re-use will keep activated the syntactic form that was originally used to 

convey that content. To be judged grammatical, the syntactic structure of the fragment answer 

must be able to be integrated into the still-activated syntactic form of the antecedent. Finally, in 

Frazier’s example, what the complementizer adds is not linguistic meaning, but a pragmatic clue 

which eases processing: it indicates that what follows should be interpreted as the direct answer.  

I aim to show that these two factors – sometimes alone, sometimes in combination – between 

them obviate appeal to silent syntax in these two varieties of fragment. 


