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nouns are NPs realized as primeval genitives (Pesetsky 2013), NP-ellipsis of 
the usual type is correctly predicted under well-known licensing and identity 
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for principled reasons. Thus, the ellipsis pattern is accounted for if the relevant 
binominals have a different structural source for genitive marking.
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Abstract

This introduction provides an overview of current research on partitivity. The contributions in 
this volume collectively address several persistent challenges in the analysis of partitivity, such 
as (i) the semantic underspecification of partitive markers, which are not always transparently 
associated with the part–whole relation; (ii) the connection between partitive markers and indefi-
niteness and negation; (iii) the diachronic development of partitive markers and their relation to 
other categories, such as determiners and prepositions; and (iv) the syntactic structure of binominal 
constructions. Overall, we hope that these contributions advance our understanding of the many 
empirical and theoretical problems that partitivity poses for linguistic theory.

Keywords: partitivity; negation; syntax; semantics; genitive; source; partitive; (in)definiteness

Resum. La partitivitat en els diferents dominis: una introducció

Aquesta introducció ofereix una visió general de la recerca actual sobre la partitivitat. Les contri-
bucions d’aquest volum aborden diversos reptes persistents en l’anàlisi de la partitivitat, com ara 
(i) la subespecificació semàntica dels marcadors partitius, que no sempre s’associen de manera 
transparent amb la relació part-tot; (ii) la connexió entre, d’una banda, els marcadors partitius i, de 
l’altra, la (in)definitud i la negació; (iii) el desenvolupament diacrònic dels marcadors partitius i la 
seva relació amb altres categories, com ara els determinants i les preposicions; i (iv) l’estructura 
sintàctica de les construccions binominals. En conjunt, esperem que aquestes contribucions facin 
avançar el nostre coneixement dels nombrosos problemes empírics i teòrics que la partitivitat 
planteja per a la teoria lingüística.

Paraules clau: partitivitat; negació; sintaxi; semàntica; genitiu; origen; partitiu; (in)definitud
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1. Introduction 

This special issue of the Catalan Journal of Linguistics brings together several 
papers on the concept of partitivity, with a focus on partitive markers in understud-
ied and peripheral domains. These domains include exclamative sentences (Villalba 
2003), nominal ellipsis and dislocated constituents (Mensching 2020; Saab 2022), 
negative contexts (Pesetsky 2013; Garzonio & Poletto 2020), quantified expres-
sions (Ionin et al. 2006; Corver 2009), binominal qualitative constructions (den 
Dikken 2006; Saab 2022), and the diachronic evolution of partitive constructions 
(Traugott 2008; Espinal & Cyrino 2022). Together, these contributions shed light 
on the role of partitivity in syntax and semantics, and its linguistic instantiations 
in natural languages.

The term partitive usually describes nominal constructions that semantically 
express the relation between a set of individuals and a part of it (e.g., three of the 
students). Partitives have long been of interest for both syntacticians and seman-
ticists in linguistic research since the seminal works by Jackendoff (1968, 1977) 
and Selkirk (1977). Recently, partitives have received renewed attention as attested 
by the number of publications on this topic (e.g. Falco & Zamparelli 2019; Ihsane 
& Stark 2020; Sleeman & Giusti 2021; Sleeman & Luraghi 2023). Research on 
partitivity has focused on the cross-linguistic typology of partitive constructions, 
the relation between partitivity, quantification, measurement, and proportion (Solt 
2019; Bale 2022; Pasternak & Sauerland 2022), and the possibility of a unified 
analysis of constructions involving partitive markers (see, among others, Ionin et 
al. 2006).

Partitivity is at the core of natural language semantics. The part–whole relation 
seems to be a fundamental property of language. Champollion and Krifka (2016), 
for instance, propose that relevant concepts such as the mass/count distinction, the 
denotation of plurals, or (a)telicity can be formalized as a mereology. The idea that 
partitivity is the basic notion for different theories of nominals and verbal aspect has 
been proposed in many different works (see de Hoop 2003 for an overview). This 
relation has direct consequences for syntax and semantics. For example, pseudo-
partitive constructions are subject to a well-known restriction whereby only those 
measures that are monotonic can appear in pseudopartitive measure constructions. 
See, for example, the minimal pair below (from Champollion & Krifka 2016: 529; 
see also Schwarzschild 2002):

Table of Contents

1. Introduction 
2. Partitivity markers within nominals

3. Partitivity markers and negation
4. The grammaticalization  

of partitivity markers

5. Partitivity and exclamatives
6. Partitivity markers in dislocations
7. The articles in this volume
References
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(1)	 a.	 Three liters of water

	 b.	 *Three degrees of water

Only measures that track the part–whole structure of their complement are 
licensed in pseudopartitive constructions. In other words, for a measure such as 
three liters, every proper subpart of the denoted quantity corresponds to a smaller 
volume than the whole. By contrast, the measure three degrees instantiates a non-
monotonic measure function, since it applies uniformly to an entity and to its 
proper parts (e.g., the temperature of the water is identical for the whole and for 
its subparts). A parallel distinction emerges in the nominal domain. Definite DPs 
such as the cat are referential expressions that denote a maximal individual and 
do not extend to its proper parts. Mass singular nouns such as sugar, by contrast, 
are cumulative predicates: if the predicate applies to a given entity, it also applies 
to its subparts. These contrasts thus reflect the idea that part–whole relations are 
linguistically relevant notions.

Partitivity is encoded in various ways among languages, ranging from case 
markers to adpositions, pronouns, and verbal morphology (Luraghi & Kittilä 2014). 
In Finnish, for instance, partitivity is marked in the case system. In English, the 
preposition of appears in partitive constructions, like half of the students. Similarly, 
in Romance languages, the preposition de functions as a partitive marker. In lan-
guages like Italian or French, de has also been analyzed as a determiner, raising 
questions about its syntactic category and semantic contribution. Markers of this 
type are often semantically underspecified and occur in contexts where their con-
nection to partitivity is less transparent. For example, Dutch van appears both in 
partitive constructions as well as in binominal qualitative NPs, (e.g., hij is een idioot 
van een dokter ‘he is an idiot of a doctor’, den Dikken 2006: 169). The distribution 
of such markers across constructions poses a significant challenge for the syntactic 
and semantic analysis of partitivity. 

This volume brings together several papers that collectively address funda-
mental questions concerning the semantic underspecification of partitive mark-
ers, which allows them to appear in a variety of syntactic contexts, a phenom-
enon reminiscent of the “too many meanings” problem of possessives discussed 
by Myler (2016).1 The problem of syncretism of partitive markers is explicitly 
examined in the contributions by Kayne and Espinal and Gianollo. Kayne con-
cludes that syncretic elements are consistently the same exponent associated with 
different silent elements that encode distinct meanings. Similarly, Espinal and 
Gianollo argue that the en/ne clitic is not a genuine partitive marker, but rather 
a pronoun anaphorically linked to a property denoting nominal. Expanding on 
this line of inquiry, Cyrino and Espinal provide further evidence that de-NPs in 
Romance languages and non-canonical genitives in Russian are in fact indefinites 
containing an abstract DE operator (cf. Pesetsky 2013). Like Kayne, Cyrino and 

1.	 Notably, the possessive relation itself is syntactically encoded as a part–whole relation in many 
languages (Stassen 2009).
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Espinal address the puzzle of why languages encode the same abstract operator 
through different syntactic strategies. Challenging the unification approaches 
of Kayne, Cyrino and Espinal, and Espinal and Gianollo, Saab proposes that 
the Spanish partitive marker de in binominal constructions can instantiate two 
distinct types of genitives, with compelling evidence drawn from ellipsis. Taken 
together, these contributions offer complementary perspectives on the semantic 
underspecification of partitive markers, highlighting both cross-linguistic patterns 
and language-specific mechanisms.

In the remainder of this section, we provide an overview of the main theoreti-
cal problems discussed in previous work on partitivity markers, which serve as 
the foundation for the contributions in this volume. Specifically, we focus on: 
(1) partitivity markers within nominals; (2) partitivity markers in the context of 
negation; (3) the grammaticalization of partitivity markers and their relation to 
the source preposition; and (4) partitivity markers in dislocated elements and 
exclamatives.

2. Partitivity markers within nominals

Partitivity markers appear within nominals across a variety of contexts. The proto-
typical structure associated with partitivity is the partitive construction (Jackendoff 
1968, 1977; Selkirk 1977), a binominal configuration comprising two DPs: DP1, 
which denotes the subset, and DP2, which denotes the superset. Importantly, the 
partitive construction encodes the part–whole relation in a semantically transparent 
way and plausibly serves as the source for other DPs that exhibit partitivity marking 
(Luraghi & Kittilä 2014). A defining property of the partitive construction is that 
the second nominal must be definite, a restriction known as the Partitive Constraint 
(Jackendoff 1977). The example below, in Catalan, illustrates this construction, 
where the referent of the second nominal has necessarily been introduced previ-
ously in the discourse.

(2)	 Van	 arribar	 tard 	dues 	d’aquelles 	persones.
	 aux	 arrive	 late	 two	 of’those	 people
	 ‘Two of those people arrived late.’

Partitivity markers also appear in NPs that do not qualify as partitives under 
the definition provided above. For example, some constructions fail to satisfy the 
canonical partitive constraint, as in the pseudopartitive construction illustrated in 
(3). Pseudopartitives typically consist of a first nominal interpreted non-referential-
ly as a quantity or a semilexical noun denoting a quantity (van Riemsdijk 1998; see 
Klockmann 2017 for an overview), followed by a second bare count plural noun 
or a mass singular noun.

(3)	 Va	 menjar	 un 	plat/	 un 	tou 	 de	 pomes/sucre.
	 aux	 eat	 a	 dish/	a	 mass	 of	 apples/sugar
	 ‘He/she/it ate a dish/a lot of apples/sugar.’
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In addition to pseudopartitives, partitive markers appear in constructions that 
are not binominal. So-called “bare partitives” (Chierchia 1998) consist of nominals 
introduced by the genitive preposition de combined with a definite determiner, 
yet they receive an indefinite interpretation, as illustrated with the Italian example 
in (4), from Falco and Zamparelli (2019: 3). The analysis of bare partitives and 
their relation to canonical partitive constructions have generated substantial debate 
(Chierchia 1998; Ihsane 2008; Martí 2011; Cardinaletti & Giusti 2018; Espinal 
& Cyrino 2022). The central problem is that bare partitives lack the semantically 
transparent part–whole relation that characterizes canonical partitives and do not 
require a linguistically established definite antecedent. For instance, in the example 
in (4), it is unclear whether the expression denotes a subset of a contextually sali-
ent superset or instead introduces a plurality without reference to any previously 
established whole. The absence of a transparent semantic relation between full 
and bare partitives challenges analyses that derive bare partitives directly from the 
canonical partitive construction.

(4)	 Dei 	 ragazzi 	 sono	 qui. 
	 of.the	 boys	 are	 here.
	 ‘Some boys are here.’

Turning to other types of binominal constructions, partitivity markers also 
appear in qualitative nominals (den Dikken 2006; Villalba & Bartra 2010; Saab 
2022) and related constructions. In these constructions the NP1 (which can be 
definite or indefinite) expresses an evaluation/quality of the second NP. Previous 
analyses have proposed that there is a predicative relationship between the two 
nominals and that the partitive marker is like a copular element (den Dikken 2006). 
More recently, Saab (2022, this volume) challenges such analyses and proposes 
that the de is the exponent of genitive case (Pesetsky 2013). 

(5)	 a.	 Compré 	 una 	mierda	 de 	apartamento.
		  I.bought	 a	 shit	 of 	 apartment 
		  ‘I bought a shitty apartment.’

	 b.	 Conoció 	al 	 granuja	 del 	 doctor.
		  he.met	 at.the	 rascal	 of.the	 doctor
		  ‘He met that rascal of a doctor.’

The constructions discussed above exhibit partitive markers even in the absence 
of a genuine partitive interpretation. These phenomena pose challenges for linguis-
tic theory regarding the semantic underspecification of partitive markers and the 
viability of a unified syntactic account for all of them.
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3. Partitivity markers and negation

Partitive markers can appear in several syntactic contexts cross-linguistically. For 
example, in Finnish, objects can be marked with either partitive or accusative case, 
with a difference in interpretation (Kiparsky 1998; de Hoop 2003).

(6)	 a.	 Ammu-i-n	 karhu-a.
		  shoot-pst-1sg 	bear-parte

	 b.	 Ammu-i-n 	 karhu-n.
		  shoot-pst-1sg 	 bear-acc 
		  ‘I shot the (a) bear.’

When the object appears with the accusative case, the verb denotes a bounded 
event, an accomplishment, while when the object bears partitive case, it denotes 
an unbounded event, an activity. This distinction has also been analyzed in terms 
of complete vs. partial objects: that is, if the event affects the object completely, 
accusative is used; if it affects the object only partially, it appears in the partitive 
(Koptjevskaja-Tamm & Wälchli 2001: 655).

In Finnish, as in the Baltic and Slavic languages, the accusative/partitive alter-
nation also occurs in other environments. The partitive/genitive alternation is sen-
sitive to the aspectual interpretation of the predicate, as discussed above, but also 
to the referentiality (definiteness) of the object. A case in point is the example 
below, found in Polish ((7); Holvoet 1991: 110, apud Laugaliené 2022), in which 
the genitive appears with an imperfective form. In this case, the interpretation 
is that the pencil is given to someone only for a brief period of time, conveying 
the idea of partial transfer. Similar uses are found in Russian and Ukrainian (see 
Laugaliené 2022: 95).

(7)	 Da-j 	 mi 	 ołówk-a. 
	 give-imp 	1sg.dat 	pencil-gen.sg 
	 ‘Hand me a pencil (for a while).’ 

Negation also triggers partitivity markers across these languages, as illustrated 
in (8), in Finnish.

(8)	 a.	 Matti 	 e-i	 myy-nyt	 talo-a 	 (#talo-n)
		  Matti-sg.nom	 not-3sg 	sell-pst.part 	house-sg.part(house-sg.acc) 
		  ‘Matti didn’t sell the/a house’

The fact that negation enables the presence of the genitive or partitive across 
languages has been described in Miestamo (2014), who provides a typological sur-
vey of the phenomenon. Miestamo claims that the partitive of negation is an areal 
phenomenon, as it affects several European languages in different, unrelated lin-
guistic families. Examples can be found in the languages mentioned above (Slavic 
languages, Finnish (8), and Baltic languages), as well as in Basque ((9) vs. (10); 
from Luraghi et al. 2020: 888).
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(9)	 Amaiak 	 goxokiak 	 jan 	 ditu. 	 [definite / existential] 
	 Amaia.erg	 candy.def.pl	 eat 	 aux.3obj.pl.3sbj.sg 
	 ‘Amaia has eaten (the) candies.’

(10)	Amaiak 	 ez	 du 	 goxokirik	 jan.	[*definite / existential]
	 Amaia.erg 	neg	aux.3obj.sg.3sbj.sg	 candy.par	 eat 
	 ‘Amaia has not eaten any candy.’

In Basque, for example, the partitive can alternate with the absolutive in the 
object position of a transitive predicate, although the partitive is restricted to an 
indefinite reading. If, in this case, Amaia has not eaten a particular or specific 
candy, the object is marked with the partitive. Similarly, French exhibits alterna-
tion between the determiner de and the indefinite article in the object position 
of transitive predicates and in existentials when they appear under the scope of 
negation.

Although the phenomenon is absent outside European languages, similar chang-
es in object marking are observed in other linguistic systems, also affected by 
negation (Miestamo 2014: 80, Table 2). The presence of negation causes different 
types of changes: (i) alternation to partitive/genitive (Finnish, Slavic, Basque, etc.); 
(ii) change to a partitive determiner (Polynesian languages; French); (iii) omission 
or restrictions on the use of the article (Albanian, Hungarian, Nambikuára); (iv) 
absence of a default determiner (Kita Maninka; Bantu languages); (v) appearance 
of an obligatory class marker (Nunggubuyu); (vi) absence of a referentiality marker 
on the verb (Hdi); (vii) presence of a partitive marker on the verb (Paamese); (viii) 
effects on focus marking (Aghem, Kanuri, Lavukaleve); and (ix) effects on align-
ment (Northern Gê). Overall, negation appears to cause objects to be interpreted 
as non-referential or non-specific, or as partially affected.

It therefore appears that partitive marking can be triggered by factors not direct-
ly related to the part–whole relation. Key triggers include negation, aspect, and their 
interaction with object specificity, referentiality, or delimitation. The genitive/parti-
tive alternation in negated contexts has been widely analyzed, with both syntactic 
(e.g., Pesetsky 2013) and semantic proposals (e.g., Borschev & Partee 2002; Partee 
& Borschev 2004; Kagan 2013). Some scholars argue that the partitive of nega-
tion is heterogeneous: in certain languages it is semantically motivated, while in 
others it is syntactically conditioned (Sigurðsson & Šereikaitė 2024). For instance, 
Miestamo (2014) argues that in Finnish, negated events are interpreted as not com-
pletely affecting the object, unlike affirmative events, whereas in Lithuanian, the 
phenomenon is better accounted for syntactically (Arkadiev 2016). The precise 
interaction between partitivity and negation, and what lies at the core of this alter-
nation, remains an open question.
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4. The grammaticalization of partitivity markers

It is generally assumed that in many languages, today’s genitive or partitive mark-
ers emerge as grammaticalized forms of Latin and Old Romance lexical elements 
with meanings such as, for instance source. Thus, partitive markers were sub-
ject to the grammaticalization cline, or grammaticalization cycle (Meillet 1912; 
Roberts & Roussou 2003; Roberts 2007; and van Gelderen 2011, among others) by 
which lexical contentful independent elements turn into functional dependent ele-
ments that are semantically and phonologically bleached such as clitics and affixes 
and sometimes even omitted altogether in the structures which keep the partitive 
meaning. Nevertheless, there is neither a uniform nor a parallel evolution across 
languages, even genetically related ones, and no general grammaticalization path 
of partitive markers, since, as pointed out, partitivity embraces different construc-
tions with different markers. Therefore, there is no such thing as “the evolution of 
partitive constructions”.

Focusing on the Latin–Romance family, one must consider a first set of parti-
tive constructions: noun phrases containing nouns denoting parts of a bigger or 
whole entity or amount, measure phrases, quantity adjectives, and cardinal and 
ordinal numerals. The complement selected by these elements used to bear a genitive 
complement in Latin. Romance constructions derived from the Latin ones tend to 
bear the correspondents of the Latin preposition de with nouns denoting parts and 
measure phrases but offer different solutions with the other elements. Cardinal  
and ordinal numerals tend to behave as prenominal modifiers and quantity adjec-
tives differ in Romance varieties: some of them have a preposition whereas others 
do not. As a result, quantificational nominals have often been considered partitive 
in the descriptive literature, mainly due to the presence of the preposition. Formal 
analyses have shown that they only partially fulfill a partitivity criterion and are 
characterized as pseudopartitives (Falco & Zamparelli 2019 and others). Measure 
phrases mostly appear to select a de preposition. But several analyses consider the 
measure phrase to be a predicate which is preposed to the noun or the adjective and 
connected to it by a Relator (den Dikken 2006); therefore, the preposition would 
not bear a partitive meaning, being a functional element deprived of any semantic 
content (Corver 2009; Martí 2011; Eguren & Pastor 2014; and others).

One of the apparently clearest changes is the one undergone by NPs with a mass 
noun or a bare plural head in object position. In several Old Romance languages, 
such constructions were introduced by a de preposition with a source interpreta-
tion, a fact that can be directly linked to the observation that some Latin partitive 
complements were introduced by de selecting the ablative case with the same 
source meaning. The identification of genitive case and partitive is still under 
debate (Sornicola 2020: 289-290). The preposition was present in Old Spanish and 
Old Catalan but was lost in the transition from the Late Medieval to the Modern 
period; French, on the other hand, developed a partitive article. Its behavior is only 
partially similar to that in Italian, which maintains the article only with a definite 
coda, i.e., a true partitive construction. Therefore, partitive articles create a contrast 
between Spanish and Catalan on one hand, and Italian and French on the other 
(Gerards & Stark 2021).
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A well-known marker associated with partitives in French, Italian, and Catalan 
is the pronoun en/ne. Not all descendants of the Latin ancestor of the partitive 
ne, inde, have survived; whereas Italian, French and Catalan have a so-called 
“pronoun” ne, this is not the case in Spanish. Even closely related languages like 
Sardinian and Sicilian differ in their evolution (Bentley 2004: 540-542). There is 
near general agreement that Latin inde had a spatial source meaning, a meaning 
that apparently survived in Old Romance, but which cannot be clearly assigned a 
semantic bleached value and therefore should not necessarily be identified with 
partitivity in the oldest stages of Romance. In addition, in these old varieties 
partitive constructions cannot be clearly disentangled from indefinite quantified 
constructions (Camus Bergareche 2009; Mare 2020), which manifest the preposi-
tion de. 

5. Partitivity and exclamatives

Several Romance languages display a quantificational wh-exclamative with a struc-
ture resembling pseudopartitives, as in the following Spanish (RAE 2010, para. 
42.13e) and French examples (Abeillé & Godard 2021: 1439-1441):

(11)	a.	 ¡Qué	de	 niños! 
		  what	de	 children
		  ‘How many children!’

	 b.	 ¡Qué 	de 	flores 	 han 	 salido!
		  what	de	 flowers	 have.3pl	 bloom.ptpc
		  ‘How many flowers have bloomed!’

(12)	a.	 Que	 de	 progrès	 il	 a	 fait!
		  what	de	 progress	 he	 have.3sg	make.ptpc
		  ‘How much progress he has made!’

	 b.	 Combien 	 de	 voyages	 insensés	 il	 a	 faits!
		  how.much	 de	 trips	 crazy	 he	 have.3sg	 make.ptpc
		  ‘How many crazy trips he has taken!’

These exclamatives are synonymous with the following pseudopartitives with 
a quantity noun:

(13)	a.	 ¡Qué	 multitud	 de 	niños! 
		  what	 multitude	 de	 children
		  ‘What a crowd of children!’

	 b.	 ¡Qué 	montón	de	 flores 	 ha/han	 salido!
		  what	 heap 	 de	 flowers	 have.3sg/have.3pl	 bloom.ptpc
		  ‘What a ton of flowers have bloomed!’
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(14)	a.	 Quelle	 foule	 d’enfants!
		  what	 crowd	 de=children
		  ‘What a crowd of children!’

	 b.	 Quelle	 multitude	 de	 fleurs!
		  what	 multitude	 de	 flowers
		  ‘What a lot of flowers!’

Non-wh-exclamative sentences also form the pseudopartitive structure, but 
they differ regarding the availability of the null nominal version. On the one hand, 
exclamatives with vaya/menudo (Tirado 2016; Bosque 2017; Espinal et al. 2024) 
must include the quantity noun:

(15)	a.	 ¡Vaya/Menuda	 *(multitud)	de 	niños! 
		  what/what	 multitude	 de	children
		  ‘What a crowd of children!’

	 b.	 ¡Vaya/Menudo	*(montón)	 de	 flores 	 ha/han	 salido!
		  what/what	 bunch	 de	flowers	 have.3sg/have.3pl	bloom.ptpc
		  ‘What a lot of flowers have bloomed!’

On the other hand, definite exclamatives allow a feminine construction, which 
according to the RAE (2010: 42.16m), is possibly formed by elision of the feminine 
noun cantidad ‘quantity’:

(16)	[Sp.: RAE (2010: 42.16m)]
	 a.	 ¡La	 de	 veces	 que	 se	 lo	 he	 dicho!
		  the.f	 de	 times	 that	 dat.3sg.cl	 acc.3sg.cl	have.1sg	 say.ptpc
		  ‘How many times have I told him/her so!’

	 b.	 No	 sabes 	 la	 de	 amigos	 que	 tiene.
		  not	 know.2sg	 the.f	 de	 friends	 that	 have.3sg
		  ‘You don’t know the huge number of friends (s)he has.’

Another feature of these exclamatives concerns quantifier-split. French does 
allow movement of the wh-element, leaving the de+NP stranded (cf. ex. (12) 
above):

(17)	[Fr.: Abeillé & Godard 2021: 1439-1441]
	 a.	 Qu’il 	 a	 fait	 de	progrès!
		  what=he	 have.3sg	 make.ptpc 	de	progress	
		  ‘How much progress he has made!’

	 b.	 Combien	 il	 a	 fait	 de	 voyages	 insensés!
	 	 how.much	 he	have.3sg	 make.ptpc	 de	 trips	 crazy
		  ‘How many crazy trips he has taken!’
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In contrast, as happens with pseudopartitives generally (17),(18), this de+NP 
structure cannot be dislocated nor fronted in exclamatives (19)-(21):

(18)	[Sp.: RAE (2010, para. 42.13e)]
	 a.	 *De	 niños,	 vi	 (a)	 una	multitud! 
		  de	 children	 see.pst.1sg	 dom	 a	 multitude
		  ‘I saw a crowd of children!’

	 b.	 *De	flores, 	 ha/han	 salido	 un	 montón!
		  de	 flowers	 have.3sg/have.3pl	 bloom.ptpc	 a	 bunch
		  ‘A ton of flowers have bloomed!’

(19)	[Fr.]
	 a.	 *De	 voyages,	 j’ai	 fait	 un	 grand	 nombre.
		  de	 trips	 I=have.1sg	 make.ptpc	 a	 big	 number

	 b.	 *D’arguments,	 une	 majorité	 sont	 excellents.
		  de=arguments	 a	 majority	 be.3pl	 excellent.pl

(20)	a.	 *¡De	 niños,	 qué	 multitud! 
		  de	 children	 what	multitude

	 b.	 *¡De	 flores,	 qué	 montón	ha/han	 salido!
		  de	 flowers	 what	 bunch	 have.3sg/have.3pl	bloom.ptpc

(21)	a.	 *D’enfants, 	quelle	 foule!
		  de=children	 what	 crowd

	 b.	 *De	 fleurs,	 quelle	 multitude!
		  de	 flowers 	what	 multitude

This paradigm is possibly amenable to an analysis treating pseudopartitivity as 
involving a null AMOUNT/NUMBER nominal (Kayne 2005, 2007, 2008), which 
the exclamative wh-word quantifies over (cf. Sáez 2017: 66-67, who argues that 
de is the degree head):

(22)	a.	 ¡Qué	 AMOUNT	 de 	niños! 
		  what	 AMOUNT	 de	 children
		  ‘How many children!’

	 b.	 ¡Qué	 AMOUNT	 de	 flores 	 han	  salido!
		  what	AMOUNT	  de	 flowers	 have.3pl	 bloom.ptpc
		  ‘How many flowers have bloomed!’

(23)	a.	 Que	 AMOUNT	 de	 progrès	 il	 a	 faits!
		  what	 AMOUNT	 de 	progress	he	 have.3sg	 make.ptpc
		  ‘How much progress he has made!’
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	 b.	 Combien 	 AMOUNT	 de	 voyages	insensés 	il	 a	 faits!
		  how.much	 AMOUNT	 de	 trips	 crazy	 he	have.3sg	 make.ptpc
	  	 ‘How many crazy trips he has taken!’

This idea may give us a hint regarding the following cases with de in Spanish 
described by the RAE (2010: par. 20.2g), which could be analyzed as involving 
a null QUANTITY nominal, along the lines already suggested for the definite 
exclamative in (16):

(24)	a.	 Aquí	 falta	 de	 todo.
		  here	 lack.3sg	 de 	all
		  ‘Here there lacks everything.’
	 b.	 No	 tenemos	 de	 nada.
		  not	 have.1pl	 de	 nothing
		  ‘We don’t have anything.’

Albeit tentative, such an approach may help us to offer a simpler explana-
tion of the parallels found between exclamatives and pseudopartitives, while at 
the same time suggesting a certain universal tendency to incorporate silent ele-
ments not linked to a previous antecedent as part of a readability requirement: the 
null nominals allow syntax to offer a more transparent mapping to the semantic 
interpretative component (Kayne 2021). Moreover, it opens a way for building a 
connection between the pseudopartitive cases just referenced, with the observation 
by Villalba (2001, 2003) regarding two kinds of understudied degree exclamative 
sentences in Catalan2:

(25)	(Institut d’Estudis Catalans, §34.3.1.2)
	 a.	 Que	 n’és,	 d’impressionant,	aquest	poema!
		  that	 part.cl=be.3sg	 de=impressive	 this	 poem
		  ‘How impressive this poem is!’
	 b.	 Com	és	 d’impressionant,	aquest	 poema!
		  how	 be.3sg	de=impressive	 this	 poem
		  ‘How impressive this poem is!’

In both cases an exclamative operator quantifies over the degree associated 
with the denotation of the adjective, quite similarly to standard wh-exclamatives 
as exemplified in (26): 

(26)	Que	 maco	que	 és!
	 how	 nice	 that	 be.3sg
	 ‘How nice it is!’

2.	 Exclamatives like Catalan (25a) (that-exclamatives) are found in Germanic languages as well, 
but they are not necessarily degree exclamatives, unlike our construction. See Trotzke & Villalba 
(2020, 2021) and Villalba (2023) for a review.
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Crucially, in the constructions in (25), the exclamative operator (a null one in 
(25)a, and com in (25)b; see Villalba 2003 for details) leaves the adjective stranded 
in situ, and an obligatory marker de must appear.3 A similar pattern is found in 
Romanian and Spanish, with variations:

(27)	a.	 Cat	 de	 inalt	 e	 acel	 turn! [Rom.: (Giurgea 2015)]
		  how	 de	 high	 be.3sg	 that	 tower
		  ‘How high that tower is!’

	 b.	 ¡Cómo	 eres	 de	 bella! [Sp.: (Bosque 2017: 21)]
		  how	 be.2sg	 de	 beautiful
		  ‘How beautiful you are!’

	 c.	 ¡El	 Nahuel	 Huapi	es	 de	bello! [Sp.: Masullo (2017: 109)]
		  the	 Nahuel	 Huapi	be.3sg	of	 beautiful
		  ‘The Nahuel Huapi is so beautiful!’

Hopefully, these exclamative sentences might prove to be related to quantified 
constructions like the following, which also include a de marker and a close affin-
ity with pseudopartitives, as highlighted by Brucart and Rigau (2002, sec. 8.2):

(28)	a.	 Té	 molts	 (de)	 llibres.
		  have.3sg	 many	 de	 books
		  ‘(S)he has many books.’

	 b.	 No	 he	 anat	 a	 cap	 (de)	 mercat. 
		  not	 have.1sg	 go.ptpc	 to	 none	 part	 market
		  ‘I did not go to any market.’

The connection of these quantified constructions with pseudopartitives becomes 
clearer if we consider the form muntó ‘heap, ton’, typical of Valencian Catalan. 
This form may appear as a typical nominal in pseudopartitives (29a), but also as a 
degree modifier with the form a muntó (29b,c):

3.	 In contrast, the de marker is not found in French, Italian, or Portuguese:
	 (i)	 a.	 Que	 cette	 histoire	 est	 obscure!	 (Fr.: Gérard-Naef 1980)
			   that	 this	 story	 be.3sg	 dark
			   ‘How dark this story is!’
		  b.	 Come	sarà	 stanco!	 (It.: Benincà 1995)
			   how	 be.fut.3sg	 tired
			   ‘How tired he will be!’
		  c.	 Como	 você	 é	 ambicioso! 	 (Port.: Lima & Neto 2021)
			   how	 you.formal	 be.3sg	 ambitious
			   ‘How ambitious you are!’
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(29)	[Ca.: Ferrer (2019)]
	 a.	 Hi	 ha 	 un	 muntó	 de	 pa.
		  loc	 has.3sg	 a	 ton	 de	 bread
		  ‘There is a ton of bread.’
	 b.	 Hi	 ha	 a	 muntó	 (de)	 pa.
		  loc	 has.3sg	 to	 ton	 de	 bread
		  ‘There is a ton of bread.’
	 c.	 Hi	 ha	 pa	 a	 muntó.
		  loc	 has.3sg	 bread	 a	 ton
		  ‘There is a ton of bread.’

To sum up, an approach unifying the uses of marker de in both nominal and 
degree exclamatives may help us to offer a simpler explanation of the parallels 
found between pseudopartitives and degree quantification, while revealing a certain 
universal tendency to incorporate silent elements as part of a readability require-
ment at the mapping to the semantic interpretative component (Kayne 2021). 

6. Partitivity markers in dislocations

Another significant empirical challenge concerns the presence of a marker de in 
front of bare noun dislocates, which is found in all Romance languages with parti-
tive clitics (Bartra-Kaufmann 1985; Cinque 1990; Martí 2011; Mensching 2020): 

(30)	a.	 D’aigua,	 no 	 te’n	 ¡donaré. [Catalan]
		  de=water	 not	 2sg.dat.cl=part.cl	 give.fut.1sg
		  ‘Water, I won’t give you any.’

	 b.	 Des	 soeurs,	 il	 en 	 a. [French: (Kayne 1975: 117)]
		  part.fpl	 sisters	 he	 part.cl	have.3sg
		  ‘Sisters, he has.’

	 c.	 Di	 libri,	 ne	 ho	 letto. [Italian: (Espinal & Giusti 2024)]
		  de.mpl	 books	 part.cl	 have.1sg	read.ptpc
		  ‘Books, I read (some).’

	 d.	 De	 bon	 pan	 blanc,	 aquí	 n’as. [Occitan:4 BaTelÒc]
		  de	 good	 bread	 white	 here	 part.cl=have.2sg
		  ‘Good white bread, here you have (some).’

	 e.	 De	vinu,	 a	 sos	 pitzinnos,	non	 nde	 lis	 dao. �[Sardinian: (Jones 
2005)]

		  de	 wine	 to	 the	 children	 not	 part 	3pl.dat.cl	 give.1sg
		  ‘Wine, to the children, I don’t give them any.’

4.	 The Basa Textuala Occitana (BaTelÒc) corpus was developed by the CLLE-ERSS laboratory 
(CNRS and Universitat de Tolosa Joan Jaurés), under the direction of Myriam Bras. It can be 
accessed freely at <http://redac.univ-tlse2.fr/bateloc/index.jsp>.
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Interestingly, the presence of the marker de in dislocations is not necessarily 
linked to its availability in positions within the sentence. Note, for instance, the 
case of South Occitan variants and Sardinian, which as we have just seen must 
insert de in bare noun dislocates, but contrast regarding the form of the bare noun 
in object position5:

(31)	a.	 Bimus	 (*de)	 abba. 	 [Sardinian: (Jones 2005)]
		  drink-1pl 	 de	 water
		  ‘We drink water.’

	 b. 	Bimus	 meta	 abba.  
		  drink-1PL	 much	 water
		  ‘We drink a lot of water.’

(32)	a.	 Se	 contentava	 de	beure	 d’aiga	 cauda
		  refl	 satisfied	 of	 drink.inf	 de=water	 hot
		  e	 de	 manjar	 de	 pan	 de	 segal.	 [Occitan: BaTelÒc]
		  and	 of	 eat.inf	 de	 bread	 of	 rye
		  ‘He was content to drink hot water and eat rye bread.’

	 b.	 D’en	 premier,	 mon	 paire	 beviá	 ges	 d’alcoòl
		  of=in	 first	 my	 father	 drink.pst.3sg	 none	de=alcohol
		  o	 de	 vin…	 [Occitan: BaTelÒc]
		  or	 de	 wine
	  	 ‘At first, my father drank neither alcohol nor wine…’

The marker de in the Occitan examples has usually been analyzed as a parti-
tive determiner (similarly to French and Italian; see Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016, 
2018; Ihsane 2020; Espinal & Giusti 2024; and others). Hence, one can export 
this analysis to the dislocation cases in languages like Catalan or Sardinian: these 
languages have a null partitive determiner in argument position which somehow 
becomes overt when the DP is dislocated.6 This is essentially the idea defended by 
Martí (2011), which allows her to build the following parallel pattern of dislocation 
with partitives (33), pseudopartitives (34), and bare nouns (35):

5.	 North Occitan dialects and Franco-Provençal display a fully-fledged DE+article construction, like 
French.

6.	 Spanish doesn’t display the marker de in dislocations (RAE 2010: par. 20.2g):
	 (i)	 Agua,	 no	 tenemos
		  water	 not	 have.1pl
		  ‘Water, we don’t have (any).’
	   However, we find the marker in some cases, like the following, discussed by RAE (2010: 20.2g):
	 (ii)	 De	 agua	 potable,	 solo	 quedan	 dos	 litros. 
		  de	 water	 drinking	 only	 remain.3pl	 two	 liters
		  ‘Of drinking water, there remain only two liters.’
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(33)	a.	 Només	 conec 	 una	 de 	 les	 nenes.
		  only	 know.1sg	 one	 de	 the	 girls
		  ‘I only know one of the girls.’

	 b.	 De	 les	 nenes,	només	 en 	 conec	 una.
		  de	 the	 girls	 only	 part.cl	know.1sg	one
		  ‘Of the girls, I only know one.’

(34)	a.	 Tinc 	 un	 munt	 de	 llibres.
		  have.1sg	 a	 bunch	 de 	books
		  ‘I have a bunch of books.’

	 b.	 De	 llibres,	 en	 tinc	 un	 munt.
		  de 	 books	 part.cl	 have.1sg	 a	 bunch
		  ‘Of books, I have a bunch.’

(35)	a.	 Només	 tinc	 un	 llibre.
		  only	 have.1sg	 one	 book
		  ‘I only have one book.’

	 b.	 De	 llibre,	només	 en	 tinc	 un.
		  de 	book	 only	 part.cl	 have.1sg	 one
 		  ‘I only have one book.’

Martí argues that the marker de is playing the same role in all three cases: it 
is a functional category necessary for the noun to obtain case (cf. the proposal by 
Espinal & Cyrino, this volume). Setting aside technical details, linking partitivity 
with quantification structures has considerable appeal, since it allows us to explain 
the appearance of the marker de (sometimes linked to a partitive clitic) in construc-
tions where the notion of partitivity has no bearing. For example, Martí (2011) deals 
with the marker de preceding adjectives in nominal ellipsis contexts in Catalan7:

(35)	Tinc	 dos	 pantalons	 blaus	 i	 un	 de	 negre.
	 have.1sg	 two	 trousers	 blue	 and	 one	 de	 black
	 ‘I have two pairs of blue trousers and a black pair.’

Significantly, the very same marker de also precedes dislocated adjectives in 
Catalan:

7.	 These uses are different from the French partitive construction with an adjective, where the de 
preceding the adjective is the partitive determiner (see Mensching 2020: 821): 

	 (i)	 a.	 De	 poires,	 j’en 	 ai	 de	 bonnes.
			   de	 pears	 I=part.cl	have.1sg	 de	 good.pl
			   ‘I have good pears.’
		  b.	 J’ai	 de	 bonnes	 poires.
			   I=have.1sg	 de	 good.pl	 pears
			   ‘I have good pears.’
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(35)	e [Cat.]

	 a.	 De	 blau,	 no	 ho/n’és 	 pas.
		  de	 blue	 not	 neut.cl/part.cl=be.3sg	 neg
		  ‘Blue it is not.’ 

	 b.	 No	 m’ho	 sembla	 gaire,	 de	 car.
		  not	 refl=neut.cl	 seem.3sg	 any	 de	 expensive
		  ‘It doesn’t seem expensive to me.’

To sum up, while the marker de seems mostly connected to the partitive clitic, 
its distribution is far more complex than that of the partitive marker de of French 
or Occitan, and it seems to be connected as well to adjectives not only in exclama-
tive sentences, but in a bigger set of contexts. Hence, devising a unified treatment 
for all these cases in Romance represents a formidable challenge for the future.

7. The articles in this volume

The article by Sonia Cyrino and M.Teresa Espinal, “French de nominals and Russian 
non-canonical genitives. Are they partitive-like nominal expressions?” approaches 
the issue of count bare nominals under the scope negation receiving a particular 
marking, such as partitive de in French (Jean n’a pas trouvé de livres ‘John hasn’t 
found (any) books’) or genitive case in Russian (Anna ne kupila knig ‘Anna didn’t 
buy (any) books’). Against traditional accounts, Cyrino and Espinal rely on a seman-
tic approach to the issue, proposing that these bare nominals are not partitive NPs but 
rather indefinite NPs under a non-veridical context. For them, both de and genitive 
case are the overt reflex of a semantic operator de that shifts the original object-
denoting DP (itself derived from a property) to a property-type object. Moreover, 
the resulting indefinite DP in French must be licensed by a non-veridicality operator, 
which explains its narrower distribution compared with its Russian genitive counter-
part, and finds a parallel in the Russian irrealis genitives studied by Kagan (2013).

The article by M.Teresa Espinal and Chiara Gianollo, “The non-partitivity  
of Catalan and Italian nominal ne”, offers a critical assessment of the analyses of 
Catalan and Italian nominal ne clitic, and argues that it cannot be analyzed as  
a prepositional, partitive or quantitative clitic, but must instead be considered a 
property-denoting anaphora, as previously suggested by Espinal and Cyrino 
(2022). They review well-known data and offer new empirical support for an 
analysis of ne as a pro-NP, which is unmarked for gender and number, and whose 
antecedent is a non-specific weak indefinite nominal expression. 

The paper “Antihomophony and English of” is another brick in Richard 
Kayne’s reductionist program by which he gets rid of polysemic lexical items in the 
languages’ lexicon. The principle responsible for this reduction is antihomophony, 
according to which, in the functional lexicon, identity in phonology implies identity 
in all features. The first part of the article is devoted to explaining the principle of 
antihomophony, first by showing that the principle must be limited to the functional 
subpart of the lexicon, given that there are truly homophonous contentful lexical 
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items. Moreover, the crucial identity involved in antihomophony concerns phonol-
ogy, not phonetics. Some apparent counterexamples are debated before addressing 
the main point, the existence of only one of, the apparent polysemy of which is 
explained by establishing a parallel between the structures containing overt out and 
those containing a silent abstract out. 

In “NP-Ellipsis Patterns in Spanish Binominals: A New Empirical Observation 
and its Theoretical Implications”, Andrés Saab investigates the syntactic structure of 
certain de-NPs that appear in pseudopartitives (un grupo de estudiantes, ‘a group of 
students’), quantitative binominals (un montón de estudiantes, ‘a ton of students’), 
and qualitative binominal constructions (una mierda de departamento, ‘a shitty 
apartment’). Although these constructions are superficially similar, they differ in 
semantic interpretation and syntactic behavior. Saab furthers the investigation by 
introducing new evidence from ellipsis. He shows that qualitative binominals do 
not permit ellipsis of the second nominal, whereas pseudopartitives and quantitative 
binominals do. He therefore proposes that qualitative binominals contain an Equative 
Phrase relating the de-NP to an empty nominal ranging over properties (Saab 2022), 
while the codas of pseudopartitives and quantitative binominals are NPs realized 
as primeval genitives in the sense of Pesetsky (2013). Saab’s contribution provides 
compelling evidence that genitive marking derives from distinct structural sources, 
thereby challenging a unified syntactic analysis of these constructions. 
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Resum. Els nominals francesos amb de i els genitius no canònics en rus. Són expressions 
nominals partitives?

El principal objectiu d’aquest article és oferir una anàlisi unificada dels nominals amb de del 
francès i dels genitius no canònics del rus. A diferència de propostes anteriors, que es basen en 
la partitivitat, la quantificació i l’assignació de cas, defensem que es pot oferir una anàlisi for-
mal unificada que garanteixi una explicació sintàctica uniforme de les expressions indefinides 
febles que no es basi en la quantificació, sinó en una dependència semàntica dels nominals amb 
de del francès i dels genitius no canònics del rus en la no veridicitat i en diferents operacions de 
linearització en la fase d’externalització que donin compte de la concatenació de mots i submots 
(francès de*n, rus n⊕gen).

Paraules clau: francès de; indefinitud; no veridicitat; genitiu rus; Spell-out

1. Introduction

It is well-known in the literature that some languages, such as Romance (e.g., 
French, Italian, Franco-Provençal, Genovese) and Balto-Slavic (e.g., Russian, 
Lithuanian, Ukrainian, Bosnian), among other languages, such as Basque and 
Finnish (Miestamo 2014; Luraghi & Huumo 2014; Etxeberria 2021), exhibit a 
special Vocabulary Item (like de in French, the nominal affix genitive case in 
Russian, partitive in Basque and Finnish) when an internal argument is under the 
scope of negation.1 In a typological survey of 240 languages from different fami-
lies, Miestamo (2014) investigated what he calls the “partitive of negation”, which 
is, in fact, the obligatory (or preferential) use of partitive/genitive marking on noun 
phrases under the scope of negation, denoting indefiniteness (‘indefinite quantity’, 
in his terms), as opposed to the use of other markings in the referential/specific use 
of noun phrases. He also reports that in Finnic, Baltic, Slavic languages and Basque 
noun phrases “in the scope of negation are marked, either obligatorily or as a mat-
ter of preference, with a case that has a partitive-marking function (partitive or 
genitive) [our emphasis, Authors]” (p. 63). In this paper, we are going to argue that 
what has been dubbed “partitive” or “genitive” syntactic Case is actually the overt 
morphophonological counterpart of a licensing operation of indefinite structures, 

1.	 As it appears in the abstract we will use the term non-canonical genitive as a cover term for the 
so-called genitive of negation, genitive under the scope of intensional predicates and also partitive 
genitive.

	   We here assume the Distributed Morphology concept of Vocabulary Item, according to which it 
is a relation between a phonological string and information about where that piece may be inserted.
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by means of which an operator de contributes a property-type denotation to definite 
/ specific nominal expressions and furthermore the whole nominal expression is 
subject to a semantic dependency to non-veridicality.

We here mainly focus on French and Russian as paradigmatic instances of the 
phenomenon we are addressing.2 The former because de NPs contrast with other 
forms where the article (with its gender and number) is overtly expressed, such 
as indefinite des/du/de la NPs and definite le/la/les NPs in affirmative sentences. 
Russian has been chosen because, among Baltic and Slavic languages, is the lan-
guage for which the phenomenon of genitive of negation (henceforth, GN) has been 
described more extensively (Borschev & Partee 1998; Partee & Borschev 2002, 
2008; Harves 2002, 2013; Kagan 2010, 2013, 2020; among others). 

A first illustration of the phenomenon we are going to deal with is presented in 
(1)-(2) where de NPs and GN appears in object of two transitive verbs trouver ‘to 
find’ and kupil ‘to buy’, respectively.

(1)	 a.	 Jean	 n’a	 pas	 trouvé	 de	 livres.	 [French]
		  Jean	 neg.has	 not	 found	 de	 books
		  ‘Jean hasn’t found (any) books.’

	 b. 	Jean	 a	 trouvé	{*de, des}	livres.	� (adapted from Kayne 1981: 95,  
exs. (3)-(4))

		  Jean	 has	 found	 de 	 books 

(2) 	 a.	 Anna	 ne	 kupila	 knig.	 [Russian]
		  Anna	 not	 bought.perf	 book.gen.pl
		  ‘Anna didn’t buy (any) books.’

	 b.	 Anna	 ne	 kupila	 knigi.
		  Anna	 not	 bought.perf	 book.acc.pl
		  ‘Anna didn’t buy (the) books.’	 (Kagan 2013: 13, exs. (23))

Notice that in French de livres is only allowed under the scope of negation, (1a), 
and that when this expression appears in an affirmative sentence, (1b), the sequence 
is ungrammatical.3 In Russian, knig, which shows genitive case, is understood like 
de livres in French (1a), as an expression that mandatorily appears under the scope 
of the negative operator: Anna did not buy any books. By contrast, knigi in accusa-
tive case, is interpreted as being out of the scope of negation (Babyonyshev 1997; 
Kagan 2013): there are (specific) books that Anna did not buy. 

These data open the debate as to what extent French and Russian are similar. On 
the one hand, it should be pointed out that French de NPs appear to be much more 

2.	 From now on we leave aside partitive Case in Basque (Etxeberria 2021) and Finnish (Kiparsky 
1998; de Hoop 2002; McFadden 2004) which in the latter language largely depends on aspect.

3.	 See Le Bruyn (2010) for a study on indefinites headed by French des in comparison to unos in 
Spanish; Dobrovie-Sorin and Beyssade (2012) for a study on indefinites headed by des/du/de la 
in French vs. indefinites in English; and Dobrovie-Sorin (2021) for a study on des in French in 
comparison to bare nominals in Romance languages.



32  CatJL 25/1, 2026	 Sonia Cyrino; M.Teresa Espinal

restricted than Russian GN both syntactically and semantically: de NPs cannot occur 
in subject position and cannot be licensed by operators other than negation (Müller 
1991; Tovena et al. 2004, a.o.). In fact, both these expressions (French de NPs 
and Russian GN) have been attributed the status of Negative Polarity Items (NPIs) 
(Kayne 1975; Pesetsky 1982). However, Harves (2002) and Kagan (2013) provide 
arguments against this proposal for Russian, which is the view further supported 
in this paper on the basis that not only indefinite objects but also subjects in thetic 
sentences, singular demonstratives and proper names can occur in genitive under the 
scope of non-veridical operators (Giannakidou 1997, 1998 and Kagan 2010, 2013).

For concreteness, in this paper, we address the following research question: in 
spite of the observed differences, can French de NPs and Russian non-canonical 
genitives receive a common formal analysis? We consider it legitimate to offer 
a unified analysis of the two constructions that coincide as being expressions of 
indefiniteness (as opposed to real partitives that involve quantification) licensed in 
non-veridical contexts (a very restricted subset of them in French).  

Our starting hypothesis is that our unification analysis can be supported by the 
syntactic structure for indefinite expressions in Romance postulated in Espinal and 
Cyrino (2022a, 2022b). According to this approach a common derivation for bare 
plurals, mass nouns and de-phrases is proposed that consists of an abstract opera-
tor de adjoined to a definite determiner that shifts an entity into a property-type 
expression. Second, we take for granted that languages have polarity items (usu-
ally, a subset of indefinite expressions) sensitive to non-veridical operators (Zwarts 
1995, 1996, 1998; Giannakidou 1997 and ff.; Hoeksema 2012). Third, we assume, 
along with McFadden (2004), Calabrese (2008), Caha (2009), Zdrojewski (2023), 
Schäfer and Anagnostopoulou (in press), that not all manifestations of case should 
be dealt with within narrow syntax. 

With this in mind, we postulate the hypotheses: H1 that Russian non-canonical 
genitives (that is, GN, genitive under the scope of intensional predicates and parti-
tive genitive) and de nominals in French have a common syntactic structure with 
a dedicated abstract operator de; H2 that de NPs and non-canonical genitives fur-
ther reveal a semantic dependency between a determiner-like functional nominal 
projection (Ddef in French, F in Russian) and (a subset of) non-veridical operators 
(negation in French, negation and intensional predicates in Russian); and H3 that 
de and non-canonical genitives are different Spell-outs of the abstract operator de. 

This paper is structured as follows. In section 2, we review the previous lit-
erature on French and Russian and discuss the unsolved problems raised by these 
analyses. In section 3, we consider that the presence of de NPs in French and non-
canonical genitives in Russian cannot be derived by lexical case assignment, cannot 
be the output of structural case and cannot be either an instantiation of dependent 
case. In section 4, we develop a new unified analysis that accounts for the so-called 
partitive indefinites, the GN, the genitive of intensional verbs in Russian, as well 
as de-phrases in French. We first present a structure for indefinite expressions. 
Then we relate indefiniteness to non-veridicality and, finally, we postulate different 
morphophonological Spell-outs of the abstract de operator by means of two distinct 
operations: concatenation of terminal words in French and concatenation plus low-
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ering of subwords in Russian. Finally, in section 5, we introduce additional support 
for our analysis of the syntax-semantics dependency relationship here proposed, by 
(i) examining a subset of long weak definites in Romance languages, (ii) consider-
ing the similarities between genitive case and Direct Object Marking (DOM) in 
terms of post-syntactic Spell-out, and (iii) grounding our analysis on a broader view 
of morphophonological case as a reflection of a grammatical process of licensing 
different kinds of dependencies (Hinzen & Sheehan 2013; Roberts 2023).

2. The previous literature

In this section we present the main syntactic proposals that precede our study and 
try to unify the two phenomena here under consideration: de NPs in French and GN 
(which is the most paradigmatic case of non-canonical genitive) in Russian. The 
literature we will review, starting already in the late seventies of the 20th century, 
have in common the proposal that a null quantifier category Q or a quantity formal 
feature [+q] is responsible for the presence of a partitive-like or a genitive-like 
nominal expression. In Section 2.1 we discuss French de, in Section 2.2 we move 
to Russian GN, and finally in Section 2.3 we point out the most relevant issues 
raised by these proposals.

2.1. French

French, a language with overt determiners, only allows de nominals for narrow 
scope under negation, no matter whether the indefinite is a mass noun (3a) or a 
(plural or singular) count noun (3b,c).

(3)	 a.	 Jean	 n’a 	 pas	 gagné	 d’argent.
		  Jean	 neg.has	 not	 won	 de.money
		  ‘Jean has not won (any) money.’

	 b.	 Jean	 n’a 	 pas	 trouvé	 de	 livres.
		  Jean	 neg.has	 not	 found	 de	 books
		  ‘Jean hasn’t found (any) books.’

	 c.	 Il	 n’y	 a	 pas	de	 cheval	 sur	 le	 chemin	de	 Damas.	� (Florence 
Delay)

		  It	 neg.loc	 has	 not	 de	 horse	 on	 the	 way	 of	 Damas
		  ‘There aren’t (any) horses	 in the way to Damas.’

Given these examples and the parallel between (4a,b), Kayne (1975, 1981) 
analyzes de nominals in (4b) as [Ø-de-articleless NPs] and postulates that the zero 
element is a null quantifier-like expression.

(4)	 a.	 J’ai	 mange	[[beaucoup] 	 de 	carottes].
		  I.have	eaten	 many	 de	 carrots
		  ‘I have eaten many carrots.’



34  CatJL 25/1, 2026	 Sonia Cyrino; M.Teresa Espinal

	 b.	 Je	 n’ai	 pas	mangé [[Ø] 	de	carottes].
		  I	 neg.have	 not	 eaten	 de	carrots
		  ‘I have not eaten any carrots.’

Similarly, Ihsane (2008: 164) suggests that there is an ‘empty quantity’ head, 
which is bound by a negative operator or a quantifier, making the de NP construc-
tion syntactically similar to a beaucoup / combine / (très) peu / trop de structure 
and semantically similar to an NPI, as shown in (5).

(5)	 a.	 beaucoup 	 de	 pain / livres	 Quantity	 de	 N
		  much/many	 de	 bread/books

	 b.	 peu 	 de	 pain / livres	 Quantity	 de	 N
		  little/few 	 de	 bread/books

	 c.	 pas 	de	pain / livres	 pasi	 eci	 de	 N
		  not 	de	bread/books

Notice, however, that the presence of an overt or a covert quantity is independ-
ent of the existence of a negative operator. This is clearly illustrated by means of 
the following example, which shows that de carottes is an indefinite expression 
complement of the weak quantifier beaucoup, not linked to pas.

(6)	 Je	 n’ai	 pas	 mangé	 [[beaucoup]	 de	 carottes].
	 I	 neg.have	 not	 eaten	 much	 de	 carrots
	 ‘I have not eaten a lot of carrots.’

More recently, Taraldsen (2019: 40), following a suggestion by Kayne (2002), 
has proposed for de NPs, (7a), as well as for des NPs, (7b), a null NUMBER/
AMOUNT that represents <quantity> in some specifier position within the nominal 
domain higher than de.4

(7)	 a.	 [ NUMBER/AMOUNT [ de [ NP ]]]

	 b.	 [ NUMBER/AMOUNT [ de [ les/le/la NP ]]]

Notice that all these analyses consider that de NPs, no matter whether they 
occur as a complement of an overt Q or in negative contexts, are partitive expres-
sions. However, bona fide canonical / full partitive constructions convey a relation-
ship between a subset, which is introduced by an indefinite quantifier, and a larger 
set or superset of individuals introduced by a definite DP. According to Barker 
(1998: 680), standard partitivity is characterized by the fact that “partitive nominal 

4.	 A similar line of analysis is followed by Garzonio and Poletto (2020: 645, (34)), who assume that 
partitive objects under negation are a special type of partitive expression where sentential negation 
is the modifier of a silent amount/number head.

	 (i)	 [NegP  pas… [QP [ pas ] [Qº amount [KP  de [DP vin ]]]]]
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expressions have in their extension only proper subparts of the entity denoted by the 
NP object of the partitive of”. Recently, Espinal and Cyrino (2022b) have argued 
that indefinite de and pseudopartitive de correspond to one kind of structure that 
gives rise to indefiniteness, whereas canonical partitives correspond to a different 
structure in which a part-whole relationship is headed by a bi-relational functional 
head responsible for partitivity.

In other words, to our understanding the problem behind these syntactic propos-
als is two-fold. First, empirically it has not yet been demonstrated that the expres-
sions in (3) convey a quantity meaning, unlike real partitives such as certains de 
vos amis ‘some of your friends’. In French de NPs introduce indefinite objects, like 
in other contemporary Romance languages (e.g., Italian) de introduces indefinite 
objects, indefinite subjects, as well as left-dislocated subjects and objects.5 Second, 
theoretically, there is not enough justification for postulating a null or empty cat-
egory conveying quantity dependent on the negative marker pas. The alternative 
approach we consider below is that d’argent, de livres, de cheval, de carottes are 
indefinite expressions that occur in object position of transitive verbs or in object 
position of weak quantifiers.

2.2. Russian

In Russian, a language with no articles, genitive appears to alternate with accusa-
tive and nominative mass and count nouns, both in object and in subject positions.6 

(8)	 a.	 Ja	ne	 pil	 vodu.
		  I	 not	 drank.imperf	 water.acc
		  ‘I didn’t drink (the) water. / I wasn’t drinking water.’

	 b.	 Ja	ne	 pil	 vody.
		  I	 not	 drank.imperf	 water.gen
		  ‘I didn’t drink (any) water.’	 (Kagan 2013: 5, ex. (9))

(9)	 a.	 Otvet 	 ne 	 prišol.
		  answer.nom.m.sg	 not 	arrived.m.sg
		  ‘The answer did not arrive.’

	 b. 	Otveta 	 ne 	 prišlo.
		  answer.gen.m.sg 	 not 	arrived.n.sg
		  ‘No answer arrived.’		  (Kagan 2013: 6, ex. (10))

Several syntactic and semantic analyses have been proposed to account for the 
presence of genitive case. 

5.	 See also Espinal and Giusti (2024) for arguments that the determiner de and the clitic ne in lan-
guages such as Catalan and Italian are markers of indefiniteness, not markers of partitivity (i.e., 
quantification). 

6.	 Although it is widely believed that, as a consequence of this alternation, GN is optional in Russian 
(e.g., Franks 1995), see Bailyn (1997), who argues that GN is obligatory on underlying direct objects.
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Inspired by the literature on French, Pesetsky (1982) was the first to analyze the 
genitive marked NP in GN constructions as the complement of a phonologically 
null quantifier [QP e] that is supposedly able to assign genitive case, just as pho-
nologically overt quantifiers are assumed to do in Russian (Ionin & Matushansky 
2006, and references therein). For him, negation does not license genitive but iden-
tifies the null quantifier which it c-commands. Notice that, as pointed out by Kagan 
(2013), this analysis basically addresses the genitive of quantity or partitive genitive 
phenomena and GN, but not the other subtypes of genitives that do not involve 
quantity and that appear under the scope of operators beyond the negative marker.

Building on Pesetsky’s work (see also Franks 1995), Pereltsvaig (1998) also 
proposes that a null quantifier is responsible for assigning genitive to internal argu-
ments under sentential negation. For her, the null quantifier is a strict NPI, both 
syntactically and semantically, and it is only licensed by sentential negation.7 To 
our understanding, this proposal, once again, lacks a justification for the need of a 
null quantifier to explain the presence of morphological genitive on nominals under 
the scope of negation; on the other hand, the fact that an item can be considered 
both a quantifier and a polarity item raises a serious puzzle for what has been gener-
ally argued for in the literature on negation (Déprez & Espinal 2020). 

Also building on Pesetsky (1982)’s proposal, Bailyn (2004) postulates that 
Neg0 selects a verbal complex (v and V) with a [+q] feature, which in turn selects 
a QP object (rather than an NP object). It is the null head of that QP that checks for 
genitive case on its internal NP complement, as seen in the structure in (10). For 
Bailyn, instances of genitive involve a Q.

(10)
		  NegP

		
		  Neg0	 →	 vP[+q+]
		 (selection)		

	 	 NP-EXT	 →	 v’

				  
		  v	 →	 VP[+q]
		  (selection)		

	 	 V	 →	 QP
		  (selection)		

	 	 Q	 →	 NP-INT gen
		  (cheking/probing)
	 (adapted from Bailyn 2004: 10, ex. (16))

7.	 See Harves (2002) for a criticism of Pereltsvaig’s (1999) null quantifier q as being treated as an NPI.
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Subsequent literature has also assumed (without questioning) the syntactic 
analyses that propose that some sort of quantification is involved in genitive assign-
ment. In this perspective, for example, Matushansky (2010) assumes that genitive 
corresponds to the formal feature [Q] in Neg, which then assigns Genitive to a VP 
that has a semantically non-specific underlying object, as bread in (11). 

(11)
		  TP

		
	 T0	 	 vP
		  [nom]	

		  DP	 v’

		  	
		  Dina	 v0	 	 NegP
		  [acc]	

		  Neg0	 	 VP
			   [q]
		  	
	 ne	 V’
		
		  V0	 DP

		  	
		  brought	 bread
	 (adapted from Matushansky 2010: 27, ex. (17))

According to this author “[T]he presence of sentential negation introduces the 
feature [Q], which is realized as the genitive case marking […]. In the absence of 
[Q] both objects and subjects receive their normal case-marking” (p. 27). Therefore, 
the special case-marking under negation needs additional morphological rules to 
derive the right output.

It is also worth to mention here Bailyn’s (1997) type of syntactic analysis, 
which takes GN as an obligatory configurational case in the context of a structure 
such as (12), where PrP stands for Predicational Phrase.
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(12)
		  PrP
		
	 (underlying	 Pr’
	 subject)	

		  Pr0	 NegP
		

		  Neg0	 VP

		  	
		  GN	 v’
		  (underlying	
		  object)		  V0	 (underlying
			   oblique)

According to this analysis GN is assigned under government by Neg, which 
accounts for the most common distribution of GN, underlying objects, while it 
excludes transitive subjects, oblique objects, and deeply embedded elements. 
Baylin’s analysis is also interesting because the GN particular kind of interpreta-
tion (i.e., existential or indefinite interpretation), is opposed to the nominative or 
accusative counterparts (which are individuated) by assuming that GN arguments 
are always part of the VP domain (Diesing 1992), i.e. the domain of existential 
closure.

As far as we know, no other alternative syntactic approach has been advanced 
in the literature on GN in Russian, and no questions have been raised with respect 
to the status of quantifiers in the analyses above. 

2.3. Unsolved puzzles raised by these analyses

The analyses presented above raise some questions that remain to be answered: 
(i) why should the negative marker select (in a strong sense) or license (in a weak 
sense) a quantifier-like constituent? And (ii) why should a quantifier assign genitive 
(or any other) case to a nominal?

In relation to question (i), first, we have to consider that negation reverses the 
polarity of the sentence where it applies, and, in this sense, it is a semantic proposi-
tional operator (Horn 1989). As such, it should be considered to be included in the 
sentential projection, but under minimalist syntactic assumptions, it appears to be 
awkward to postulate that this negative operator should select an empty quantity/
quantifier expression. 

Second, although a negative marker, as the head of NegP (Pollock 1989; 
Ouhalla 1990), cannot be claimed to select the verbal complex it precedes or a 
QP object it may occur with, it may still compose with different types of nomi-
nal expressions to yield different sources of negative dependencies (which might 
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include polarity items and negative concord items). However, from both a syntac-
tic and a semantic perspective, there is no evidence that negation contributes to 
quantification.

Therefore, in none in the above-mentioned studies, have we found any sort 
of explanatory basis for the assumption that the presence of sentential negation 
selects/licenses a quantificational constituent which is realized as de in French and 
as genitive case in Russian.

Concerning our second question, namely, why should a quantifier assign geni-
tive case to a nominal expression, one must be reminded about the role of quanti-
fiers in natural languages. From a semantic perspective, quantifiers are functions 
from sets (the denotation of the N it combines with) to generalized quantifiers 
(sets of sets) (Montague 1973). Quantifiers have been assumed to bind variables 
that have certain properties (the properties of the N and the V in the sentential 
domain). From a syntactic perspective, quantifiers are determiner-like expressions 
that specify nouns. However, in standard generative terms the relationship between 
negation and a nominal expression that might semantically depend on it and the 
relationship between Q and N is not one of case-assignment. As well-known in 
Case Theory (Chomsky 1981, 1986), case assigners are P, V, T, but neither D nor 
Q. Therefore, we conclude that, in spite of the empirical fact that in Russian many 
quantifiers are followed by genitive NPs and in French by de NPs, there is no 
theoretical and empirical justification for the assumption that a (null) quantifier or 
case assignment is involved in the structure of indefinite de phrases in French and 
GN nominals in Russian. 

In the next section, we argue that Russian GN, the alleged genitive of indefinite 
quantity or the partitive genitive, as well as the so-called partitive de in French 
are not the output of case assignment operations in accordance with the standard 
operations that govern structural, non-structural or dependent case. 

3. On Case

We have seen up to now that in French and Russian a special Vocabulary Item (de 
and genitive, respectively) marks an internal argument under the scope of negation. 
In this section, we discuss whether this Vocabulary Item is related to Case assign-
ment, as classically understood in standard generative grammar.8 We argue that 
genitive in the GN construction in Russian and the so-called partitive in de-phrases 
in French cannot be considered expressions of structural case, non-structural case, 
or dependent case. 

Within the generative tradition, different types of cases, namely structural 
and non-structural, have been ascribed to different types of nominals, depending 

8.	 Chomsky and Lasnik (1977), following an original idea by Vergnaud, considered that Case is 
present in nominals in the syntax, even if not morphologically realized in some languages, the so-
called abstract Case, a syntactic feature whose value depends on the syntactic relation/position of 
the nominal in a sentence. See Schäfer and Anagnostopoulou (in press) for a thorough presentation 
on the development of the theory of Case and its implications for grammatical theory.
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on their position in the structure (Chomsky 1981, 1986). The former is related 
to certain syntactic configurations in the vicinity of a functional category (TP, 
vP) responsible for the checking of the corresponding Case (nominative, accu-
sative). Structural Case identifies the core grammatical relations (subject and 
object) configurationally. NPs marked with structural Case are assumed to fol-
low A-movement in order to guarantee its Case-checking. Non-structural Case, 
on the other hand, has been related to the absence of specific functional projec-
tions responsible for checking. It has been argued that the non-structural Case is 
assigned/checked by lexical categories (V or P), and that it can be either inherent 
or lexical (Woolford 2006). Inherent Case has been related to thematic roles: erga-
tive (agent) and dative (recipient/goal). In this respect genitive has been considered 
an inherent Case only when assigned by certain prepositions indicating source, 
goal, and possession. Lexical Case, on the other hand, is idiosyncratic, depend-
ing on lexical heads. In the minimalist framework (Chomsky 2000, 2001), both 
structural Case features and Agreement features interact: both undergo agree, 
an operation between probes (that is, the functional categories T/C, v) and goals. 
The probes bear uninterpretable and unvalued phi-features, but not Case features, 
and search for goals to check those features. NPs enter the derivation with valued 
phi-features but uninterpretable/unvalued Case features. Through the checking and 
valuation of the uninterpretable features of the probe, the unvalued Case feature of 
the goal receives a value, nom or acc, depending on whether the probe is T or v. 
In other words, the valuation and checking of the Case is mediated by a phi-agree 
operation with the probe. 

Another more recent syntactic approach to Case, the so-called Dependency 
Case Theory (Marantz 1991; Baker 2015), considers the dependency of DPs in the 
clause as relating to different abstract or morphological Cases. In this sense, there 
is no ‘structural/non-structural’ distinction, but a dependency relation between DPs 
in different positions in the clause. ‘Dependent Case’ is the case assigned to one 
NP if there is a second NP in the same local domain. Marantz (1991) considers 
that accusative and ergative are dependent Cases because they both depend on a 
higher NP that has certain properties. Baker (2015), on the other hand, assumes 
that the relevant syntactic environment for dependent Case assignment/checking 
is not the position itself, but the existence of a locality domain determined by the 
notion of phase (Chomsky 2001).9 

In what follows we argue that GN (and, by extension, the rest of non-canonical 
genitives) in Russian and the so-called partitive de nominals in French cannot be 
the expression of structural, non-structural or dependent Case. 

First, as seen above, within generative grammar, structural Case is related to 
certain syntactic configurations in the vicinity of a functional category responsible 
for the checking of the corresponding Case. For example, the internal argument 
has an uninterpretable and unvalued Case feature that is checked by v, since this 
functional projection v bears [ucase:acc]. However, GN and the so-called par-

9.	 For Marantz (1991), the notion of dependent case is relevant in the PF component, whereas for 
Baker (2015) it is a syntactic notion based on c-command.
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titive de-phrases, although applying to an internal argument, cannot qualify as 
structural Case, since neither genitive nor partitive are a proper Case feature of v. 
Additionally, structural Case is purely syntactic (or morphosyntactic) in nature with 
no link to semantic interpretation. But crucially, as we have advanced in Section 
2.2 and will argue below, GN and de-phrases are not purely syntactic phenomena, 
since they are morphophonological markings associated with indefiniteness (so-
called partitive genitive) and with semantic dependencies to various non-veridical 
operators (de NPs, GN, and irrealis genitive, more generally).10 

Second, non-structural Case (inherent Case and lexical Case) has been con-
sidered in general terms not to be related to specific functional projections. First, 
inherent case is related to thematic relations (e.g. recipient, goal). It may be mor-
phological or be assigned by an adposition, usually indicating source, location, 
instrument, goal, recipient, agent, etc. However, note that GN and de-phrases can-
not be instances of inherent Case, since these expressions do not relate to any 
specific thematic role, or to any specific adposition.11 On the other hand, lexical 
Case is idiosyncratic, irregular, lexically selected by heads. In the literature on 
Russian cardinals have been claimed to be transparent to an operation such as Case-
Assignment: the lower (adjectival) cardinals are said paucal, and the higher ones 
genitive (Ionin & Matushansky 2006, 2018). Similarly, overt and null quantifiers 
have been extensively claimed to assign genitive Case (genitive of quantification, 
Babby 1987; genitive for partitives, Franks 1995). 

Lastly, as seen above, dependent Case approaches consider Case as the effect 
of a dependency relation between two DPs in different positions in the clause. 
However, GN and de-phrases, in our view, cannot be considered instantiations of 
dependent Case, since neither GN NPs nor de NPs depend on another DP in the 
clause; that is, there is no sensitivity to argument structure.12 

10.	 Belletti (1988) analyzes existential constructions and unnacusative sentences with postverbal sub-
jects, and she proposes that these postverbal nominals are assigned “Partitive Case”, which she 
considers as a type of inherent Case assigned by a lexical head in conjunction with a theta-role. 
In other words, what she proposes to be “Partitive Case” is not structural Case, but it is associated 
both with a structural position, namely, the internal argument position and with the fact that these 
postverbal subjects are indefinites, affected by the Definiteness Effect (see also Belletti & Bianchi 
2016, for an overview of the proposal and an updated account in minimalist terms). However, 
notice that standard partitives select a definite DP complement and are disallowed in existential 
constructions, as shown in (i) for Spanish (see also Espinal & Cyrino 2022b: 185-186). This shows 
that, in fact, partitivity is not linked to the Definiteness Effect:

	 (i)	 *Tras	 el	 atentado,	hubo	algunas	de	 las	 secuelas	 (entre	 las	 vıctimas).
			   after	 the	attack	 had	 some	 of	 the	 sequels		  among	 the	 victims
	   Given these considerations, we cannot subscribe to Belletti’s view of a ‘partitive/inherent’ Case 

for de-phrases, since, as we show in this paper, these expressions are dependent on the presence of 
negation and other non-veridicality operators, and they are not related to either unnacusativity or 
the Definiteness Effect.

11.	 As pointed out by Kagan (2013: 2) “the fact that with numerous verbs, its appearance <i.e. the 
appearance of non-canonical genitive [Authors]> is possible under negation but not in affirma-
tive clauses suggests that it is not dependent on thematic role assignment”. In the end, Kagan also 
reaches the conclusion that non-canonical genitive is neither structural nor inherent. 

12.	 However, see Sigurðsson and Šereikaitė (2023) for GN as dependent case in Lithuanian.
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Given these issues in relation to the analysis of GN and de-phrases in terms of a 
syntactic Theory of Case, in the next section we approach a different view grounded 
both at the syntax-semantics and at the syntax-phonology interfaces. In this sense, 
we are inspired by semantic approaches to Case and also by recent proposals for 
treating morphological case as post-syntactic (applying at the PF-branch of the 
grammar, such as McFadden 2004, Calabrese 2008, Caha 2009 and Zdrojewski 
2023, among others; see also the discussion in Schäfer & Anagnostopoulpou, in 
press).

In our proposal, non-canonical genitives and de-phrases are the Spell-out at 
PF of indefinite DPs bound to a non-veridical operator at LF. This view relies on 
semantic approaches to Case (Butt & King 2005; Butt 2006; Kagan 2013, 2020), 
which point out the fact that morphological marking correlates with semantic prop-
erties (see also McFadden 2004). Under this view Case marking on a nominal 
reflects the semantic relation of a nominal to other constituents in the sentence. 
One example of semantic Case widely discussed in the literature is the Russian GN 
(Borschev & Partee 2002; Partee & Borschev 2002, among others; Kagan 2013), 
which most characteristically mark internal arguments of verbs, but their licensing 
crucially depends on a specific syntactic configuration, rather than on the presence 
of a particular lexical/functional head.13 That is, Russian GN is a semantically 
conditioned Case. Kagan (2020) also observes that the assignment of semantic 
Case interrelates with certain ‘semantic characteristics’ that determine their use: 
in the case of GN, “indefiniteness, non-specificity, narrow scope and absence of 
existential entailment/presupposition” (Kagan 2020: 28). 

The view the authors of this paper hold aligns with this kind of approach, since 
we defend that de in French and non-canonical genitive in Russian are two distinct 
morphological Spell-outs of a syntactic functional category that is responsible for 
indefiniteness in the nominal domain. Furthermore, we postulate for both languages 
an independent semantic dependency between a higher functional nominal projec-
tion and a non-veridical operator higher in the syntactic configuration. 

4. A new unified analysis

Our proposal circumvents the issues raised above by neither relying on concealed 
quantification, since this seems a stipulation with no empirical evidence, nor on 
case assignment, since it is also a stipulation that French partitive and Russian GN 
are assigned by either a functional or a lexical category. 

13.	 Butt and King (2005) discuss other examples of semantically conditioned Case: (i) the alternation of 
overtly marked accusative objects with unmarked nominative objects in Turkish, which correlates 
with specific vs. non-specific interpretations (Enç 1991); (ii) the Finnish partitive, which is associ-
ated with aspectual notions such as (non)telicity and (un)boundedness (Kiparsky 1998; Huumo 
2021); (iii) the alternation between Scottish Gaelic genitive and unmarked objects (Ramchand 
1997), which correlates with aspectual affectedness; and (iv) the association of accusative case and 
affectedness in Hindi-Urdu (Butt 1998, and references therein). See also Etxeberria (2021: 338) 
for the claim that the Basque partitive determiner [-(r)ik] is a polarity element that only appears in 
polarity contexts.
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The crucial point we want to draw attention to in this paper is that most of the 
nominal expressions involved in the constructions in (1)-(2) involve ‘indefinite-
ness’, a term broadly used in the literature in association with a number of not 
identical semantic properties, such as lack of individuation, lack of specificity, 
property denotation, unbounded quantity, lack of presupposition of existence, lack 
of commitment to the existence of the referent within the field of perception of the 
observer, etc. (for French, see Godard 2004, Carlier et al. 2013; for Russian, see 
Babby 1980, Borschev et al. 2008, Partee & Borschev 2008, Kagan 2013, a.o.). 

The analysis that follows consists of postulating, on the one hand, a syntacti-
cally-driven approach to indefiniteness and a semantic dependency of indefinite 
nominal structures to non-veridicality. On the other hand, it consists of postulating 
a morphological case exponence of indefiniteness, negotiated post-syntactically. 

4.1. Indefiniteness

The first ingredient of our proposal consists in postulating a unified analysis for 
both French de-phrases and Russian non-canonical genitives (i.e., so-called partitive 
genitive, GN and intensional genitive) by extending Espinal and Cyrino’s (2022a) 
(from now on E&C) syntactic approach of indefinite expressions in Romance to 
include the phenomena under consideration in this paper. 

In accordance with E&C, French des/de la/du nominals, like Romance bare 
plurals and bare mass nouns have a common source, whereby an abstract operator 
de – semantically parallel to ident (Partee 1987)14 – is adjoined to a definite deter-
miner and shifts an entity into a property-type expression. In this sense, E&C follow 
Delfitto (1993), Storto (2003), Cardinaletti and Giusti (2016), among many others, 
who argue that French des NPs, like bare nominals, are interpreted as indefinite 
expressions with a common derivation. The present analysis further builds up on 
the proposal developed in Cyrino and Espinal (2020) (following previous work by 
Bouchard 2002, Dobrovie-Sorin 2012, a.o.), whereby the pluralizer in Romance is 
a modifier of a definite D only in the case of count nouns. See the data in (13a) and 
(14a) and the corresponding structures of the nominals in these examples.

(13)	a.	 J’ai	 mangé	 des	 carottes.
		  I.have 	eaten	 de.def.pl	 carrots
		  ‘I have eaten carrots.’  

	 b.	 [D de [D [ipluralizer: pl] [D Ddef carotte ]]]

(14)	a.	 J’ai	 de	 l’argent.
		  I.have	 de	 the.money
		  ‘I have money.’

	 b.	 [D de [D Ddef argent ]]

14.	 de is semantically parallel to ident in the sense that in an intensional system ident maps an entity 
onto the property of being that entity: ident(iota(P)) (Partee 1987).
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This approach allows a unified syntactic analysis of weak quantifiers that select 
for indefinite de structures, no matter whether de is overt at Spell-out (beaucoup 
de carottes) or not (trois carottes).15

(15)	a.	 beaucoup	 de	 carottes
		  many	 de	 carrots
		  ‘many carrots’

	 b.	 [Q beaucoup [D de [D [ipluralizer: pl] [D Ddef carotte ]]]]

(16)	a.	 trois	 carottes
		  three	 carrots
		  ‘three carrots’

	 b.	 [Q three [D de [D [ipluralizer: pl] [D Ddef carotte ]]]]

With the aim to provide a unified analysis of de nominals in French and non-ca-
nonical genitive nominals in Russian, for this language we make several hypothe-
ses. First, we hypothesize (following Heim 2011, Šimík & Demian 2020, Seres & 
Borik 2021), that nominal expressions are indefinites by default which we under-
stand as denoting properties.

Second, following Borik and Espinal’s (2020) study on numberless kinds in 
Russian on the one hand, and Pereltsvaig’s (2007) analysis of demonstratives and 
Kagan and Pereltsvaig’s (2014) study on (high, intermediate and low) adjectives 
in the nominal projection of Russian on the other, we hypothesize that just like in 
French (where articles and other determiners are overt), there is a functional layer 
in the structure of Russian nominals responsible for composing entity-type denoting 
expressions. We call this category F and abstain from defining the nature of this 
functional category. Semantically, F is a projection whose function is to convert 
a nominal expression into an argument type (cf. Longobardi 1994; Ramchand & 
Svenonius 2008). This function is similar to D in languages with articles, but it is 
unclear whether it should be associated with a determiner-like role in languages 
without articles. What is less controversial is that F turns properties of objects (the 
denotation of a Noun specified for Number) into object-denoting nominals, as 
postulated by the referenced papers above. 

Third, we hypothesize that genitive in so-called partitive genitive, GN and 
intensional genitive is the morphological Spell-out of a functional projection in the 
F domain that turns entities back to properties. 

15.	 Kayne (1975: 110 footnote 55, and 120) already postulates a structure that contains a covert marker 
de for the structures in (i). He also reports the existence of overt de NPs after numerals in colloquial 
varieties of French (Bauche 1951), as in (ii). See also Gerards and Stark (2021: 11).

	 (i)	 a.	 [NP une [ de fleur ]]
		  b.	 [NP des [ de fleurs ] rouges]
	 (ii)	 J’ai 	 deux [ de 	 bonnets ].
		  I.have	 two	 de	 caps
		  ‘I have two caps.’
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Consider the examples in (17a) and (18a) and the corresponding structures of 
the genitive nominal objects in these examples.16

(17)	 a.	 Ja	 kupil	 tebe	 jablok.
		  I	 bought.perf	 you.dat 	apples.gen.pl 
		  ‘I bought you (some) apples.’ 	 (adapted from Kagan 2013: 3, ex. 2b))

	 b.	 [F  de [F F [ Num [ jabl- ]]]]

(18)	a.	 Ja	 vypil	 vody.
		  I	 drank.perf 	water.gen
		  ‘I drank (some) water.’ 	 (adapted from Kagan 2013: 3, ex. (1b))

	 b.	 [F  de [F F [ vod- ]]]

It follows from these structures that the so-called quantificational meaning that 
has been associated in the literature with the so-called partitive genitive (Franks 
1995), licensed on objects of certain perfective verbs (Kagan 2013), is not an 
entailment but an implication, since the structures here postulated basically encode 
indefiniteness (not quantification), and the (small) quantity meaning has a context-
dependent component. 

With this in mind, let us now move to the second piece of our analysis, which 
accounts for the fact that French de-phrases cannot occur in external subject posi-
tion: as NPIs can only occur under the scope of negation. By contrast, Russian 
non-canonical genitive objects and genitive derived subjects can occur under the 
scope of non-veridical operators in various syntactic positions. 

4.2. Non-veridicality

The second ingredient of our analysis consists in postulating that indefinite nomi-
nal structures may further occur under the scope of some non-veridical operators 
(Zwarts 1995; Giannakidou 1997, 1998, 1999).17 In this section, we consider French 
de nominals and Russian canonical genitives, and we bring additional evidence 
for polar sensitivity of a functional D/F projection to a negative (or some other 
non-veridical) operator.

16.	 It follows from this proposal that nominative and accusative nominals will not have de in their 
structure. We do not have any evidence for considering Number a modifying feature in Russian, 
therefore we assume from previous studies on Russian a morphosyntactic functional projection 
Num above N (see Kagan & Pereltsvaig 2014, Borik & Espinal 2020, among others).

17.	 Consider the definitions in (i), which relate veridicality to truth entailment.
	 (i)	 Let F be a unary sentential operator. The following statements hold:
	 	 a. F is veridical iff Fp→p is logically valid;
		  b. F is nonveridical iff Fp-/→p; and
	 	 c. F is antiveridical iff Fp→¬p  
		        (adapted from Giannakidou & Mari 2018: 94, (25))
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4.2.1. French de nominals
Our analysis for French de nominals of the sort illustrated in (1a), Jean n’a pas 
trouvé de livres ‘Jean hasn’t found (any) books’, beyond postulating a syntactic 
structure for indefinite expressions that unifies de livres with des livres, further 
builds on Kayne’s (1975) proposal that de NPs are NPIs semantically depend-
ent on an antiveridical operator. Two main phenomena support this claim. First, 
de NPs can occur neither in subject position nor in fragment answers, (19a) and 
(20Ba) (exactly like polarity sensitive items qui/quoi que ce soit ‘anyone, anything’, 
Tovena et al. 2004), whereas negative quantifiers and negative concord items are 
legitimate out of the scope of negation, (19b) and (20Bb).18

(19)	a.	 *De 	trains 	 n’arrivent.
		  de	 trains	 neg.arrive

	 b.	 Aucun 	train 	n’arrive.
		  no	 train	 neg.arrive
		  ‘No trains arrive.’

(20)	A.	Qui 	 a 	 envoyé 	la 	 lettre?
		  who	 has	 sent	 the	 letter
		  ‘Who sent the letter?’

	 B.	 a.	 *{De	 personne,	 Qui que ce soit}
			   de	 person	 anybody

		  b.	 Personne.
			   person
			   ‘Nobody.’

The second argument is that de NPs, in contrast to des / de la / du indefinites, 
cannot take local narrow scope with respect to non-veridical operators other than 
negation. Thus, de NPs are ungrammatical in the context of a conditional or a 
modal operator.

18.	 This is similar to what is observed in English with any polarity items and negative quantifiers.
	 (i)	 a.	 *Any trains didn’t arrive.
		  b.	 No trains arrived.
	 (ii)	 A.	Who sent the letter?
		  B.	a.	 *Anybody.
			   b.	 Nobody.
	   French de NPs, like English any NPs are excluded from surfacing higher than their negative 

licensor. This is the case because in both languages negative quantifiers (and, to a lesser extent, 
constituent negated polarity items such as not anybody / not anything in English) are grammatical-
ized in subject position. See Etxeberria et al. (2024) for a detailed description of the limits between 
polarity sensitivity, negative polarity and negative concord in a significant number of natural 
languages.
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(21)	a.	 Si	 quoi que ce soit 	vous 	dérange, 	faites-le	 nous 	savoir.
		  if	 anything	 you	 bothers	 make.it	 us	 know
		  ‘If anything bothers you, let us know it.’	 (Tovena et al. 2004: 348, ex. 27c)

	 b.	 *Si	 de 	bruit 	 vous 	dérange, 	faites-le 	nous 	savoir.
		  if	 de	 noise	 you	 bothers	 make.it	 us	 know

(22)	a.	 Jean	 doit	 lire	 des	 romans.
		  Jean	 must	 read	 des	 novels
		  ‘Jean must read some novels.’	 (Dobrovie-Sorin 2021: 190, ex. (4))

	 b.	 *Jean	doit	 lire	 de	 romans.
		  Jean	 must	 read	 de	 novels

We take NPIs as a subtype of polarity sensitive items (Zwarts 1995, 1996, 
1998; Giannakidou 1997, ff; Hoeksema 2012; among others), analyzed as variables 
carrying a polarity sensitive formal feature ([+σ] according to Espinal & Tubau 
2016) that is semantically dependent on a σ-operator (cf. Chierchia 2006) adjoined 
to a c-commanding negative operator.19 Thus, our analysis of French de-phrases 
relies on the assumption that the definite article under the scope of the de operator 
may be not only covert, as postulated also for indefinite bare plurals in Romance 
(Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016; E&C 2022a), but it may also be bound to negation. 
Consider for (23a) the relevant structure in (23b), where Ddef [+σ] is c-commanded 
by pas σ.

(23)	a.	 Je	 n’ai	 pas	 mangé	 de	 carottes.
		  I	 neg.have	not	 eaten	 de	 carrots
			  ‘I have not eaten any carrots.’

	 b.	 [pas σ… [D de [D [ipluralizer: pl] [D Ddef [+σ]  carotte ]]]]

Note that if de is postulated to be an operator that cancels definiteness, as 
argued in section 4.1, de itself cannot be bound to Neg, since both de and Neg 
are operators. Alternatively, one could imagine that the pluralizer should be the 
feature sensitive to negation. However, this cannot be the case either, since mass 
nouns, which do not have morphosyntactic number, show exactly the same contrast 
illustrated by bare plurals, as illustrated in (24) and (25).

19.	 Chierchia (2006) deserves the original idea that an expression may be inherently characterized with 
a semantically strong feature [+σ] (under the idea that scalar items that carry this feature activate 
alternatives within smaller domains). We use here the term in a much weaker sense, by aligning 
with Espinal and Cyrino’s (2017) hypothesis that the definite article that occurs in so-called exple-
tive definites and long weak definites in Romance is a polar syntactic item that encodes a weak 
bound reading: “Being polar means that its meaning is dependent on and is sensitive to another 
constituent present in a c-commanding position in the clause” (p. 16-17).
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(24)	a.	 *Elle	 a	 mangé	 de 	carottes 	cette 	année.
		  she	 has	 eaten	 de	 carrots	 this	 year 	 (Kayne 1975: 29, ex. (58a))

	 b.	 Elle	 n’a	 pas	 mangé	 de	 carottes.
		  she	 neg.has	 not	 eaten	 de	 carrots
		  ‘She did not eat (any) carrots.’		  (Kayne 1975: 30, ex. (63a))

(25)	a.	 *Il 	a	 gagné	  d’argent.
		  he	 has	 won	 de.money	 (Kayne 1975: 29, ex. (58b))

	 b.	 Il	 n’a 	 pas 	pu 	 gagné	 d’argent.
		  he	 neg.has	 not	 be able	 won	 de.money
		  ‘He was not able to win (any) money.’	 (Kayne 1975: 30, ex. (63b))

Therefore, we are left with the proposal that in French de-NPIs, it is the covert 
Ddef that has a formal feature sensitive to the negative head, as represented in (23b). 
As a result of this dependency, Ddef is predicted to be non-referential and to lack 
presupposition of existence and uniqueness.

4.2.2. Russian non-canonical genitives 
Pursuing a unified analysis of de nominals and non-canonical genitive nominals in 
Russian, we account for the meaning of (26a) by postulating the structure in (26b) 
where F is a c-commanded (definite) functional projection that bears a [+σ] feature 
and is bound by negation. In this structure the feature [+σ] on F is responsible for 
the NPI status of GN, whereas de is responsible for the indefinite property-type 
interpretation of the nominal expression in morphological genitive form.

(26)	a.	 Ja	 ne	 pisala	 pisem.
		  I	 not	 wrote.imperf	 letter.gen.pl
		  ‘I did not write (any) letters.’

	 b.	 [ne σ… [f   de [f  F[+σ] [Num [pis’m- ]]]]]  

Moreover, we would now like to further extend this analysis to the so-called 
irrealis genitive in Russian (an idea initially put forward by Kagan 2013), which 
puts together the GN illustrated in (27a) with the genitive of intensionality in (27b). 
What these examples have in common is that the internal argument that appears to 
be sensitive either to the negative marker or to the intensional predicate is finally 
Spelled-out in a genitive morphological form.20

20.	 Kagan (2013: 92, table 5.1) lists the following intensional verbs that license genitive case: xotet’ 
‘want’, želat’ ‘wish’, žaždat’ ‘thirst for’, trebovat’ ‘demand’, prosit’ ‘ask for’, ždat’ ‘wait’, ožidat’ 
‘wait, expect’, iskat’ ‘look for, seek’, izbegat’ ‘avoid’, zasluživat’ ‘deserve’, stoit’ ‘cost, be worth’, 
bojat’sja ‘be afraid of’.
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(27)	a.	 Lena	 ne	 ela	 jablok.
		  Lena	 not	 ate.imperf	 apples.gen.pl
		  ‘Lena did not eat any apples. / Lena ate no apples.’	  
						      (Kagan 2013: 8, ex. (13))
	 b.	 On	 iščet	 priključenij. 
		  he	 seeks	 adventures.gen.pl
		  ‘He is seeking adventures.’	 (Kagan 2013: 11, ex. (16a))

Our unified analysis is that irrealis genitive signals that an NP is low in an 
individuation scale (Timberlake 1986; Neidle 1988) precisely because the covert 
F has a formal feature [+σ] that indicates that F is polar sensitive to an operator σ 
adjoined to a c-commanding negative operator or some other non-veridical inten-
sional verb. This semantic dependency to a non-veridical operator accounts for 
the lack of commitment to the existence of the referent of the nominal expression 
(Partee & Borschev 2008; Kagan 2013), and therefore it accounts for the interpreta-
tion associated with (27a,b), as represented in the formulas in (28).

(28)	a.	 [ne σ… [f   de [f  F[+σ] [ Num [ jabl- ]]]]]
	 b.	 [iščet σ… [f   de [f  F[+σ] [ Num [ priključen- ]]]]]

Kagan and Pereltsvaig (2011: 226) point out that objects that appear in GN 
or intensional genitive may even contain numerals (quantifiers in Kagan and 
Pereltsvaig’s terms) and demonstratives, as in (29). 

(29)	a.	 On	 ne 	 napisal	 i	 pjati 	pisem.
		  he 	 not 	wrote.imperf	 and 	 [five	 letters].gen.pl
		  ‘He hasn’t written even five letters.’

	 b.	 Maša	 ždala	 ètoj	 vstreči.
		  Masha 	waited.perf 	 [this 	meeting].gen.sg
		  ‘Masha was waiting for this meeting.’	  
			   (Kagan & Pereltsvaig 2011: 226, exs. (12))

Still, these authors point out that these objects denote properties (Partee 1986; 
Kagan 2005; Borschev et al. 2008) and show narrow scope with respect to higher 
operators in the clause. We account for this relevant meaning of the examples in 
(29) by postulating the structures in (30).

(30)	a.	 [ne σ… [ pjati [f   de [f  F[+σ] [ Num [ pis’m- ]]]]]] 

	 b.	 [ždala σ… [f   de [f etoj[+σ] [ Num [ vstreč- ]]]]] 

Notice that example (29b) introduces a further interesting issue, which is the 
possibility that genitives under the scope of non-veridical operators may not only 
be plural count nouns (as well as mass and abstract nouns), but singulars as well. 
Consider (31) in contrast to (26a). 
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(31)	Ja 	 ne	 pisala	 pis’ma.
	 I	 not	 wrote.imperf	 letter.gen.sg
	 ‘I did not write any letter.’	 (Peteghem & Paykin 2013: 91, ex. (78a)

Even proper names may appear in a highly restricted set of environments in the 
genitive form, especially in the case of derived subjects, as in existential sentences 
and passives of a perception predicate. See the two examples in (32). 

(32)	a.	 Maši	 ne	 bylo	 doma.
		  Maša.gen	 not	 was	 home
		  ‘Maša was not at home.’	 (Harves 2002: 46, ex. (43a))

	 b.	 Maši	 ne	 vidno.
		  Maša.gen	 not	 seen
		  ‘Maša can’t be seen.’	 (Kagan 2013: 127, ex. (14b))

We would like to account for the meaning of these sentences, in which the geni-
tive subject is an internal argument of an unaccusative construction, by following 
an analysis similar to the one provided for previous examples. Therefore, first we 
account for genitive Maši in (32) by postulating that the nominal structure of the 
proper name is under the scope of an operator de, which is ultimately responsible 
for its morphophonological Spell-out.

Second, since this nominal expression is under the scope of negation the mean-
ing of sentence (32a) conveys lack of commitment to existence of the individual 
called Maša in a particular spatio-temporal location.21 In other words, our analy-
sis of non-canonical genitive arguments predicts that Maši is a property-denot-
ing expression (Partee 1987, Zimmermann 1993, Matushansky 2008 and Kagan 
2013) because it has undergone a semantic shift to a property, as triggered by de. 
Furthermore, our analysis also predicts that - although the referent of the proper 
name might be ultimately presupposed to exist - the interpretation of a sentence 
such as (32b) be that Maša is not present within the field of perception of the 
speaker (Partee & Borschev 2008; Kagan 2013), and this is due to the semantic 
dependency of the proper name with respect to negation. Accordingly, we postulate 
for (32) a partial structure of the sort represented in (33).22

(33)	[ne σ… [f   de [f  F[+σ] [ Maš- ]]]] 

21.	 Interestingly, a sentence such as (32a) has been argued to contrast with a sentence with constituent 
negation such as (i), in which Maša in nominative case is interpreted as the topic of the sentence 
and contrastive focus applies on doma ‘home’. This sentence commits the speaker to Maša’s pres-
ence in the relevant location.

	 (i)	 Maša	 ne	 byla	 doma	 a	 u	 menja.
		  Maša.nom 	not 	was 	 home	 but	 at	 me.gen
		   ‘Maša wasn’t at home but at my place.’ 	 (Harves 2002: 46, ex. (43b) and fn. 16)
22.	 The functional projection F over proper names follows those analyses that postulate D in the 

structure of proper names in Romance (Longobardi 1994, among others).
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4.2.3. Long distance licensing
Our analysis of French de-phrases and Russian irrealis genitive in terms of polar 
sensitivity of a functional D/F projection to a negative (or some other non-verid-
ical) operator finds an additional support when we consider the fact that these 
expressions are licensed long-distance within a transparent syntactic context (that 
is, infinitives and subjunctives) as expected for NPIs, although this possibility 
appears to be rare in Russian and exceptional in French. In this respect, even though 
Arkadiev (2016: 71) acknowledges that “non-local GN in Russian is largely obso-
lete” (in comparison to other Baltic, Slavic, and Baltic-Finnic languages), Brown 
and Franks (1995: 254-258) provide examples that show that GN “must be able to 
occur at some syntactic distance but still be reducible to a purely local relationship” 
(p. 255), such as in control contexts.23

(34)	a.	 Vovka 	ne 	 ljubil 	čitat´ 	knig.
		  Vovka	 not 	liked 	read 	 books.gen 
		  ‘Vovka didn’t like to read books.’	 (Brown & Franks 1995: 254, ex. (27a))

	 b.	 Ljudi 	 ne 	 xotjat	 videt’ 	neprigljadnoj 	 real’nosti 	 faktov…
		  people 	not 	want 	 see 	 unattractive.gen.sg 	reality.gen.sg 	fact.gen.pl
		  ‘People do not want to see the unattractive reality of the facts…’
			   (Arkadiev 2016: 71, ex. 107; apud <https://ruscorpora.ru/en>)

Interestingly, French, a language that requires des-phrases (a so-called positive 
polarity item, Dobrovie-Sorin 2021) and not de-phrases in the context of inten-
sional verbs, still licenses de nominals under the scope of a negative marker in 
long-distance contexts on very few occasions. See Kayne’s (1975) example (35) 
and the contrast between the pair of examples in (36).24

(35)	Elle	 n’a	 pas 	réussi 	 à 	 trouver	 de 	cheval. 
	 she	 neg.has	 not 	managed 	to	 find 	 de 	horse
	 ‘She didn’t manage to find any horse.’			   (Kayne 1975: 30, ex. (63c)) 

(36)	a.	 Jean	 a 	 échoué 	 à 	 planter	 (des / *d’) 	arbres 	dans	 son	 jardin
		  Jean 	has 	failed 	 to	plant 	 de	 trees 	 in 	 his 	 garden

	 b.	 Jean 	 n’a 	 pas 	réussi 	 à 	 planter	 (des / d’) 	arbres 	dans 	 son
		  Jean	 neg.has	 not	 succeeded	to	 plant	 de	 trees	 in	 his
		  jardin.
		  garden
		  ‘Jean has not manage to plant trees in his garden.’

Examples (35) and (36b), which contains ne pas réussir followed by an infini-
tive clause, allows de-phrases in internal argument position, whereas (36a), which 

23.	 See Picallo (1984, 1985), Tsoulas (1994, 1995), Roussou (2010), among many others, on the 
transparent nature of subjunctive and infinitive complements.

24.	 We thank C. Beyssade (p.c.) for this contrast and pair of examples.
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contains the synonymous verb échouer, does not, thus illustrating the exceptionality 
of de-phrases in long-distance licensing in this language.

Likewise, as expected, de-phrases may be licensed under the scope of negation 
within a subordinate clause in the subjunctive mood.

(37)	Je 	ne 	 veux 	pas 	que 	tu 	 lises 	 de	 romans	 policiers.
	 I	 neg	 want	 not 	 that	 you	 read.subj 	 de	 novels 	 detective 
	� ‘I don’t want that you read detective novels.’ 
			   (adapted from Taraldsen 2019: footnote 22)

To sum up, the formal analysis presented in this section for non-veridical 
dependencies together with the formal analysis of indefiniteness in section 4.1 
provides support for Kagan’s proposal that partitive genitive, for which we postu-
late an indefinite structure, is different from irrealis genitive. We have formalized 
this idea by proposing that only in those sentences for which Kagan postulates an 
irrealis genitive a semantic dependency additionally takes place between a func-
tional nominal projection (F in Russian, D in French) and a non-veridical sentential 
operator. The indefinite de operator is responsible for notions that have been associ-
ated with indefiniteness in the literature: lack of individuation, lack of specificity, 
property denotation and unbounded quantity. By contrast, the semantic dependency 
to a non-veridical operator is responsible for meaning components such as lack of 
commitment to the existence of the referent.

In the next section we deal with de at Spell-out.

4.3. On post-syntactic Spell-out 

The third ingredient of our proposal for de nominals in French and (irrealis) geni-
tive in Russian is the hypothesis that both de and genitive are morphophonological 
realizations of de. Following the Distributed Morphology (DM) idea that the case 
algorithm applies after Spell-out, at the PF-branch (see the model of grammar in 
(38) and Schäfer & Anagnostopoulou in press: 16), we account for the different 
linearization of syntactic terminals within a Spell-out domain by means of either 
one of these two operations: the concatenation of words (in French) or the concat-
enation plus lowering of subwords (in Russian).

(38) 	The Grammar
		  Syntactic Derivation

		
		  (Spell Out)

	 Morphology 	
		  PF	 LF

	 (Embick & Noyer 2007: 292, ex. (1))
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In this model, the structures generated by narrow syntax additionally undergo 
further operations which will determine their pronunciation and interpretation. 
Syntax generates structures and dependencies, and morphology provides the cor-
responding exponents.

Assuming such a framework, we propose that genitive in Russian and de nomi-
nals in French are the PF morphophonological expressions of syntactic terminals 
involving an indefinite structure. More precisely, genitive in Russian and de in 
French are the Spell-out of the abstract operator de. 

We follow Embick and Noyer (2001) and Embick (2007)’s DM approach, 
according to which, by hypothesis “syntactic terminals that are not sisters are unor-
dered with respect to each other, and require an algorithm of linearization in order 
to establish a total order among all terminals within a linearization domain (hence-
forth, a Spell-out domain, often identified as coincident with the minimalist syntax 
concept of a phase)” (Nevins 2012: 4). An operation of concatenation combines 
syntactic terminals to form words, while the operation of lowering is a specific 
morphological operation that is often related to the incorporation of features or 
elements from a head into its complement. In other words, concatenation is a core 
grammatical process in languages, while lowering is a post-syntactic operation of 
movement where a syntactic terminal, typically a head, is “lowered” to become a 
part of the internal structure of the word or phrase. In order to explain the different 
ordering of exponents of de (de in French and genitive in Russian) in relation to 
the N, we assume the proposal of different operations for the formation of morpho-
syntactic M-words and subwords advanced by Embick (2007).25 

Concatenation of terminal nodes is part of the linearization procedure that 
produces statements like de*n, thus creating an adjacency relation between two 
M-words in the grammar of French, since linearization concatenates M-words in 
this case. In (39b) we have the concatenation of two M-words in French, [X de], 
which is the vocabulary item corresponding to de, and [X livres], which corre-
sponds to [D [ipluralizer: pl] [D Ddef livre ]]. In (39c) we have the PF simplified 
representation. 

(39) 	a.	 Jean	 n’a 	 pas	 trouvé	 de	 livres.
		  Jean	 neg.has	 not	 found	 de	 books
		  ‘Jean hasn’t found (any) books.’

	 b.	 concatenation: neg… [XP [X de [X livres]]]  

	 c.	 PF: de livres

25.	 According to Embick (2007: 11), M-words and subwords are defined as:
	 (i)	� A node X is a Morphosyntactic Word (M-Word) iff X is the highest zero-level projection of 

X (cf. Chomsky (1995: 245) “H0max”)

	 (ii)	� X is a Subword iff X is a terminal node in an M-Word (i.e., a bundle of features). 
	   According to Embick and Noyer (2001), M-words and subwords are the basic atoms of postsyn-

tactic movement operations.
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On the other hand, an operation of lowering – by means of which a head lowers 
to the head of a complement – yields a concatenation of subwords like n⊕gen in 
the grammar of Russian, thus creating an adjacency relation within complex heads.26 
An example is provided for a sentence as (40a) in Russian. In (40b), we have two 
subwords, since the feature bundle for de (spelled out as the bound morpheme gen) 
and the feature bundle for ‘water’ are merged in a complex M-word; (40c) represents 
the lowering operation yielding the PF representation for vody in (40d). 

(40)	a.	 Ja	 ne	 pil	 vody.
		  I	 not	 drank.imperf	 water.gen
		  ‘I didn’t drink (any) water.’
	 b.	 concatenation: neg… [X de [X vod ]]
	 c.	 lowering:  neg… [X [X vod⊕de ]]
	 d.	 PF: ne…vod-y

In accordance with this framework, it is only at the last stage of the mapping 
from syntax to phonology (Nevins 2012; i.e. at the stage of exponence, called 
“allomorph selection” or “Vocabulary Insertion”), that the right vocabulary items 
(de in French or genitive in Russian) will be inserted for each language. Since LF 
is blind to the different exponents in each language, both French and Russian have 
similar LF interpretations for the expression of indefinites, but they have different 
morphophonological exponents at the time of Vocabulary Insertion. 

To sum up, in this section, we have proposed a new analysis for French de 
nominals and Russian non-canonical genitive that relies on a specific syntactic 
structure for indefiniteness, on a semantic dependency to non-veridicality and on 
different postsyntactic operations. 

5. Further discussion

In this final section we aim to introduce additional and independent support for 
our analysis.

5.1. On long weak definites with a definite article bound to negation

First, we support the NPI status of de nominals in French, according to which 
a polarity dependency takes place between a determiner-like functional nominal 
projection and a negative operator, by considering the case of a subset of long weak 
definites that occur under the scope of negation.27 

26.	 We are aware of the fact that the head noun can be modified by prenominal adjectives in French as 
well as of the fact that prenominal adjectives and demonstratives may acquire genitive morphology 
in Russian. In this case, we assume that genitive on the adjective or on the demonstrative is the output 
of a morphophonological operation of agreement that also takes place in the Spell-out domain.

27.	 Long weak definites such as those exemplified in (i) (Poesio 1994; Barker 2005) denote non-
uniqueness, have a restricted distribution to postverbal position, usually occur with relational 
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To support this approach, consider the Catalan negative sentences in (41), 
which show that the overt definite article in object position co-occurs with an 
additional postverbal polarity item.28 What is interesting about these examples is 
that the overt definite DPs la cama ‘the leg’ and la pel·lícula ‘the movie’ not only 
do not prevent cap ‘any’ in the possessor PP from being bound to the negative 
marker, but they may themselves become bound to negation (unless they have a 
unique reference, as one of the English glosses illustrates). 

(41)	a.	 No	 enguixaré 	 la	 cama	 de 	cap	 jugador.
		  not	plaster.fut	 the	 leg	 of	 any	 player
		  ‘I won’t plaster the/any leg of any player.’

	 b.	 No	 van	 veure	 la	 pel·lícula	 de	 cap	 director	 argentí.
		  not	past	 watch	 the	 movie	 of	 any	 director	 Argentinian
		  ‘They did not watch the/any movie of any Argentinian director.’
							       (Espinal & Cyrino 2017: 7, exs. (13))

These examples show that overt definite NPs may have a narrow scope inter-
pretation in a subset of non-veridical contexts (such as in conditional, interroga-
tive and negative environments) and, therefore, that the definite article may have 
a polarity status. This is made explicit by means of the following glosses: ‘I 
won’t plaster any leg of any player’ and ‘They did not watch any movie of any 
Argentinian director’. 

More relevant for our purposes is the hypothesis that an appropriate syntactic 
analysis for explaining the bound reading of the definite article in la cama ‘the 
leg’ and la pel·lícula ‘the movie’ requires postulating that the definite article in 
Romance comes in two variants: a referentially unique variant (to be semantically 
translated by means of the iota operator, Partee 1987) and a polarity variant (to 
be formally characterized by what Espinal & Cyrino 2017 call an inherent [+σ] 
feature, which is semantically translated by an existential operator. Following this 
approach the definite article of long weak definites shares a syntactic analysis of 
indefinite polarity items, inherently characterized as [+σ]. This abstract feature is 
conceived of as an uninterpretable feature that needs to be syntactically checked 
by an interpretable abstract freezing operator σ attached to a clausal node. The 

nouns and with a PP expressing the possessor, and manifest narrow scope with respect to other 
operators.

	 (i)	 a.	 I usually had breakfast at the corner of a major intersection. (Poesio 1994: 283, ex. (4c))
		  b.	� The baby’s full-developed hand wrapped itself around the finger of the surgeon. (Barker 

2005: 96, ex. (15))
28.	 For our current purposes we keep that Catalan cap in (43) is a polarity item. See Espinal and 

Llop (2022) for discussion that items such as ningú ‘anybody, n-body’, cap ‘any, no’, res 
‘anything, n-thing’, gens ‘anything, n-thing’, etc., come in two series, as polarity items and 
as negative concord items. The difference between the two series in Catalan is not related to 
prosody (as it is the case in Greek; Giannakidou 1997, 1998, 2006, a.o.) but to a different syn-
tactic distribution.
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output of this binding relationship is that both la and cap are bound to the negative 
operator thus licensing the weak reading of the definite article.29

(42)	a.	 No σ van veure [[DP [D [+σ] cap ] director argentí] [DP [D [+σ] la ] pel·lícula ]]

	 b.	 ¬∃<x,y,e> [watched(e) ∧ Agent(e)=they ∧ Theme(e)=y ∧ movie(y) ∧

		  Argentinian_director(x) ∧ RHAVE (x,y)]

Modern French data such as the examples in (43) also illustrate that the negative 
expression aucun ‘no’ may license a bound reading for the definite article at the 
time of the derivation when the possessor c-commands the possessee. Therefore, 
parallel to the structure and meaning we have presented in (42), the relevant struc-
ture for (43b) is given in (44), the only difference here being that - in the absence of 
the negative marker pas - the σ operator is attached to the negative quantificational 
determiner aucun.30 

(43)	a.	 Je	ne	 plâtrerai	 la	 jambe	d’aucun 	joueur.
		  I	 neg	 plaster.fut 	the	 leg	 of.no	 player
		  ‘I wan’t plater the/any leg of any player.’

	 b.	 Ils	 n’ont	 vu	 le	 film	 d’aucun 	réalisateur	 argentin.
		  they	 neg.have	 watched	 the	 movie	 of.no 	 director	 Argentinian
		  ‘They did not watch the/any movie of any Argentinian director.’

(44)	a.	 Ils n’ont vu [[DP [D aucun]σ  réalisateur argentin] [DP [D[+σ] le ] film ]]]

This analysis of long weak definites in Catalan and French negative sentences 
gives further evidence for our proposal in section 4.2, where we argued that French 
de NPs and Russian irrealis genitive are analyzed by means of a polarity sensitive 
[+σ] feature on D or F, with the proviso that this formal feature must be frozen by 
a σ operator adjoined to a non-veridical operator. 

Overall, the data in this section provides independent evidence for our analysis 
that postulates that a functional category Ddef is bound to a non-veridical operator, 
namely the antimorphic negative operator.

29.	 A syntactic analysis of this bound reading consists in postulating (following Kayne 1993, 2000) 
that at the point where the derivation of a long weak definite starts the possessor c-commands the 
possessee, but the possessee is moved to Spec,PP after the merger of a possessive preposition de. 
Consider the derivation in (i).

	 (i)	 a.	 no… [[cap director argentí] [la pel·lícula]] 	 → merger of de
		  b.	 no… [de [[cap director argentí] [la pel·lícula]]]	 → movement of the possessee
		  c.	 no… [[la pel·lícula] de [[cap director argentí]]
30.	 Recall that ne has just been considered a scope marker in the literature on French (Corblin et al. 

2004; Godard 2004).
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5.2. On DOM and GN

The second piece of support for our analysis comes from the phenomenon of DOM, 
whereby the direct object of certain languages (e.g., Spanish, Romanian, Turkish, 
Hebrew, among others) has a special mark depending on a number of factors: 
definiteness, specificity, animacy, higher degree of individuation.31  

In fact, Kagan (2020) already compares the existence of DOM in several lan-
guages to Balto-Slavic GN, since in the latter, genitive marking on objects – as we 
have seen in this paper – is sensitive to properties related to (in)definiteness. She 
observes that both the genitive in these languages and unmarked objects in DOM 
languages are less individuated than their accusative counterparts. 

The analysis in section 4.3, whereby we have argued that different morphopho-
nological expressions of indefiniteness are the result of post-syntactic opera-
tions, also finds support in recent syntactic proposals for DOM in the literature 
(Zdrojewski 2023). Analyzing DOM in RioPlatense Spanish in a DM framework, 
Zdrojewski proposes that the conditions for Vocabulary Insertion make reference to 
two properties: (i) certain inherent characteristics of the nominal (animacy); and (ii) 
the syntactic configuration in which the nominal is merged. Thus, he proposes that 
in Morphology, an insertion rule introduces a node if the direct object is human. 
This node gets the [+interpretation] feature (associated with definiteness/speci-
ficity). Once inserted in the derivation, the node receives the exponent a. In this 
sense, his formal analysis for DOM is close to the one we offer both for French de 
and Russian non-canonical genitive and brings out the similarities between these 
phenomena.  

5.3. On morphophonological case as a way of marking dependencies

The third piece of support for our analysis is theoretically grounded. Recall that 
in this paper we align with the view that morphophonological case is just one way 
of marking certain kinds of dependencies, a view that has also been proposed by 
Hinzen and Sheehan (2013) and Roberts (2023), among others. In their work, the 
status of case in linguistic theory is reconsidered and shifted to the view that it 
might not have a role in narrow syntax.32 

31.	 An example of DOM is seen in the contrast in (i), from Spanish, where an animate (specific) 
nominal in object position is introduced by a marker a (Leonetti 2004; Fábregas 2013, a.o.).

	 (i)	 a.	 Juan 	vio 	 *(a)	 {la	 niña,	 María}.
			   Juan	 saw	 dom	  the 	girl	 María
			   ‘Juan saw {the girl, María}.’
		  b.	 Juan	 vio	 (*a)	 el	 coche.
			   Juan 	saw	 dom	  the	 car.
32.	 In fact, Roberts (2023) discusses the fact that although the majority of Indo-European languages 

have morphological case to some extent, as is the case of some French pronouns and Russian 
nominals, there are other languages that lack the realization of case. He reports the findings of 
Sheehan and van der Wal (2018), who investigated a range of typologically unrelated languages 
which lack morphological case. These authors found out that these languages do not have a free 
distribution of NPs, but that some restrictions do occur. For example, in Zulu, augmentless nominals 
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From this perspective, Hinzen and Sheehan (2013: 204, 206) develop a concept 
of what a grammatical organization entails in full. They consider ‘case’ as a term 
used to indicate “a morphological phenomenon that translates syntactic patterns 
into morphophonological terms”. Case occurs in different domains, as an inher-
ently aspect of ‘grammatical semantics’, that is, of how words or parts of words 
implement grammatical functions. Under this view (see also Section 3, above), 
these authors entertain the idea that syntactic parameters might be reformulated 
in terms of ‘PF-parameters’, which would affect the externalization of language, 
by means of post-syntactic operations (which include linearization and allomorph 
selection, among others), but also – we would say – in terms of LF operations that 
guarantee the right sort of semantic dependencies among syntactic constituents 
(Kagan 2013; Espinal & Cyrino 2017). 

Similarly, we have argued that the NPs here under investigation (French de 
nominals and Russian non-canonical genitives) show a morphophonological mark-
ing that is the Spell-out of an abstract syntactic category responsible for indefi-
niteness. Furthermore, the structure postulated for indefinite expressions shows 
semantic dependencies that have LF effects and specific realizations at PF. 

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we have shown that the parallel between de-nominals in French and 
non-canonical genitive in Russian does not rely on quantification but on indefinite-
ness, for which we postulated a uniform syntactic analysis. The syntactic structure 
here postulated, which relies on an abstract de operator that encodes a type-shifting 
from ⟨e⟩ to ⟨e,t⟩ on top of a functional Ddef/F projection, accounts for the so-called 
indefinite genitive or partitive genitive as well as for semantic meanings associated 
with indefinite expressions, including lack of individuation, lack of specificity, 
property-denotation and unbounded quantity.

We have further argued that, when these indefinite structures are dependent 
on a non-veridical operator, the Ddef/F projection is semantically dependent on the 
highest sentential operator by means of a formal relationship we have analyzed in 
terms of Opσ… {Ddef,F}[+σ]. We have accounted for the NPI status of de nominals 
in French and for the need to keep apart the partitive genitive (our indefinite nomi-
nals) from the irrealis genitive (Kagan 2013) by arguing that French de and Russian 
irrealis genitive introduce a formal semantic dependency at the syntax-semantics 
interface between Ddef/F and some non-veridical operator. The semantic implica-
tions of this relationship are lack of commitment to the existence of the referent 
and lack of commitment to the truth of the proposition.

Finally, we have proposed an analysis to account for the morphophonological 
expression of de in French and non-canonical genitive in Russian, according to 
which they are different Spell-outs of de: the output of either a concatenation of 

are restricted to appearing under the scope of negation and inside the vP (see also Taraldsen 2019 
on augmentless nominals in Xhosa). From this, Roberts concludes that case is not universal, but 
that some form of nominal licensing is indeed required by UG.
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M-words in French, or a concatenation of two subwords followed by a lowering 
postsyntactic operation in Russian.
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Resum. La no partitivitat del nominal ne en català i en italià

En aquest article de revisió discutim els principals arguments que donen suport a la hipòtesi que 
en català i italià contemporanis el ne nominal no és ni un clític preposicional, ni un clític partitiu 
ni un clític quantitatiu. Mentre que l’ítem d’on prové el ne romànic (llatí inde) pronominalitza-
va SPs amb significats locatius, de manera similar al que passa amb de seguint una cadena de 
gramaticalització, ne arriba a pronominalitzar diferents capes de l’estructura nominal, i en les 
llengües romàniques contemporànies també expressa indefinitud no específica. Mantenim que, 
sintàcticament, mentre que la partitivitat es caracteritza per ser una categoria birrelacional que 
necessàriament connecta un subconjunt amb un superconjunt maximal, l’ús indefinit de ne no 
és birrelacional en el mateix sentit. Donem suport a la hipòtesi que el ne nominal és una anàfora 
de propietats que reprèn una expressió nominal indefinida feble no específica. Revisem diversos 
arguments sintàctics i semàntics que donen suport a la no partitivitat del ne nominal en català i 
italià, a partir dels quals concloem que és un pro-SN, no marcat per a gènere ni nombre, l’ante-
cedent del qual no pot tenir una referència única o màxima.

Paraules clau: partitivitat; ne nominal; anàfora de propietats; indefinitud; (no)especificitat

1. Introduction

A common claim made in descriptive studies on Romance languages that have a 
clitic ne1 in their pronominal system is that, among the various uses it has (such as 
the pronominal realization of the genitive complement of a noun, and of genitive 
and elative complements of certain predicates), ne is a partitive pronoun (among 
many others, Cordin 1988; Maiden & Robustelli 2007: 106-110 for Italian; Martí-
Girbau 1995, 2010 for Catalan). The issue we want to address in this review article 
is whether a uniform treatment of ne as partitive is adequate for all cases in which 
it pronominalizes (part of) the nominal complement of a verb, as in (1)-(2), or 
whether it is necessary to distinguish between (1) and (2). In Romance, ne is a 
pronoun that quite often correlates with a nominal expression introduced by de / 
di, standardly conceived of as a preposition responsible for partitive case assign-
ment in cases like (1). Furthermore, ne is a pronoun whose meaning may refer to 
an indefinite subset of a presupposed and discourse-accessible larger set, as in (2).

(1)	 a.	 (D’	aquests 	llibres), 	n’he 	 llegit 	dos. /	(Di 	questi 	libri), ne ho	
		  de	 these	 books	 ne.I.have	 read	 two	 de	 these	 books	ne.I.have
		  letto 	due.
		  read	 two

1.	 In this study ne is used as a cover form for all possible forms that this clitic has in Romance, for 
which see Badia (1947: 35).
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	 b.	 N’he 	 llegit 	dos,	 (d’	aquests 	llibres). /	Ne	ho 	 letto 	due, (di 
		  ne.I.have	 read	 two	 de	 these	 books	 ne	 I.have	 read	 two	 de
		  questi 	libri).
	 	 these	 books
		  ‘Of those books, I read two.’

(2)	 En 	Joan 	m’ha 	 portat 	 els 	llibres 	que 	em 	vas 	 aconsellar. 	 De 
	 D	 Joan	me.he.has	brought	 the	 books	 that	me	past	 recommend	 of
	 moment,	 n’he 	 llegit	dos. /	Gianni	 mi	 ha	 portato	 i 	 libri 	 che 	 mi 
	 moment	 ne.I.have	 read	 two	 Gianni	 me	 has	brought	 the	books	 that	 me
	 hai 	 consigliato.
	 had	 recommended
	 Per 	ora	 ne	 ho	 letto	 due.
	 for	 now	 ne	 I.have	 read	 two
	� ‘Gianni brought me the books that you recommended to me. For the moment, 

I read two of them.’

Although diachronically di / de has a prepositional origin, synchronically in 
Romance it also appears to be the morphophonological instantiation of a determiner 
merely responsible for indefiniteness (Carlier 2007; Carlier & Lamiroy 2014 for 
Middle French; Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016 for Italian; Espinal & Cyrino 2022a, 
2022b for contemporary Romance languages more generally) that does not nec-
essarily presuppose a specific set of which an entity or a subset is part. As the 
examples in (3) show, in an in situ position this indefinite determiner can have no 
overt realization at Spell-Out.

(3)	 He 	 llegit 	 llibres 	durant	 tot	 el 	 dia.	 N’he 	 llegit / 
	 I.have	 read	 books	 during	 all	 the 	day	 ne.I.have 	read
	 Ho 	 letto 	 (dei) 	 libri 	 per 	tutto 	 il 	 giorno. 	Ne 	ho 	 letti.
	 I.have	 read	 de.D.pl	 books	for	 whole	 the	 day 	 ne	 I.have 	read
	 ‘I read books all day long. I read sm.’

Similarly, ne is not always a partitive marker. In some cases it contributes 
indefiniteness to the interpretation, in ways that differ from partitive constructions 
and that will be explored in this contribution. Therefore, in this paper we hold 
(following Cardinaletti & Giusti 2015, 2016; Espinal & Cyrino 2022a, 2022b; and 
Espinal & Giusti 2024) that ne is a clitic pronoun that may be anaphorically related 
to a nominal expression introduced by the determiner de (left- or right-dislocated), 
and that ne is a property-denoting indefinite clitic. 

With this in mind, the paper is structured as follows: in Section 2 we review 
the various syntactic analyses that have been discussed for ne in the literature. 
In Section 3 we provide arguments in support of the non-partitivity of ne and its 
indefinite interpretation in certain contexts of use.
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2. Previous syntactic claims

In this section we review the main hypotheses on the structural analysis of ne. 
Although our focus is on Catalan and Italian, our survey will necessarily include 
the discussion of French data, since they have proven to be crucial to the debate. 

We are mainly interested in ne pronominalizing internal arguments of verbal 
predicates. However, in our overview, when appropriate, we will also consider 
other uses of ne, keeping in mind that ne can realize different syntactic objects. 

Traditional descriptions of ne resort to distributional and semantic criteria. In 
both cases, a parallelism between ne and Catalan de / Italian di emerges. Theoretical 
analyses that explored this parallelism concluded that both ne and de/di are multi-
functional and structurally ambiguous elements: in both cases, different syntactic 
structures receive the same surface realization. Current analyses of ne capitalize 
on decompositional approaches according to which the same overt morphology 
can realize different underlying structures. Already early analyses, such as Milner 
(1978), came to the conclusion that constituents pronominalized by ne are not 
uniform. A particularly articulated analysis is presented by Ihsane (2013), who 
concludes that French en can pronominalize different layers of syntactic structure, 
echoing proposals against the categorial uniformity of ne such as Cardinaletti and 
Giusti (1992).

2.1. Ne is a prepositional clitic

There is no doubt that, in certain cases, ne can pronominalize a prepositional phrase. 
This happens, for instance, in Italian with locative phrases (4), with prepositional 
complements of verbal (5) and adjectival (6) predicates, and with genitive comple-
ments of nouns when extracted out of the DP (7).2

(4)	 Francesco	 è 	 stato	 alla	 mostra.	 Ne	 è	 tornato	 entusiasta.
	 Francesco	 has	been	 to.the	exhibition	 ne	 is	 come.back	 enthusiastic
	 ‘Francesco went to the exhibition. He came back enthusiastic from it.’

(5)	 Ho	 un	 problema	 urgente:	te 	 ne	 parlerò 	stasera. 
	 I.have	 a	 problem	 urgent	 you	 ne	 talk	 this.evening
	 ‘I have an urgent problem. I’ll talk to you about it this evening.’

(Cordin 1988: 634, ex. (9))

(6)	 Sono	 fiero	 della	 vostra	vittoria.	 Ne	 sono	 fiero.
	 I.am	 proud	 of.the	 your	 victory	 ne	 I.am	 proud
	 ‘I am proud of your victory. I am proud of it.’

2.	 Substitution of a di-phrase with ne inside the DP is impossible, witness la cravatta di mio marito 
‘my husband’s tie’ vs. *la ne cravatta ‘his tie’ (Tekavčić 1972: 577).
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(7)	 Ho	 visto	 i	 visi	 allegri	 degli	 spettatori.	Ne	 ho	 visto	 i	 visi
	 I.have	 seen	 the	 faces	cheerful	 of.the	 viewers	 ne	 have	seen	 the	 faces
	 allegri.
	 cheerful
	 ‘I saw the viewers’ cheerful faces. I saw their cheerful faces.’

In reference grammars, Italian ne is often listed as an ‘adverbial particle’, 
together with ci ‘here’ and vi ‘there’, which share an adverbial origin (ne < Latin 
inde; ci < ecce hic; vi < ibi) (cf. Tekavčić 1972: 577-578). Latin inde ‘thence, from 
there’ is a deictic-anaphoric locative adverb, which substitutes for locative prepo-
sitional phrases. An example is (8), where inde ‘thence’ contrasts with huc ‘here’.

(8)	 Ille	 in 	balineas 	iturust:	 inde	 huc 	 ueniet 	 postea.
	 that	in	 baths	 will.go	 thence	 here	 will.come	 afterwards
	 ‘He’s going to go to the baths, from there he’ll come here afterwards.’

(Plaut. Asinaria, 357)

In the Ibero-Romance area (Castilian Spanish and European Portuguese), inde’s 
descendants became extinct in the 15th century (Badia 1947; Teyssier 1981; Ribera 
2022). Catalan sides with French and Italian in maintaining this element, despite 
the fact that, unlike French and Italian, it lacks a ‘partitive article’.

Thus, it is plausible to posit an origin of ne as a pro-PP. In fact, the preposition 
de and the adverb inde share an origin as expression of locative meaning that is 
reanalyzed as a more broadly relational one in ancient stages of Italian (Bentley 
2004; Sornicola 2014, 2020) and Catalan (Badia 1947; Ribera 2022, forthcoming). 
Since the first Latin attestations, inde’s locative (ablative and elative) meaning is 
metaphorically extended to indicate a temporal relation (‘from that’ = ‘from that 
time’), a causal one (‘from that’ = ‘because of that’) and a more general relational 
value (‘from that’ = ‘connected to that’). This latter value is the origin of the so-
called ‘partitive’ use, which, however, at no stage in Latin was prevalent or special-
ized. The examples in (9) and (10) are particularly interesting, because they show 
a clear difference between the Latin origin and the Romance continuations. In (9) 
Latin inde retains an elative value ‘from inside the vessel’, whereas in (10) Italian 
ne has an anaphoric relation with the complement ‘of wine’ of the pseudopartitive 
construction (‘a jar of’). 

(9)	 Cadus 	 erat	 uini: 	inde 	 impleui 	hirneam.
	 jar	 was	 wine	 thence	 filled	 jug
	 ‘There was a jar of wine: from there I filled a/the jug.’

(Plaut. Amphitruo, 429)

(10) 	C’era 	 un 	orcio	 di 	 vino: 	ne 	riempii 	un	 boccale.
	 there.was	 a	 jar	 de	 wine	 ne	 filled	 a	 cup
	 ‘There was a jar of wine: I filled a cup with it.’
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In Latin inde mostly expresses origin and is used anaphorically: (i) to replace 
a locative prepositional complement preceded by the preposition de and further 
ablative and elative prepositions; (ii) to replace a non-locative prepositional com-
plement introduced by the preposition de, even referring to persons; (iii) to replace 
a nominal complement used ‘in a partitive sense’ (in our terms, denoting a subset); 
(iv) to replace an accusative complement preceded by a cardinal numeral, a quan-
titative expression or an indefinite determiner; and (v) to combine with specific 
motion verbs. Badia (1947) and Ribera (2022, forthcoming) show that the uses 
of ne in Old Catalan are largely a continuation of those already observed for its 
predecessor inde in Archaic and Pre-imperial Latin, and that in the course of time 
a process of pragmatic weakening from deictic reference into anaphoric reference 
and from the spatial domain to other more abstract domains is attested. Similarly, 
for early Italo-Romance varieties Bentley (2004) and Sornicola (2014) agree that 
the locative value remains prevalent and that the pronominalizing function with 
object and subject arguments develops slowly and co-exists with the locative value, 
as an extension to broadly relational uses that are not necessarily partitive. Thus, 
diachronic research supports the origin of ne as a prepositional clitic, while at no 
stage a specialization into the partitive function is observed. 

In contemporary Catalan and Italian, ne pronominalizes PPs introduced by des 
de/da ‘from’, ‘by’ or de/di.3 In the latter case, the issue for syntactic research is 
obviously to decide, for each case of occurrence, whether de/di is a ‘true’ preposi-
tion or, rather, a determiner,4 and therefore to establish the syntactic status of ne, 
assuming that ne and de/di are two sides of the same coin.5

3.	 For the current overextension of Italian ne to verbal complements headed by a ‘to’ see Miola 
(2023).

4.	 As Milner (1978: 73-74) initially showed (see also Ihsane 2008: 131, 2013: 223), coordination 
between de phrases is only possible if they belong to the same type: “quantitative phrases” as 
complements of Q in (i), and partitive complements in (ii). Note that “quantitative phrases” cannot 
be coordinated with partitive complements (iii), hinting at a structural difference:

	 (i)	 J’ai 	 reçu 	 beaucoup 	de 	voisins 	 et 	 d’amis.
		  I.have	 received	many	 de	 neighbors	 and	 de.friends
		  ‘I have entertained many neighbors and friends.’
	 (ii)	 J’ai 	 reçu 	 beaucoup 	de 	mes 	voisins 	 et 	 de 	mes 	amis.
		  I.have	 received	many	 of	 my	 neighbors	 and	 of	 my	 friends
		  ‘I have entertained many of my neighbours and of my friends.’
	 (iii)	 *J’ai 	 reçu 	 beaucoup 	de 	mes 	voisins 	 et 	 d’ amis.
		  I.have	 received	many	 of	 my	 neighbors	 and	 de.friends
	 (Cardinaletti & Giusti 2006: 31, ex. (26))
5.	 With a special reference to French, see also Carlier (2007) and Carlier and Lamiroy (2014), and 

references therein, for the hypothesis that a grammaticalization process took place from a Latin 
preposition de to the so-called ‘partitive’ indefinite article de-. The output of this grammaticaliza-
tion process is twofold: desemanticization (from a spatial meaning evolving towards a more abstract 
meaning neither spatial nor temporal, denoting property-denotation and possession) and syntactic 
evolution (from a full-fledged preposition introducing adverbial complements and capable of case 
marking, to an ‘empty’ preposition which introduces the argument of a verb or the complement 
of a noun). In the case of French this process starts already in the 13th c and is fully developed in 
the 15th c, and it is characterized by the fact that the notion of ‘partition’ fades away, the notion of 
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For Kayne (1975: 105-114), the French clitics y and en are pro-PPs, since they 
can pronominalize locative phrases and prepositional complements, besides com-
plements of quantificational expressions. According to Kayne (1975: 107-108), the 
pro-PP nature of y and en accounts for the fact that, differently from accusative 
and dative clitics (which are argued to be NPs), y and ne are invariant with respect 
to number and gender. In Kayne’s (1975) analysis, de is always present when the 
complement of a quantitative expression can be pronominalized by en, so that e.g. 
deux soeurs is deux de soeurs at an abstract level of representation, with subsequent 
deletion of de, which only surfaces when the phrase is detached, i.e. dislocated, 
as in (11). 

(11)	Il	 en	 a	 deux,	de	 soeurs.
	 He	 ne	 has	 two	 de	 sisters
	 ‘He has two sisters.’

(Kayne 1975: 110, ex. (152))

Note that the deletion of de, foreseen in this derivation, appears to be particu-
larly problematic, since there are no parallels with other cases in which a preposi-
tion is deleted.

2.2. Ne is a partitive clitic

When the PP pronominalized by ne is a partitive complement, due to the fact that 
it denotes a maximal set from which a subset is assumed to be extracted, ne has 
been treated as a partitive clitic, as in (12).

(12)	Sono 	venuti 	molti 	degli 	 invitati. 	Ne 	sono 	venuti 	molti.
	 are	 come	 many	 of.the	 invited	 ne	 are	 come	 many
	 ‘Many of the invited (people) have come. Many have come.’
	 (Cordin 1988: 636, ex. (24))

Here ne is an anaphoric element that has been claimed to resume a definite 
partitive discourse antecedent (degli invitati ‘of the invited [people]’).6 However, 
note that the following examples show that ne does not resume a partitive anteced-
ent (dei tuoi libri) but an indefinite nominal expression.

non-specified quantity remains, and the so-called ‘partitive’ article acquires the new property of 
marking indefiniteness (Carlier 2007: 26). For the development of the ‘partitive’ article in Old 
Italian see Luraghi and Albonico (2021).

6.	 Likewise, according to Baunaz (2011: 191-193), French en can be the clitic pronominal equiva-
lent of a de-PP in an overt partitive structure (i.e., with a definite partitive complement, e.g. with 
un + des-PP, plusieurs + des-PP); in these cases, en-cliticization has been claimed to involve 
PP-extraction. See also Ihsane (2013: 244-245).
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(13)	a.	 Gianni	 ha	 letto	 due	 romanzi	 dei	 tuoi	 libri.
		  Gianni	 has	 read	 two	novels	 of.the	 your	 books
		  ‘Gianni has read two novels of your books.’

	 b.	 *Dei	 tuoi	 libri,	 Gianni	 ne	 ha	 letto	 due	 romanzi.
		  of.the	 your	books	 Gianni	 ne	 has	read	 two	 novels

	 c.	 Dei	 tuoi	 libri,	 Gianni	 ha 	 letto	 due	 romanzi.
		  of.the	 your	books	 Gianni	 has	read	 two	 novels

	 d. 	Dei	 tuoi	 libri,	 Gianni	 ne	 ha	 letto	due.
		  of.the	 your	books	 Gianni	 ne	 has	 read	 two

An issue complicating the discussion is the ambiguity of the term ‘partitiv-
ity’, which is used for different notions in the relevant literature. Various recent 
studies (among which those collected in Falco & Zamparelli (eds.) 2019; Ihsane 
& Stark (eds.) 2020; Ihsane (ed.) 2021; Sleeman & Giusti (eds.) 2021; Pinzin & 
Poletto (eds.) 2022; Luraghi & Sleeman (eds.) 2023) have highlighted how the 
term has not been used in a consistent way in the literature, referring to structurally 
distinct linguistic entities (partitive constructions, partitive case, and indefinite 
nominal phrases) that share the ingredient of expressing indefinite quantities and 
that are often diachronically related. For ne, in Section 2.1 we already discussed 
the lack of diachronic evidence supporting a partitive origin; at the same time, we 
observed how its general relational meaning may lead to partitive interpretations 
already in Latin.

Partitivity proper, in our understanding, refers to a situation in which an indefi-
nite (specific or non-specific) subset is picked out of a larger definite set (Barker 
1998; Giusti & Sleeman 2001), as in (12). A partitive construction involves two 
independent referential functions (von Heusinger 2002: 262): reference to a dis-
course-given (definite) set and reference to a choice out of this set. 

However, in some cases, the term ‘partitivity’ is used in the literature as a 
synonym of Pesetsky’s (1987) D-linking, and applied to all situations in which an 
expression refers to a subset of a discourse-given or presupposed set. Under this 
understanding, partitivity in a broader sense may also occur in a covert form (Enç 
1991), when the superset is not explicitly mentioned but its existence is entailed, or 
when the superset is recoverable from the larger discourse. In this use, ‘partitive’ is 
sometimes treated as equivalent to ‘(strong) indefinite’ or ‘presuppositional’, i.e., 
for interpretations of nominal expressions that involve a presupposition of exist-
ence. This use has sometimes been generalized to ne, in association to its quantity 
interpretation: either because it resumes the nominal complement of a weak quanti-
fier in the discourse context or because it has an indefinite non-specific denotation.7 

In other cases, ‘partitive’ refers to a pattern of morphological marking, parti-
tive inherent case (a sub-type of genitive for some). This morphological marking, 

7.	 For instance, Casadio (1994: 71, 75) states that in Italian ne cliticization applies to “indefinite 
partitives” and to mass terms, generic terms and collective or plural noun phrases. 
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however, has been argued to have implications as to the semantics of the nominal 
phrase: Belletti (1988) states that partitive case can only receive an indefinite inter-
pretation; for this reason, ne would be semantically connected to indefiniteness. 
Indeed, ne can only pronominalize the indefinite complement of a weak quantifier, 
not the definite complement of a birelational partitive head (14).

(14) 	N’he 	 pres	 {un	quilo /	deu/	 unes 	quantes} 	[cireres] 	d’aquestes 	 fruites.
	 ne.I.have	eaten	a	 kilo	 ten	 a	 few	 cherries	 of.these	 fruits
	 ‘I’ve eaten {a kilo/ten/a few} of these fruits.’

Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) treat Italian ne as a partitive clitic in the fol-
lowing sense: they suggest that ne realizes the NP-complement of a Q functional 
head, which assigns partitive case to it in structures like (15) (cf. also Cardinaletti 
& Giusti 2006).

(15)	[QP molti [NP libri ]]
	 ‘many books’

However, already in this early analysis, Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) distin-
guish the portion of structure lexicalized by ne in (15) from the definite partitive 
PP complement of quantifiers in (16).

(16)	a.	 Ho	 visto	molti	 di	 quei	 ragazzi.
		  I.have	 seen	 many	of	 those	 boys
		  ‘I saw many [boys] of those boys.’

	 b.	 Ne	 ho 	 letti	 molti	 di	 quelli	che	 mi	 hai	 dato	 tu.
		  ne	 I.have	read	 many	 of	 those	 that	 to.me	you.have	given	 you
		  ‘I have read many [books] of those you gave me.’

(Cardinaletti & Giusti 1992: 9, 12)

According to Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992: 10), “the hypothesis of the catego-
rial uniformity of ne must be rejected on the basis of empirical evidence”. Ne as 
the lexicalization of an NP complement receives an indefinite interpretation, which 
represents a fundamental difference with respect to genuine partitive complements, 
whose determiner must be definite by default (Jackendoff 1977; Barwise & Cooper 
1981; Ladusaw 1982). In some cases, the NP complement of the quantifier, realized 
by ne, co-occurs with a definite partitive, as in (16b): Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992: 
12-15) assume that in structures like molti dei tuoi libri there is an empty category 
(17), cf. Milner (1978: 121-125).

(17)	[[molti [e]]	 dei	 tuoi	 libri]
		  many	 of.the	 your	books

The connection between ne and partitivity became prominent in the study of 
unaccusativity in Italian: ne-cliticization was singled out as a diagnostic for unaccu-
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sative predicates (Burzio 1986), which were argued to assign partitive case to their 
argument (Belletti 1988). However, soon the objection was raised that the syntactic 
phenomenon of partitive case had to be treated separately from the semantic notion 
of partitivity (de Hoop 1992).

In Italian ne cannot pronominalize (part of) a preverbal subject (Belletti & 
Rizzi 1981: 138-9) (18a). However, some contextual factors (contrast and novelty) 
can improve ne with preverbal subjects (Belletti & Rizzi 1981: 144, fn. 1) (18b). 
Moreover, there is inter-speaker variation, and some diatopic varieties accept ne 
in anaphoric relation to subjects of unergative predicates as well (Sornicola 2014: 
164; Cerrone & Sprouse 2019) (18c). Thus, the ban only concerns subjects of 
transitive predicates. 

(18)	a.	 *Tre 	ne 	sono 	stati 	 letti 	 da	 Gianni. 	 [di	 libri]
		  three	 ne	 are 	 been	 read.pl 	by	 Gianni	 de	 books
		  ‘Three have been read by Gianni.’	 (of books)

	 b.	 ??Tre	 ne	 passano 	rapidamente.	 [di	 settimane]
		  three	 ne	 elapse	 quickly	 de	 weeks
		  ‘Three elapse quickly.’	 (of weeks)

	 c.	 Alcuni	 galli 	 cantano 	all’alba. 	Ne 	cantano 	all’alba 	alcuni.
		  some	 roosters	 crow	 at.dawn	 ne	 crow	 at.dawn	 some
		  ‘Some roosters crow at dawn. Some crow at dawn.’

(adapted from Belletti & Rizzi 1981: 119, exs. (1c, 50b);  
Sornicola 2014: 164, ex. (5c))

In the Gramàtica del català contemporani Todolí (2002: 1377) relates the 
so-called partitive pronoun ne with NPs that are direct objects of transitive verbs 
(19a), postverbal subjects of unaccusative verbs (19b), and the nominal head of 
postverbal subjects of unaccusative constructions (periphrastic and pronominal pas-
sives, existential locatives) (19c-d). Thus, the restrictions on the pronominalization 
by ne must be related to the syntactic position of the constituent (which must be 
postverbal) and the syntactic function of the NP.

(19)	a.	 Vam 	anar 	a 	 comprar	entrades 	per 	al 	 concert,	però 	ja 	 no 	 en
		  past	 go	 to	 buy	 tickets 	 for 	the 	concert 	but 	 already 	not	 ne
	 	 quedaven.
	 	 left
		  ‘We wanted to buy tickets for the concert, but there were no more.’

	 b.	 Ahir 	 encara 	sortien 	trens, 	però 	avui 	 ja 	 no 	en 	surten.
		  yesterday	 still	 left 	 trains	 but	 today	 already 	not 	ne 	leave
		  ‘Trains were still leaving yesterday, but today they no longer leave.’

	 c.	 Es	van	 rebutjar	 totes 	les	 propostes	 i	 només	se’n	 va	 acceptar	una.
		  cl	 past	reject	 all	 the	 proposals	 and 	only	 cl.ne	past 	accept	 one
		  ‘All proposals were rejected and only one was accepted.’
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	 d.	 Per	 aquest	carrer	 ja	 no	 n’hi	 passegen	 gaires,	de	 turistes.
		  by	 this	 street	 already	not	 ne.cl	walk	 many	 de	 tourists
		  ‘Not many tourists walk down this street anymore.’

(Todolí 2002: 1377, ex. (39) and (40b))

From a syntactic perspective, partitive case, which is assumed to be assigned 
obligatorily by unaccusative predicates and optionally by transitive ones, is somehow 
opposed to accusative case, as the French examples in (20) may be taken to illustrate.

(20)	a.	 Marie	 a	 vu	 des	 étoiles.
		  Marie	 has	 seen	 de.D.pl	 stars
		  ‘Marie saw stars.’

	 b.	 Marie	 a	 vu	 les	 étoiles.
		  Marie	 has	 seen	 the.pl	 stars
		  ‘Marie saw the stars.’

However, the only difference between the minimal pair in (20) is the (in)defi-
niteness of the verb complement. In fact, already Kayne (1975: 120-121) proposes 
that des in similar structures is a complex determiner and the phrase is of category 
NP. Espinal and Cyrino (2022a) show how indefiniteness is a general characteristic 
of Romance nominals introduced by de and postulate a common derivation for bare 
plurals, bare mass and de phrases. 

If we move to Italian (Burzio 1986; Belletti 1988), a sentence with an unaccu-
sative verb such as arrivare ‘to arrive’ is supposed to require a postverbal subject 
that bears partitive inherent case, which in (21) would be marked by de. Similarly, 
Cardinaletti and Giusti (2016) conclude that the clitic ne is the realization of parti-
tive case assigned to indefinites at the VP-level. However, as (21) illustrates, since 
a bare plural is also possible, we cannot conclude that de is a marker of Case, more 
specifically of partitive case, unless we admit that partitive case can also have a 
null realization (Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016: 78).8

(21)	Sono	 arrivati	 (degli) 	 studenti.
	 are	 arrived	 de.D.pl	 students
	 ‘Students arrived.’

For Catalan, Martí-Girbau (1995, 2010) has defended that indefinite nominals 
are QPs whose head is an indefinite quantifier selecting a partitive Case projection 
(KP). In other words, a (null) weak Q selects and assigns partitive Case, de is the 
manifestation of this partitive Case and the clitic en is claimed to be the head of 
the nominal complement, as illustrated in the structure (22b).

8.	 An anonymous reviewer suggests a further possibility: to postulate that the interpretational differ-
ences between de-indefinites and bare plurals (on which see Cardinaletti & Giusti 2018; Pinzin 
& Poletto 2022) correspond to different syntactic positions, which, in turn, would have different 
case-marking properties.
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(22)	a.	 D’aigua,	 te’n 	 portaré 	 de	 fresca.
		  de.water	 you.ne	 bring.fut	de	 fresh
		  ‘I’ll bring you fresh water.’

(adapted from Martí-Girbau 1995: 253, ex. (27b))

	 b.	 [QP  [Q  ] [KP  [K de ] [NumP  [Num  ] … [NP [N en ]]]]]
(Martí-Girbau 1995: 257, (36))

We consider that several assumptions appear to be unquestioned in this kind of 
approach. Are indefinite nominals syntactic QPs (with a null Q)? Are quantifiers 
case assigners? Is there a quantifier in the base position of (22a) to justify an overt 
de preceding the stranded adjective fresca? Why should a quantifier assign partitive 
(or genitive) case to a nominal? 

Note that under the principles of Case Theory, so-called partitive case is neither 
structural, nor non-structural, and that in current models determiners and quantifiers 
are not case assigners. Structural Case is related to certain syntactic configurations 
in the vicinity of a functional category responsible for the checking of the cor-
responding case: Tense for nominative checking and v for accusative checking. 
Therefore, although de-phrases emerge as internal arguments (generated either in 
postverbal position or in a dislocated position), they cannot qualify as instances of 
structural Case, since partitive is not a proper Case feature of T or v. Additionally, 
while structural Case is purely syntactic (or morphosyntactic) in nature with no link 
to semantic interpretation, de/di-phrases are not purely syntactic phenomena, since 
they are morphophonological markings associated with indefiniteness.

Non-structural inherent case has been related in the generative literature to 
thematic relations. It may be assigned by an adposition, usually indicating source, 
location, instrument, goal, recipient, among others. However, de in contemporary 
Catalan, French and Italian cannot be considered a proper instance of inherent Case, 
since the nominal expressions it introduces do not relate to any specific thematic 
role, and de/di (in combination with ne) no longer conveys origin, extraction ‘taken 
from’ or partition ‘being part of’, but pure indefiniteness.9

From a semantic perspective, partitivity proper, as we saw, is a relational notion 
in the sense that proper partitives relate a subset to a superset. By contrast, weak 
indefiniteness is not based on such a relational notion: bare plurals, bare mass 
nouns and indefinite de-phrases simply introduce nominal expressions and most 
commonly refer to non-maximal sets of entities. A relation between the denotation 
of these expressions and the denotation of already introduced supersets in discourse 
is possible, but not necessary. This difference is illustrated in (23).

(23)	a.	 Ho	 visto	alcuni	dei	 giudici.
		  I.have	 seen	 some	 of.the 	judges
		  ‘I’ve seen some of the judges.’

9.	 See Espinal and Cyrino (this volume) for additional discussion on structural and non-structural 
Case.
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	 b.	 Ho	 visto	alcuni	giudici.
		  I.have	 seen	 some	 judges
		  ‘I’ve seen some judges.’

In (23a) de is the head of a partitive structure that relates a complement 
DP, referring to the maximal set of i giudici ‘the judges’, with a specifier QP 
whose head is alcuni ‘some’; the restriction of this quantifier is a null nominal 
complement that refers to a subset of the judges of the maximal set (Falco & 
Zamparelli 2019). By contrast, in (23b) the quantifier alcuni ‘some’ ranges 
over the set denoted by the nominal complement giudici ‘judges’. One might 
suggest that (23b) pragmatically presupposes a maximal set of judges from which 
reference is made to a subset of them; however, it is important to notice that this 
meaning is not semantically determined by the indefinite expression alcuni giudici, 
whereas it is syntactically constrained by the partitive one alcuni dei giudici.

As advanced previously in this section, “partitive nominal phrases have in 
their extension only proper subparts of the entity denoted by the NP object of 
the partitive of” (Barker 1998: 680). In von Heusinger’s (2002, 2011: 1052) 
terms, partitives are discourse-anchored by their superset and partitive-specificity 
involves an indefinite choice from a definite set. Partitive heads are bi-relational 
because they relate a subset (headed by a weak quantifier) with a superset (usu-
ally headed by a definite DP or an indefinite QP, specific in context, which is part 
of a contextually salient group), and carry an existence presupposition. 

Crucially, standard partitives (24a) are excluded from existential sentences 
(exactly like definite DPs, (24b)), while bare plurals (24c) and dislocated de-phras-
es resumed by ne (24d) are not. This is exemplified in (24a-d) for Catalan and in 
the French example (24e) that contains a so-called ‘partitive article’ (that is, an 
indefinite determiner).10

(24)	a.	 *Després	de	 l’atemptat	hi	 hagué 	algunes 	de	 les	 seqüeles	 (entre
		  after	 of	 the.attack	 there	had	 some	 of	 the	sequels	 among
		  les	 víctimes).
		  the	 victims

	 b.	 *Després 	de	 l’atemptat 	hi 	 hagué 	les 	seqüeles 	(entre 	 les 	víctimes).
		  after	 of	 the.attack	 there	had	 the	 sequels	 among	 the	 victims

	 c.	 Després 	de	 l’atemptat 	hi 	 hagué 	seqüeles 	(entre 	 les 	víctimes).
		  after	 of	 the.attack	 there	had	 sequels	 among	 the	 victims
		  ‘After the attack there were sequels among the victims.’

10.	 For Italian, see Storto (2003), who argues, against Chierchia (1998), that bare partitives in Italian 
are indefinites. According to Storto (2003: 330), Italian dei (exactly like French des in (24e)) is 
a lexical indefinite plural determiner, rather than the morphosyntactic composition of the parti-
tive preposition and the definite article. For the debate between a true partitive vs. an indefinite 
treatment of partitive articles in Italian see further Zamparelli (2008), Cardinaletti and Giusti 
(2016).
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	 d.	 Després	de	 l’atemptat	n’hi 	 hagué,	 de	 seqüeles 	(entre 	 les 	víctimes).
		  after	 of	 the.attack	 ne.there	had	 de	 sequels	 among	the	 victims
		  ‘After the attack there were sequels among the victims.’

	 e.	 Après	l’attaque,	 il	 y	 a	 eu	 des	 séquelles 	(parmi	 les	victimes).
		  after 	 the.attack	he	there	has	had	 de.D.pl	sequels	 among	the	victims
		  ‘After the attack there were sequels among the victims.’

(adapted from Espinal & Cyrino 2022b: 19-20, ex. (33)) 

Interestingly, this set of examples suggests that while the status of de appears to 
be that of a preposition, a relational category carrying an existence presupposition 
only in (24a), de is no longer a preposition in (24d,e), where it simply introduces 
an indefinite nominal complement that entails existence.

2.3. Ne is a quantitative clitic

As has already emerged in Section 2.2, the discussion of the syntax and semantics 
of ne is strongly tied to the debate on the internal structure of quantificational 
expressions, and to the relation between existential quantification and indefinite-
ness (Cardinaletti & Giusti 1992, 2006, 2017; Ihsane 2008, 2013; Baunaz 2011, 
among others). 

When ne stands for an argument of the verb, it can occur by itself or accom-
panied by a weak quantificational expression: a numeral or a quantifier with exis-
tential force like molti ‘many’, pochi ‘few’. Milner (1978) posits a structural and 
semantic distinction between partitive de and quantitative de. Quantitative de is 
found after certain quantificational determiners, such as e.g. French beaucoup or 
peu (25).

(25)	a.	 J’	 ai	 lu	 beaucoup /	peu	 de	 livres.
		  I	 have	 read	 many	 few	 de	 books
		  ‘I have read many/few books.’

	 b.	 Je	n’	 ai	 lu	 beaucoup /	peu.
		  I	 ne	 have	 read	 many	 few

(Ihsane 2013: 217-218, ex. (3))

In this perspective the issue, then, is to distinguish which quantificational 
determiners head properly partitive structures and which, instead, have a nominal 
complement. Because of this connection with quantificational nominal phrases, 
Cardinaletti and Giusti (2006, 2017) discuss ne under the heading of ‘quantitative 
clitic’, which they take to correspond to the nominal constituent following the quan-
tifier (the ‘quantitative phrase’ in their terms, which is in fact a DP in the comple-
ment of Q). They focus on constructions in which ne is related to a nominal phrase 
introduced by existential quantifiers (many, few, some) and cardinal numerals, and 
ask whether en in (26) corresponds to the paraphrase in (26a) or to the one in (26b).
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(26)	J’	en	 ai	 vu	 deux.
	 I	 ne	 have	 seen	 two
	 ‘I have seen two.’

	 a.	 J’	 ai	 vu	 deux	garçons.
		  I	 have	 seen	 two	 boys
		  ‘I have seen two boys.’

	 b.	 J’	 ai 	 vu 	 deux	de	 ces	 garçons.
		  I	 have	 seen	 two	 of	 these	 boys
		  ‘I have seen two of these boys.’

(Cardinaletti & Giusti 2017: 4, exs. (8-9))

In Baunaz (2011: 5), French object clitics l* and en realize the restriction of a 
quantificational phrase, leaving the quantifier floating. Syntactically, the restric-
tion is a DP, which in the case of en-cliticization can take various forms (des N).11 
Toutes yields a definite interpretation, whereas aucune has an indefinite one.

(27)	a.	 Juliette	 les	 a	 toutes	 chantées.
		  Juliette	 them	 has	 all	 sung
		  ‘Juliette sang them all.’

	 b.	 Juliette	 en	 a	 chanté	 aucune.
		  Juliette	 ne	 has	 sung	 any
		  ‘Juliette sang none of them.’

(Baunaz 2011: 5, exs. (17-18))

From these examples it is clear that ne does not correspond to an entire QP, but 
to its nominal restriction. The quantifier itself remains stranded. Furthermore, as 
we will discuss in more detail in Sections 2.4 and 3, ne can pronominalize comple-
ments when there is no expression of quantity involved, as in (28). 

(28) 	Ho 	 visto	 giudici. 	Ne	 ho 	 visti.
	 I.have	 seen	 judges 	 ne 	have	 seen
	 ‘I’ve seen judges.’

Distinguishing ne from quantitative expressions allows us to capture distribu-
tional and interpretational differences such as the following. When quantified and 
cardinal indefinites are left-dislocated, accusative definite clitics – but not the clitic 
en/ne – must be used in those languages that have the two series of pronouns (e.g. 
Catalan, French and Italian), as illustrated in (29). The reason behind this differ-
ence is that, whereas bare plurals denote properties, quantifier expressions denote 
sets of sets. The definite pronoun usually requires a strong antecedent with which 

11.	 However, there is a difference in terms of case marking (Baunaz 2011: 19-20): en is argued to 
realize a partitive case-marked phrase (in a Split-DP structure), while l* realizes an accusative 
case-marked phrase (in a Floating-Quantifier structure).
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it is coreferential. However, when the antecedent is a quantitative expression, it is 
considered a weak antecedent of the pronoun (Enç 1991), as such a quantitative 
expression is referentially anchored to a salient discourse participant or another dis-
course referent (von Heusinger 2011), and it is resumed by an entity-type anaphora 
(Espinal & Cyrino 2022a: 19).

(29)	a.	 Unes quantes 	 galetes, 	te 	 les/*en 	 pots 	menjar. 
		  some 	 biscuits 	you 	 them/ne 	can 	 eat
		  ‘You can eat some biscuits.’

	 b.	 Molte 	cose 	 le/*ne 	 abbiamo 	lasciate 	nella 	 vecchia 	casa. 
		  many 	things 	them/ne 	have 	 left 	 in.the 	old 	 house
		  ‘We left many things in the old house.’

(adapted from Espinal & Cyrino 2022a: 19, exs. (28a,c))

Crucially, when ne occurs by itself, its meaning is indefinite, as opposed to the 
definite meaning that a pronoun like li would have. This is illustrated in (30) for 
Italian (where the definite clitic in (30b) carries an exhaustivity entailment that is 
absent from the version with ne in (30a)).

(30)	Quest’	 anno	 abbiamo	molti	 studenti	 dalla	 Sicilia.
	 this	 year	 we.have	 many	 students	 from.the	 Sicily 
	 ‘This year we have many students from Sicily.’

	 a.	 Ne 	ho 	 conosciuti 	durante 	la 	 prima 	riunione.
		  ne	 I.have	 met 	 during 	 the 	first 	 meeting
		  ‘I met sm during the first meeting.’

	 b.	 Li 	 ho 	 conosciuti 	durante 	la 	 prima 	riunione.
		  them	 I.have	 met 	 during 	 the 	first 	 meeting
		  ‘I met them during the first meeting.’

Directly linked to the last observation, it should be pointed out that when ne 
occurs by itself, it is always anaphorically related to a non-specific antecedent. 
Thus, in (31a) the use of ne in the main clause is well-formed because it anaphori-
cally refers to the non-specific indefinite expression delle paste, no matter how 
many pastries might be considered in context. By contrast, in (31b) ne cannot be 
associated with the indefinite within brackets because in the context the antecedent 
necessarily has a specific interpretation. An indefinite count noun can act as the 
antecedent of ne only if it receives a non-specific interpretation (31c). 

(31)	a.	 Se	trovi 	[delle 	paste 	 come 	quelle 	che 	piacciono	a 	 me],	compramene!
		  If	 find	 de.the	 pastries	like	 those	 that	 like	 to	me	 buy.me.ne
		  ‘If you find pastries like those I like, buy me sm!’



The non-partitivity of Catalan and Italian nominal ne	 CatJL 25/1, 2026  83

	 b.	 *Ho 	 trovato 	[una	bicicletta 	che 	avevo 	messo 	in 	cantina] 	dopo 
		  I.have	found	 a	 bycicle	 that	 I.had	 put	 in	 storage	 after
		  che 	 ne 	avevo 	rotta.
		  that	 ne	 I.had	 broken
		  ‘I found a bicycle that I had put in storage after I had broken (one).’

	 c.	 Volevo 	 [una 	bicicletta], 	ma 	non	 ne	 vendono	più 	 del 	 tipo  
		  I.wanted	 a	 bicycle	 but	 not	 ne	 sell	 anymore	 of.the	 type 
		  che 	piace	 a	 me.
		  that 	like	 to	 me
		�  ‘I wanted a bicycle, but they don’t sell them anymore of the type that I like.’

(Cordin 1988: 635, ex. (17a), (19b), (18b))

This contrast supports the well-established claim that ne appears to refer to a 
subset of a presupposed larger set that might be activated in the context, which 
would correspond to the alleged ‘partitive’ reading. More specifically, when ne 
co-occurs with quantificational determiners, it is traditionally taken to pronominal-
ize a partitive complement, as discussed in Section 2.2. Thus, Cordin (1988: 637) 
considers (32b) to be the pronominal version of (32a), for which she uses the same 
subindex, indicating an anaphoric relation between the two constituents.

(32)	a.	 Visiterò 	 alcuni 	[dei 	 musei 	 di 	Roma]i. 
		  I.visit.fut 	some 	 of.the 	museums 	of 	Rome
		  ‘I will visit some [of the museums in Rome].’

	 b.	 Nei 	visiterò 	 alcuni.
		  ne	 I.visit.fut 	some
		  ‘I will visit some [of the museums of Rome].’

(Cordin 1988: 637, ex. (27))

However, we consider more likely an alternative interpretation, which does 
not involve any partitive relationship, as in (33), where ne resumes the indefinite 
complement of the quantifier alcuni.

(33)	a.	 Visiterò 	 alcuni 	 [musei 	 di 	Roma]i.
		  I.visit.fut 	some 	 museums 	of 	Rome
		  ‘I will visit some [museums in Rome].’

	 b.	 Nei	 visiterò 	 alcuni.
		  ne	 I.visit.fut 	some
		  ‘I will visit some [museums of Rome].’

Overall, this suggests that ne is a clitic pronoun for the restriction of the quanti-
fier which is overt in (33a) but covert in (33b), cf. Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) 
discussed in Section 2.2. When both ne and the restriction of the quantifier are 
overtly expressed within a sentence, this may create redundancy or ill-formedness, 
as illustrated in (34). 
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(34)	*Nei 	visiterò 	 alcuni 	museii. 
	 ne 	 I.visit.fut 	some 	 museums
	 ‘I will visit some museums.’

2.4. Ne is a nominal clitic

Since, as we saw in Section 2.3, ne substitutes for a portion of the (quantified) 
nominal phrase, leaving the quantifier itself stranded, some proposals in the litera-
ture have identified it as an NP-clitic (for French see discussion in Kayne 1975, 
Postal 1994, Pollock 1998; for Italian Belletti & Rizzi 1981, Burzio 1986). 

Ne is distinguished from accusative clitics in that it does not resume an entire 
DP or QP accessible from discourse, but only the NP (the N or the modified N) 
without any quantifier. This is exemplified for Catalan in (35) (examples inspired 
on Todolí 2002: 1378).

(35)	a.	 —Han	 portat 	 entrepans 	 freds? 	 —No. 	 N’han 	 portat 	 de 	
		  have	 brought	 sandwiches 	cold.pl 	 not	 ne.have	brought 	de 
		  calents.
		  hot.pl
		  ‘Did they bring cold sandwiches? No, they brought hot ones.’

	 b.	 —Han	 portat 	 entrepans 	 freds? 	 —Sí 	que	 n’han 	 portat.
		  have	 brought	 sandwiches 	cold.pl 	yes	 that	 ne.have	brought 
		  ‘Did they bring cold sandwiches? Yes, they brought sm.’

In example (35a) the clitic resumes the bare plural in the antecedent question; 
in the reply the clitic combines with a stranded adjective preceded by de, which is 
supposed to specify the null bare noun resumed by ne and modified by the adjec-
tive calents (Cardinaletti & Giusti 1992; Espinal & Giusti 2024). In example (35b) 
the clitic has as its antecedent the N+A in the question and replaces the whole NP.

An analysis as pro-NP has been proposed, among other authors, for English one 
by Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002: 419-420), based on distributional arguments 
(one can follow determiners, (36a); one is found where languages like French have 
a null noun, (36b-c).12 

(36)	a.	 the real one

	 b.	 La	 [voiture]i	 rouge	est	 plus	 chère	 que 	 la [∅]i 	jaune.
		  the	 car	 red	 is	 more	expensive	 than	 the	 yellow

	 c.	 The red [car]i is more expensive than the yellow [one]i.
(Déchaine & Wiltschko 2002: 420, exs. (27c, 28b, 29b))

12.	 Panagiotidis (2003), instead, treats one as an element of category N, that is, as the overt counterpart 
of the empty nouns he discusses.
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For French en, Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002: 426-428) propose an analysis 
in terms of a pro-N (differing from one in its phrasal status, given its clitic nature), 
while accusative clitics of French are argued to be pro-φs. They argue that en 
substitutes for a lexical noun in cases involving weak quantifiers, cardinal numer-
als, and indefinite un. They observe that, differently from English one, which can 
appear with definite and indefinite determiners, French en only occurs in indefinite 
nominals (while with noun ellipsis in definite contexts French has a null category, 
cf. (36b), and they suggest that this may be due to a limitation on extraction from 
definite DPs.

With respect to Italian, already Tekavčić (1972: 577) observes that ne substi-
tutes for the nominal complement of di, not for the entire PP. A formal analysis 
of Italian ne as a substitute for a nominal category is proposed by Belletti and 
Rizzi (1981), who however, consistently with theoretical assumptions of the time, 
consider ne as a pro-N’ (since they place the quantifier in the Specifier of NP and 
they work in a framework allowing for movement of intermediate projections). 
Belletti and Rizzi (1981: 118) say that “the N’ modified by the quantifier can be 
pronominalized in Italian in two different ways: either with clitic ne or with a 
phonetically null pronoun (∅)”. That is, ne corresponds to a structural portion of 
the nominal phrase smaller than the highest projection occupied by a quantifier. 
The alternation between ne and ∅ is illustrated in (37)-(38) with examples from 
Belletti and Rizzi (1981: 118). 

(37)	Gianni	 trascorrerà 	tre 	 settimane	 a 	 Milano.	Gianni 	ne 	trascorrerà 	tre 	
	 Gianni	 stay	 three	 weeks	 in	 Milano	 Gianni	 ne 	stay 	 three
	 a	 Milano.
	 in	 Milano
	 ‘Gianni will stay three weeks in Milano.’

(38)	Tre	 settimane	 passano 	rapidamente.	 Tre 	 ∅ 	 passano	 rapidamente.
	 three	 weeks	 elapse	 quickly	 three		  elapse	 quickly
	 ‘Three weeks elapse quickly.’

In subsequent work, Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) propose an analysis in terms 
of a maximal category, that is of a pro-NP, to which partitive case is assigned, as 
seen in Section 2.2. Unlike Belletti and Rizzi (1981), Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) 
propose that ne, like other clitics, corresponds to a maximal projection. Quantifiers 
are outside NP, and the stranded adjectives found in structures like (39) are pre-
dicative (thus outside of NP as well). Also for Cinque (1991), Zamparelli (2008: 
307-308), Falco and Zamparelli (2016) ne in these cases is a pro-NP.

(39)	Mi 	 sono 	portata 	 molti 	libri 	 in 	 vacanza. 	Ne 	ho 	 letto 	uno	 molto
	 me	 are	 brought	 many	 books 	on	 holidays	 ne	 have	 read	 one	 very
	 bello.
	 nice
	 ‘I brought many books with me on vacation. I read one that was very good.’
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The distributional arguments discussed by Cardinaletti and Giusti (1992) and 
subsequent literature show that ne may pronominalize a maximal projection smaller 
than the entire QP (for French, Ihsane 2013 proposes an articulated set of functional 
projections within the DP targeted by en-pronominalization). In the case of ne, 
we may have something that does not contain the determiner / referential layer. 
Because of this, as we will argue in Section 3, nominal ne semantically functions 
as property anaphora.

The crucial question for the pro-NP analysis concerns cases like (40), where an 
indefinite nominal phrase is introduced by the determiner dei, and cases like (41), 
with an unmodified bare indefinite nominal phrase:

(40)	Ho	 visto	 dei	 grandi	 monumenti.	 Ne	 ho	 visti.
	 I.have	 seen	 de.D.pl	 big	 monuments	 ne	 I.have	 seen
	 ‘I’ve seen big monuments.’

(41) 	Ho	 visto	 monumenti.	 Ne	 ho	 visti.
	 I.have	 seen	 monuments	 ne	 I.have	 seen
	 ‘I’ve seen monuments.’

So far we have discussed that nominal ne is neither a prepositional clitic, nor a 
partitive clitic nor a quantitative clitic. In what follows we will discuss how to best 
address cases like (40)-(41) in a uniform manner.

3. Ne is a property-type anaphora

Having reviewed the main claims made in the literature concerning the syntax of 
the clitic ne, in this section we argue in support of the hypothesis that nominal ne 
is a property-type anaphora that resumes a non-specific weak indefinite nominal 
expression. 

3.1. Non-specific weak indefinite antecedents

Let us first consider the division between strong and weak indefinites (Milsark 
1974, 1977). Weak indefinites differ from strong indefinites in their ability 
to occur as internal arguments of existential constructions (see also McNally 
1992).13

(42)	a.	 There are {birds, sm birds, two birds, no birds}.

	 b.	� */??There is {every bird, each bird} / */??There are {both birds, two of the 
birds}.

13.	 See Morosi (2025) for an extensive review of the weak vs. strong distinction as applied to the 
interpretation of indefinite expressions in Italian, as compared to other Romance languages.
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Whereas the examples in (42a) are felicitous and contain weak indefinites (a 
bare plural, weak ‘some’, a cardinal numeral, a negative indefinite) in existential 
constructions, those in (42b) are ill-formed, due to the fact that they include strong 
indefinites, such as universal quantifiers, distributive quantifiers and partitive con-
structions in argument position.

Weak indefinites also differ from strong ones in that they must take the nar-
rowest possible scope in the presence of other scope-bearing elements such as the 
negative marker (Ladusaw 1994; Dobrovie-Sorin 1997; McNally 2004, 2020), as 
attested in (43). These examples illustrate the scope differences in meaning of a 
bare plural indefinite and the indefinite uns in object position of a transitive verb 
in Catalan. 

(43)	a.	 No 	he	 trobat 	estudiants. 	 narrow scope ﹁ > $	 Catalan
		  not	 have.1psg	 found 	students
		  ‘I didn’t find any student.’

	 b.	 No 	he 	 trobat 	 uns 	 estudiants.	 narrow ﹁ > $ and   
							       wide scope $ > ﹁
		  not	 have.1psg	 found 	some	 students
		  ‘I didn’t find any student. / There are some students I didn’t find.’

This contrast between (43a-b) has supported analyses of weak indefinite bare 
plurals as property-denoting expressions of type ⟨e,t⟩ (McNally 2004), whereas 
strong indefinites -by allowing wide scope- have been treated as generalized quan-
tifiers (de Hoop 1992) of type ⟨e⟨e,t⟩⟩.

A third property that has been described in the literature to distinguish between 
the strong vs. the weak reading of indefinites is the fact that weak indefinites can 
never convey a specific interpretation, whereas strong indefinites easily display 
a tendency to convey specificity, more specifically referential specificity (von 
Heusinger 2002, 2011). This term is argued to correspond to the referential inten-
tion of the speaker to refer to a particular referent accessible in a given context. 
Thus, the contrast between (43a-b) can also be attributed to the fact that the bare 
plural, in contrast to the expression with the determiner uns ‘sm’, can never be 
assigned reference to specific individuals.

To sum up, strong indefinites are excluded from existential sentences, they 
allow wide scope and specific (i.e., referential) interpretations. By contrast, weak 
indefinites are allowed in existential sentences, and neither allow wide scope nor 
specific readings.

With this in mind we now consider the pronoun correlates of weak vs. strong 
indefinites. As the following existential constructions illustrate, in Catalan only 
weak indefinites can be resumed by means of ne. Notice that in (44a-f) the left-
dislocated bare plural is preceded by the determiner de, here glossed as de (Espinal 
& Giusti 2024). The last two examples are ungrammatical because la majoria de 
‘most of’ and ambdós ‘both’ are strong quantifiers. In (44g) the dislocated constitu-
ent is the complement of a partitive construction.
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(44)	a.	 Hi 	 ha 	 ocells. 						   	 D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha.
		  there	has 	birds 									     de.birds	 ne.there	has
	 b.	 Hi 	 ha 	 tres 	 ocells. 			 	 D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	tres.
		  there	has 	three	 birds 				   de.birds	 ne.there	has	three
	 c.	 Hi 	 ha 	 (alg)uns	ocells. 	 	 D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	 (alg)uns.
		  there	has	 some	 birds		  de.birds	 ne.there	has	 some
	 d.	 Hi 	 ha 	 molts 	ocells. 	 	 D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	 molts.
		  there	has	many	 birds				   de.birds	 ne.there	has	many
	 e.	 *Hi 	 ha	 la	 majoria 	d’ocells.	 	 *D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	la 	 majoria.
		  there	has	 the	 most	 de.birds 		  de.birds 	 ne.there	has	the	most
	 f.	 *Hi 	 ha 	 ambdós 	 ocells. 	 	 *D’ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	 ambdós.
		  there	has	both	birds					   de.birds 	 ne.there	has	both
	 g.	 *Hi 	 ha 	 tres 	 dels 	 ocells. 	 	 *Dels 	ocells, 	n’hi 	 ha 	 tres.
		  there	has	 three	 of.the	birds		  of.the	 birds	 ne.there	has	three

In interaction with other operators, as it is the case in negative sentences, ne 
resumes an indefinite bare plural (which in right dislocated position is also pre-
ceded by the determiner de). This indefinite bare plural may correspond to the 
complement of a weak determiner such as gaires ‘much, many’, as illustrated in 
the Catalan example in (45b).

(45)	a.	 No 	n’he	 trobat, 	de 	mandarines.
		  not	 ne.have	 found	 de 	tangerines
		  ‘I did not find tangerines.’
	 b.	 No 	n’he 	 trobat	 gaires, 	de 	mandarines.
		  not	 ne.have	 found	 many	 de 	tangerines
		  ‘I did not find many tangerines.’

Notice also that quantifiers are not resumed by ne as the following examples 
illustrate. Ne can resume a head noun (which might be modified), but not an entire 
quantifier expression.

(46)	a.	 Tots 	 portaven 	un	entrepà 	 calent,	però 	Marta 	en 	portava 	dos
		  everybody 	had 	 a 	 sandwich 	hot	 but 	 Marta 	ne 	had 	 two
		  de freds.
		  de cold.pl
		  ‘Everybody had a hot sandwich, but Marta had two cold ones.’

	 b.	 Tots 	 portaven 	dos	 entrepans 	 calents, 	però 	Marta 	en 	 portava
		  everybody 	had	 two	 sandwiches	 hot.pl 	 but 	 Marta 	ne 	had 
		  un.
		  one 
		  ‘Everybody had two hot sandwiches, but Marta had a cold one.’

(adapted from Todolí 2002: 1378)
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(47)	a.	 Aquest	 escriptor 	a 	 casa 	 té 	 molts 	diccionaris. 
		  this	 writer	 at	 home	has	many	 dictionaries
		  {Els 	 té, 	 en	 té	 molts} 	a 	 la 	 seva 	biblioteca.
		  them	 have	ne	 have	 many	 in	the	 his	 library
		�  ‘This writer has many dictionaries at home. He {has them, has many} in 

his library.’

	 b.	 Aquest	 escriptor 	a 	 casa 	 té 	 diccionaris. 
		  this	 writer	 at	 home	has	dictionaries
		  {*Els 	té, 	 en	 té}	 a 	 la 	 seva 	biblioteca.
		  them	 have	 ne	 have	 in	 the	 his	 library
		  ‘This writer has dictionaries at home. They are in his library.’

(Espinal 2022: 64-5, ex. (7))

When specificity comes into play, pronominalization strategies are different. 
Non-specific weak indefinite antecedents (such as bare plurals and di-phrases in 
Italian) are resumed by ne, whereas specific indefinite antecedents (comprising 
specific de.D.pl phrases) are resumed by an entity-type anaphora. Consider the 
following contrast in Italian:

(48)	a.	 (Di) 	biscotti, 	Gianni 	*li/ne 	 ha 	 mangiati.
		  de 	 biscuits 	Gianni 	them/ne 	has 	eaten

	 b.	 Dei 	 biscotti, 	Gianni 	li/*ne 	 ha 	 mangiati.14

		  de.D.pl 	biscuits 	Gianni 	them/ne 	has 	eaten
		  ‘Gianni ate biscuits.’

(adapted from Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016: 67-8, exs. (41a) and (4a))

According to Cardinaletti and Giusti (2016) it is the overt determiner present 
in dei what forces resumption by means of an accusative clitic. However, as the 
following example shows, a dei phrase in object position can be resumed by both 
ne and li, being the former associated with a non-specific reading and the latter 
with a specific interpretation.15

(49)	a.	 Oggi 	Carlo 	ha 	 cucinato	dei 	 biscotti 	e 	 ne 	sono 	avanzati	 per 
		  today 	Carlo	 has	 cooked 	 de.D.pl 	biscuits	 and	ne 	are	 left	 for
		  domani. 
		  tomorrow 
		  ‘Today Carlo cooked biscuits and left some for tomorrow.’

14.	 For the intended contrast to hold, dei biscotti must be interpreted as a topicalized indefinite nominal 
phrase (and not as a true partitive, in which case ne becomes possible).

15.	 We thank P. Morosi for these examples (p.c.).
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	 b.	 Oggi 	Carlo 	ha 	 cucinato	dei 	 biscotti 	e 	 li 	 abbiamo 	mangiati 
		  today 	Carlo	 has	 cooked 	 de.D.pl 	biscuits	 and	 them	have 	 eaten 
		  a	 cena.
		  for	 dinner
		  ‘Today Carlo cooked biscuits and has eaten them for dinner.’

Therefore, we conclude that it is not the presence of an overt article what 
determines resumption by an accusative clitic, but the fact that in (48b) the left-
dislocated dei phrase only admits a specific reading. By contrast, the in situ dei 
biscotti in (49a), as well as the left dislocated di phrase in (48a) do not allow such 
a specific reading and must be resumed by ne.16

Relevant to this this discussion is Giusti’s (2021: 50) observation that ne under 
the scope of negation (50b) only corresponds to a non-specific reading of the indefi-
nite de.D.pl nominal in (50a).

(50)	a.	 Non 	ho 	 scritto 	 (delle) 	 lettere. 
		  not 	 have	 written 	de.D.pl 	letters 
		  ‘I didn’t write letters.’ 

	 b.	 Non 	ne 	ho 	 scritte. 
		  not 	 ne	 have	 written 
		  ‘I didn’t write any (of them).’

(Giusti 2021: 50, exs. (26a-b))

To sum up, pronominalization strategies are such that weak indefinite ante-
cedents in existentials are resumed by ne, but not the complement of universal and 
distributive quantifiers and the complement of partitive constructions. Likewise, 
weak indefinite antecedents that are complements of indefinite quantifiers are pro-
nominalized by ne leaving the quantifier in situ. Finally, weak non-specific indef-
inites, in contrast to specific indefinites, are also resumed by ne.

We next consider the semantic status of the constituents that can be resumed 
by ne.

3.2. Ne resumes a property-denoting expression

So far, the examples correlated with ne resumption include fundamentally bare 
count plurals. However, as generally observed in the literature, bare mass nouns, 
when they are internal arguments of transitive verbs or postverbal arguments of 
unaccusative structures (in both Catalan and Italian) are also resumed by ne. This 
is illustrated in the following Catalan examples.

16.	 In north-western Italo-Romance varieties, particularly in southern Piedmont and Liguria, dialects 
strongly influenced by French, bare di phrases convey weak indefiniteness. See Battye (1990), 
Cardinaletti and Giusti (2018), Pinzin and Poletto (2021, 2022), and Morosi (2025).
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(51)	a.	 De 	mitjons, 	en 	tinc 	 molts.
		  de	 socks	 ne	 have	many
		  ‘I have many socks.’	

	 b.	 D’aigua, 	te’n 	 portaré 	de seguida.
		  de.water	 you.ne	 bring 	 immediately
		  ‘I’ll bring you water immediately.’

(Martí-Girbau 1995: 252, ex. (22))

Although less discussed in the literature, it is also common to both Catalan and 
Italian the fact that bare abstract nouns that occur in object position are resumed 
by ne.

(52)	a.	 Les	 criatures 	volen 	amor. 	En 	volen.
		  the 	 children 	want 	 love 	 ne	 want
		  ‘Children want love.’
	 b.	 Trump	 transmet 	odi. 	 En 	transmet.
		  Trump	 conveys	 hatred	 ne	 conveys
		  ‘Trump conveys hatred.’

More interesting is the possibility observed in Catalan, but not in Italian, that 
bare nominals morphologically singular but syntactically unmarked for Number 
(Espinal 2010) in object position of have-predicates (Espinal & McNally 2007, 
2011) be resumed by ne. Consider the data in (53).

(53)	a.	 De 	vestit, 	només 	en 	porto 	els 	diumenges.
		  de	 dress	 only	 ne	 wear	 the	 Sundays
		  ‘I only wear a dress on Sundays.’

	 b.	 De 	secadora, 	no 	 en 	vull.
		  de	 dryer	 not	 ne	 want
		  ‘I don’t want a dryer.’

(Espinal 2022: 65, ex. (9))

Catalan, in contrast to Italian, also allows bare predicates (not only of category 
N but also of category A) to be resumed by ne, alternating with the neuter clitic 
pronoun ho.

(54)	La 	Maria 	és 	mestra. 	 (De	mestra,) 	 la 	 Maria 	ho/n’és.
	 the	 Maria	 is	 teacher.fem	 de	 teacher.fem	 the	 Maria	 it/ne.is
	 ‘Maria is a teacher. Teacher, she is.’

(adapted from Espinal & Giusti 2024: 461, ex. (8a))

(55)	a.	 Més 	 o 	 menys 	 feliç, 	 qui 	 no 	 ho/n’ha 	 estat.
		  more	 or	 less	 happy	 who 	not 	it/ne.has	 been
		  ‘Who has not been more or or less happy?’
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	 b.	 Qui 	 no 	 ho/n’ ha 	estat, 	de 	feliç?
		  who	 not	 it/ne.has 	been 	 de	 happy
		  ‘Who has not been happy?’

(Badia 1947: 55)

Bare predicate resumption by ne is not only insensitive to gender but to number 
as well (see also Kayne 1975).

(56)	En	 Pau	i 	 la 	Maria 	són 	mestres.	 (De	mestres,) 	en	Pau	 i 	 la 	 Maria
	 D	 Pau	and	 D	 Maria	 are	 teachers	 de 	 teachers 	 D 	Pau	 and	 D 	 Maria
	 ho/en	 són.
	 it/ne	 are
	 ‘Pau and Maria are teachers.’

(57)	a.	 Més 	 o 	 menys 	feliços, 	 no 	 ho/n’han 	 estat 	mai.
		  more	or 	less 	 happy.pl 	 not	 it/ne.have 	been	 never
		  ‘They have never been more or less happy.’

	 b.	 No 	ho/n’ han 	estat 	mai, 	 de 	feliços?
		  not	 it/ne.have 	been	 never 	de 	happy.pl
		  ‘Have they never been happy?’

Once we have reached this point, one may wonder what semantic properties 
are shared by the whole set of constituents that can be resumed by ne. The whole 
set of examples in this section gives support to the hypothesis that ne resumes an 
antecedent that is not referentially specific and that it denotes a property (Espinal 
& Giusti 2024): either a property of individual entities (McNally 1992, 2004; Van 
Geenhoven 1998) in the case of bare plurals, a property of non-individuated entities 
(Dobrovie-Sorin & Laca 1996, 2003) in the case of mass nouns, a property of kinds 
(Espinal 2010, 2013; Borik & Espinal 2015) in the case of bare nouns unmarked 
for number, and a predicate property (Beyssade & Dobrovie-Sorin 2005) in the 
case of antecedents that are bare nouns or bare adjectives in postcopular position.17 

If the antecedent of ne is a property-denoting expression, it seems reasonable 
to conclude that the indefinite clitic ne is a property-type anaphora and that the 
indefinite determiner de/di that appears in dislocated positions is an operator that 
-parallel to ident (Partee 1987) - shifts an entity ⟨e⟩ into a property ⟨e,t⟩, and is of 
type ⟨e ⟨e,t⟩⟩ (Espinal & Cyrino 2022a).

Crucially, the functional element de shows up not only with dislocated indefi-
nite arguments (as illustrated in (51) and (53)), but also with stranded adjectives 
(see below (58)) in both Catalan and Italian. According to Cardinaletti and Giusti 

17.	 We leave outside of this list abstract nouns, which appear to denote properties of abstract objects. 
See Levinson (1978) for the distinction between properties and qualities, Goddard and Wierzbicka 
(2014) for the hypothesis that an abstract noun stands for an attribute of a thing, and Moltmann 
(2013) for the idea that an abstract noun such as wisdom does not refer to a property but rather it 
stands for a plurality of particulars (tropes or modes, that is, particularized properties).
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(1992) for Italian and Martí-Girbau (1995) for Catalan, the clitic ne and the marker 
de/di that precedes adjectives in structures with elliptical nominals are the mani-
festation of the same phenomenon: partitive case marking. However, we follow 
Espinal and Giusti (2024), who reformulate this analysis by postulating that the de/
di that introduces stranded adjectives is an overt concord marker of indefiniteness. 
“This means that one single indefinite argument (the indefinite nominal expression) 
may be discontinuous at Spell-Out provided that the scattered portions display overt 
concord for relevant features. In other words, the co-presence of the dislocated 
de, the clitic ne and the stranded de must be considered discontinuous Spell-Outs 
of indefiniteness and therefore of the same property-type denoting constituent” 
(Espinal & Giusti 2024: 483).

(58)	a.	 He 	 llegit	 llibres 	(*d’)interessants. / Ho 	 letto 	libri 	 (*di)
		  I.have	 read	 books	 de.interesting.pl	 I.have	 read	 books	de	
		  interessanti.
		  interesting.pl
		  ‘I read interesting books.’

	 b.	 (De 	llibres), 	n’he 	 llegit	 *(d’)interessants. / (Di	 libri), 	ne	 ho 
		  de	 books	 ne.I.have	read	 de.interesting.pl	 de	 books	 ne	 I.have
		  letti	 *(di) 	interessanti. 
		  read	 de	 interesting.pl
		  ‘Books, I read interesting ones.’

(Espinal & Giusti 2024: 482, exs. (43a) and (44a))

Finally, notice that ne cannot resume a nominal expression with unique or 
maximal reference.

(59)	a.	 *De	 l’electricista, 	 no 	 n’ha 	 vingut.
		  de 	 the.electrician	not 	ne.has	come

(adapted from Todolí 2002: 1382, ex. (49b))

	 b.	 *No 	n’hem 	 aconseguit,	 de	 totes 	les 	entrades	per 	a 	 l’espectacle.
		  not 	 ne.have 	obtained 	 de	 all 	 the 	tickets 	 for 	to 	the.show

(60)	a.	 *Dell’elettricista, 	non	 ne 	è 	 venuto
		  de.the.electrician 	 not 	 ne	 is	 come

	 b.	 *Non	ne 	abbiamo 	ottenuti, 	 di 	 tutti	 i	 biglietti 	per	 lo 	 spettacolo
		  not 	 ne	 have 	 obtained 	de 	all 	 the 	tickets 	 for	 the	 show

To sum up, in this section we have shown that ne is a clitic that necessarily 
resumes a property-denoting antecedent that can take the form of a bare count plural 
noun, a bare mass noun, a bare abstract noun, a bare noun unmarked for syntactic 
number, and a bare (nominal or adjectival) predicate. From this we conclude that 
ne itself is a property-denoting clitic.
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3.3. Property-denotation, specificity and discourse accommodation

If the clitic ne is a property-type anaphora and the determiner de preceding dislo-
cated constituents (de in Catalan, di in Italian) is a property-denoting determiner, as 
we hold (following Espinal 2010, 2013; Espinal & McNally 2007, 2011; Espinal & 
Cyrino 2022a; Espinal & Giusti 2024), we come back again to the Italian contrast 
between di + NP and dei + NP. See example (48) repeated here as (61).

(61)	a.	 (Di)	 biscotti,	 Gianni 	*li/ne 	 ha 	 mangiati.
		  de 	 biscuits 	Gianni 	them/ne 	has 	eaten

	 b.	 Dei 	 biscotti,	 Gianni	 li/*ne	 ha	 mangiati.
		  de.D.pl 	biscuits 	 Gianni	 them/ne 	has 	eaten
		  ‘Gianni ate biscuits.’

(adapted from Cardinaletti & Giusti 2016: 67-8, exs. (41a) and (4a))

First, notice that if di in both (61a) and (61b) is assumed to be a determiner, i.e., 
the instantiation of an indefinite operator that guarantees that the nominal expres-
sion it precedes is a property-denoting expression (Espinal & Cyrino 2022a, 2022b; 
Espinal & Giusti 2024), the clitic ne is predicted to be possible in (61b) as it is in 
(61a). See the discussion around (49). 

Second, why is the di/dei distinction apparently so determinant at the time of 
clitic resumption in Italian? To answer this question we would need an improved 
understanding of the discourse-related reasons that lead speakers to choose between 
(61a) and (61b). For the time being we have explained this contrast by hypothesiz-
ing that the left-dislocated dei indefinite nominal phrase is closely related to the 
notion of specificity (von Heusinger 2002, 2011), whereas the weak indefinite di 
phrase can never convey specificity (i.e., referential, epistemic and topical specific-
ity). A specific reading is brought about by the anchoring of a referent to another 
element salient in the discourse domain. Thus, the clitic li is preferred in (61b) 
because this nominal expression is referentially anchored to the referent of another 
expression in the sentence (i.e., the left-dislocated topic). 

Let us now consider a similar puzzle presented by Ihsane (2013: 218-9), which 
concerns French data: “some de- containing NPs, in particular some du/des NPs, 
cannot be replaced by en”. 

(62)	Speaker A:
	 a.	 J’ai 	 vu 	 des 	 enfants 	dans 	la 	 cour. 	C’était 	Pierre, 	Paul	 et 
		  I.have 	seen 	de.the 	kids 	 in 	 the 	yard 	 it.was 	 Pierre 	 Paul	 and
		  Jacques.
		  Jacques
 	 	 ‘I saw some children in the yard, namely Pierre, Paul, and Jacques.’ 

	 Speaker B:
	 b.	 *Oui,	 j’en 	ai 	 vus 	 aussi.
		  yes 	 I.en 	have 	seen 	 too
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	 c. 	Oui, 	je 	les 	 ai 	 vus 	 aussi.
		  yes 	 I 	 them	 have 	seen 	 too
 	 	 ‘I’ve seen them, too.’ 

(Ihsane 2013: 219, ex. (6))

First, we regard the contrast between (62b-c) not an issue of grammaticality but 
as a difference in accommodation. We base our claim on a similar puzzle that had 
been discussed in the literature on Catalan ne in Espinal and McNally (2011): if 
bare count nominals unmarked for number are property-denoting expressions and 
require en resumption, why are faldilla ‘skirt’ and pis ‘apartment’ in (63) replaced 
by a third person singular accusative clitic? 

(63)	a.	 Per	 la 	 festa 	 es 	 va 	 posar 	 faldilla. 	Se	 l’havia 	comprat	 la 
		  to 	 the 	party	 cl	 past.3psg 	put.on 	skirt 	 cl	 it.had 	 bought	 the
		  tarda	 anterior.
		  afternoon	before
		�  ‘She put on a skirt for the party. She had bought it the day before in the 

afternoon.’

	 b.	 Ja 	 tinc 	 pis. 	 El 	vaig 	 comprar	 ahir.
		  already 	have	 apartment 	it 	 past.1psg 	buy 	 yesterday
		  ‘I already have an apartment. I bought it yesterday.’

(Espinal & McNally 2011: 97, exs. (23a,b))

These examples are puzzling in so far as the bare nominal antecedent, object 
of a have-predicate is expected to be resumed by ne, since the antecedent does 
not appear to license discourse anaphora to true third person accusative pronouns. 

In our understanding what the French example in (62) has in common with the 
Catalan examples in (63) and the Italian example in (61b) is not that the nominal 
grammatically conveys referential specificity (in the sense discussed in Section 
3.1), but rather that the nominal introduces a discourse topic that is accommodated 
into the discourse as referring to an entity-type expression (Lewis 1979; Beaver 
& Zeevat 2007; van der Sandt 2012). In other words, when an indefinite anteced-
ent introduces discourse reference to individuals (as favored by the continuation 
c’était Pierre, Paul et Jacques in the case of the French example, by the PP per 
la festa or the adverbial ja in the case of the Catalan examples, and the discourse 
topic dei biscotti in Italian), then resumption by means of an accusative clitic 
pronoun is no longer discarded because reference is no longer made to a property-
type expression but to an accommodated entity-type expression the speaker is 
committed to.

We leave for future work the development of the idea that cliticization might 
not only depend on grammatical factors but also on accessibility to the speaker’s 
and hearer’s commitments. 
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4. Concluding remarks

In this paper we have first reviewed the main hypotheses discussed in the literature 
concerning the syntax of ne, as a prepositional, a partitive or a quantitative clitic. 
On the basis of data from Catalan and Italian, we have defended that ne is a nomi-
nal clitic. We have next supported the hypothesis that, semantically, nominal ne 
is a property-type anaphora that resumes a non-specific weak indefinite nominal 
expression. Finally, we have analyzed the potential resumption of indefinite nomi-
nal phrases by means of accusative clitics as cases of discourse accommodation.
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PART I

1. The Antihomophony Principle

Johns (1992: 84) proposes that “Where morphemes are identical or similar in pho-
nological properties, in the unmarked case, they are identical or similar in all lexical 
properties”. Embick (2003: 156) has “Learners seek to avoid accidental homoph-
ony; absent evidence to the contrary, identities in form are treated as systematic”. 
And Bobaljik (2012: 35) has “Learners avoid positing a contextual allomorph of a 
morpheme μ that is homophonous with the default exponent of μ”. In agreement 
with the spirit of these proposals, I began in Kayne (2019a) to pursue an even 
stronger version of antihomophony. Let me now state it as follows:1

(1)	� In a given language, within the functional/grammatical subpart of the lexicon, 
identity of phonology implies identity.

This Antihomophony Principle can be illustrated, as I did back then, with 
English there (taking ‘lexicon’ in (1) to include composite elements such as there2), 
which might appear to correspond to five distinct elements in:

(2)	 a.	 expletive there, as in There’s a book on the table.

	 b.	 locative there, as in Let’s go there later.

	 c.	 reason there, as in Therefore, you’re wrong.

	 d.	 reinforcer there,3 as in non-standard Gimme that there book.

	 e.	 temporal there, as in Let’s meet at 3P.M. or thereabouts.

1.	 I am assuming that the functional/grammatical subpart of the lexicon is, or will turn out to be, 
clearly delineated.

2.	 For composite elements to fall under the Antihomophony Principle, they must be composed of the 
same functional/grammatical subparts, which is not the case with their and there, whose initial th- 
is presumably the same, but whose -r is not. The -r of their is that of our and your, as in Bernstein 
and Tortora (2005), whereas the -r- of there is that of here and where.

3.	 On demonstrative reinforcers, see Bernstein (1997).
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The proposal made in Kayne (2019a) was, however, that all these instances 
of there can be traced back to the same reinforcer there (despite its non-standard 
character in English), which always cooccurs with a noun. For example, locative 
there is as in:

(3)	� …there PLACE 

with the relation between there and silent PLACE (capitals will represent silence) 
in (3) taken to be identical to that between there and book in (2d). And similarly 
for reason there4:

(4)	 …there REASON…

and for temporal there:

(5)	 …there TIME…

Expletive there, on the other hand, is associated in (2a) with the trace/silent 
copy of book.

2. Accidental homophony

The restriction in (1) to the functional/grammatical subpart of the lexicon is intend-
ed to allow for accidental homophony within the ‘truly lexical’ part of the lexicon, 
as in, for example:

(6)	 a.	 read (past tense) and red
	 b.	 read (present tense) and reed
	 c.	 beat and beet
	 d.	 sail and sale

and many others. It is also intended to allow for accidental homophony between a 
functional element and a non-functional one, as in, for example:

(7)	 a.	 our and hour
	 b.	 I and eye
	 c.	 would and wood
	 d.	 not and knot
	 e.	 some and sum
	 f.	 one and won
	 g.	 but and butt
	 h.	 or and oar 

and various others.

4.	 Sharvit (2010: 221) takes there to be a temporal first; from the text perspective this first cooccurs 
with TIME.
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3. Phonology, phonetics and the Antihomophony Principle

Of substantial importance to the Antihomophony Principle in (1) is the word ‘pho-
nology’, as opposed to ‘phonetics’. We can see this by considering the pair:

(8)	 two and to 

both of which are arguably on the functional/grammatical side of the lexicon, yet 
have the same pronunciation. If we took only phonetics to be relevant to antiho-
mophony, two and to would constitute a counterexample. However, if identical 
phonology is required for antihomophony to come into play, the pair two and to 
does not constitute a counterexample, on the almost certainly correct assumption 
that the unpronounced -w- of two is part of its phonology, as strongly suggested 
by the presence of a pronounced /w/ in the related forms twelve, twenty, twice and 
twin (as well as by the fact that the non-pronunciation of the /w/ of two is expected, 
given that English disallows in general initial clusters of the form ‘obstruent + /w/’ 
followed by the vowel /u/).

The critical relevance of phonology to the working of (1) does not immediately 
tell us whether or not phonetics is also relevant. Possibly, phonetics is not by itself 
relevant. That it is not is suggested by the -a of the following:

(9)	 shoulda, coulda, mighta

(10)	wanna

To my ear, the -a is pronounced the same in (9) and in (10), despite its corre-
sponding to a reduced have or of in (9) and to a reduced to in (10). Yet this phonetic 
identity does not trigger a violation of antihomophony.

4. Reducibility vs. non-reducibility of forms

Returning to to, one wonders about too, which has the same pronunciation. One 
possibility is that they are in fact the same element, with a sentence like:

(11)	We liked that movie, too.

having the analysis given in:

(12)	we liked that movie, IN ADDITION to…

that may receive indirect support from German dazu (‘thereto’) and/or from English 
to boot. A second possibility, which would also make the pair to and too compat-
ible with antihomophony, would be to take them not to have identical phonology, 
thinking of the fact that to can be reduced in a way that too cannot be. (The first 
of these two possibilities is almost certain to turn out to be correct for the pair 
directional to and infinitival to.)
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If reducibility vs. non-reducibility is sufficient to indicate a difference in pho-
nology (and not just phonetics), that would be relevant to the question of have, 
which has reduced forms that, in American English, are generally limited to those 
of auxiliary have. If, as a consequence, auxiliary and non-auxiliary have differ 
in phonology, antihomophony would not force them to be the same, though they 
might be.5

5. Some (apparent) counterexamples to the Antihomophony Principle

A type of potential counterexample to antihomophony is found in Spanish, which 
has a plural -s that resembles English plural -s, and at the same time has an s- found 
in its third person reflexives and in its third person possessives.6 Again, two pos-
sibilities come to mind. One is that the reflexive/possessive s- is not a morpheme, 
but only part of one, with the full morpheme perhaps being the su seen in posses-
sives, with the /u/ dropping in reflexives, and with su then simply being distinct 
from plural -s. The second, more likely, possibility, of more general import for 
antihomophony, would be to take plural -s and reflexive/possessive s- to both be 
full morphemes, but to take them, despite phonetic appearances, to count as pho-
nologically distinct, with their phonological distinctness then following from the 
difference between being prefixal and being suffixal.7

Affixes often appear to pose more of a challenge to antihomophony than nonaf-
fixes. Yet one would certainly prefer not to weaken the Antihomophony Principle 
in (1) to exclude affixes from consideration.

One relevant case of an apparent challenge is given by:

(13)	ineffective; infix

The in- of ineffective is a familiar negative prefix; that of infix seems, instead, 
closely related to the preposition in. That these two instances of in- are nonetheless 
compatible with antihomophony is suggested by their not being phonologically 
identical, insofar as the -n- of negative in- has the property of assimilating to an 
immediately following liquid, as in:

(14)	illegal; irreducible

a property not shared, as far as I can see, by the -n- of prepositional in-.
Somewhat similarly, the suffixal comparative -er and the suffixal agentive -er 

look the same, but in fact are arguably phonologically distinct, and therefore com-

5.	 As in Kayne (1993); for important discussion, see Myler (2016). To be noted is the fact that that 
1993 analysis used a form of late insertion incompatible with Collins and Kayne (2023); how 
exactly the 1993 analysis should now be revised remains to be elucidated. 

6.	 For evidence that reflexive s- and possessive s- are the same in Spanish and in Romance more 
generally, see Kayne (2018). 

7.	 A third possibility would be take the plural to be the -es seen in, for example, quiénes (‘who’), 
rather than -s; on quiénes itself, see Butt and Benjamin (1988: 332) and Torrego (1996). 
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patible with (1), insofar as the comparative -er is sensitive to the syllable structure 
of the preceding adjective:

(15)	*importanter, *interestinger,…

while the agentive -er seems not to be:

(16)	assimilater, exerciser, demonstrater, implementer, generater,…

with these agentive forms sometimes being written with -or, which in my English 
would not be phonetically distinct from -er. (The fact that the comparative suffix 
is never written as -or may be related to the phonological non-identity of the com-
parative and agentive suffixes.)

One further example. Italian has suffixal -a usually (cf. Harris 1991) express-
ing feminine singular grammatical gender, but -a- is also the verbal theme vowel 
associated with the largest class of verbs. In addition, a is a common preposition 
usually corresponding to English at, to, in. As a preposition, though, Italian in some 
cases allows or requires ad before vowels, so the preposition is arguably phonologi-
cally distinct from the other two.8 As far as the pair gender vowel/theme vowel is 
concerned, we might want to have recourse to the fact that the verbal theme vowel 
-a- can be stressed (in certain cases), contrary to the gender vowel -a, which can 
never be stressed, and to count that as a phonological difference. Alternatively, one 
might consider the possibility that the theme vowel -a- is the verbal counterpart of 
the gender vowel -a, and that the two thereby count as identical.

Another sort of only apparent challenge to antihomophony can be seen in the 
case of we’ll and modal will, which in some English (for example, mine) have 
the same pronunciation (with a lax vowel). If phonetic identity were sufficient to 
trigger a violation of antihomophony, there would be a problem, but since phonetic 
identity is never sufficient, there is none, given that will and we’ll differ in their 
phonology (we has a tense vowel that comes to be laxed in we’ll, as in he’ll, she’ll, 
they’ll, in this English), not to mention in their syntax.9

Also of interest to antihomophony, though not directly related to will/we’ll, is 
the question of the non-standard -s in:

(17)	Let’s go somewheres else this time.

(18)	We ain’t goin’ nowheres else today.

8.	 Contrary to Spanish. Therefore it may be that in additon to ‘prefixal vs. suffixal’ counting for 
phonological distinctness, as in the discussion of Spanish s- vs. -s above, the distinction between 
affixal and non-affixal may suffice for phonological distinctness.

9.	 Not directly relevant to antihomophony is the fact that in my English, setting aside VP deletion, 
reduction of we will to we’ll is obligatory (especially clear with a pronominal subject) unless will 
is stressed, so that the following is unacceptable, with unstressed will:

	 (i)  I will do it later. 
	 in a way that recalls English do-support.
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which might be thought to be accidentally homophonous with plural -s. On the 
other hand, the regular English plural morpheme might best be considered to be 
-es. And/or the -s of somewheres/nowheres might be analyzed as an instance of 
possessive’s cooccurring with silent PLACE, with one relevant question being why 
this -s depends on the presence of a determiner, as shown by:10

(19)	Where(*s) did you put it?

If in English possessive and plural are phonologically identical, then, by anti-
homophony, they would have to be the same morpheme, as they might be if a banal 
plural phrase such as three drawers were to turn out to have an analysis as in:

(20)	three drawer ’s SET

with the phrase ‘three drawer’ (also found in a three-drawer file cabinet) the pos-
sessor (in the usual extended sense of the term) of silent SET (cf. a set of three 
drawers).11 Alternatively, English possessive and plural might not be phonologi-
cally identically (in which case antihomophony as in (1) would be indifferent to 
them), depending on how seriously we take the following contrast (very clear for 
me) to be:

(21)	Where are the knives?

(22)	Be careful, that knife’s/*knive’s edge is very sharp.

A rather different pair relevant to antihomophony can be seen in (23) and (24):

(23)	The number 17 is a prime number.

(24)	You have a large number of books.

It may be that these differ in that number in (23) counts as being ‘truly lexical’, 
while number in (24) counts as functional/grammatical, so that (1) does not come 
into play, since it’s not the case that both instances of number are on the functional/
grammatical side of the lexicon.

As for the often discussed case of English any, I will note only that, if free 
choice any and polarity any have the same phonology (as they seem to), then 
by antihomophony they must be the same element, a conclusion supported by 
Matthews and Yip’s (2011, 308) observation that “the two types [are] expressed 
by similar means in both English and Cantonese”.

10.	 Possibly, there is a link to:
	 (i)  *that’s importance; *this’s importance. 
11.	 On SET, see Kayne (2006).
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There is another question that arises for any (though not directly related to 
antihomophony), namely whether it is monomorphemic. If any is bimorphemic, it 
is presumably an+y, with the -y the same as that found in every, taken to be ever+y, 
with the ever subpart then, this time via antihomophony, identical to the ever of 
both of the following:12

(25)	Have you ever been there?

(26)	Whatever happens, don’t worry.

PART II

6. The Antihomophony Principle and of

The varieties of there given in (2) are, as discussed there, to be analyzed as follows. 
There is a single there that has the property of being compatible with a variety of 
syntactic environments, with silent nouns playing a key role.

Like there, English of readily lends itself to initially being thought of in terms 
of a single phonological form associated with a variety of syntactic elements. As 
with there, that is the wrong way to think about of. The right way, imposed by anti-
homophony, is to take of to be a single syntactic element compatible with a range 
of syntactic environments.13 To (non-exhaustively) illustrate this range, we have:

(27)	a.	 We’ve already read three of those books.

	 b.	 I ran into a friend of yours yesterday.

	 c. 	You’ve written too long of a dissertation.

	 d.	 You should of worked harder.14

	 e.	 They just walked out of the house.

	 f.	 Mary is the sister of our best friend.

	 g.	 We think of you often.

	 h.	 The removal of the evidence was illegal.

12.	 French has no good match for every, nor for the ever of whatever. French jamais does, on the other 
hand, appear to be a good match for the ever of Have you ever…? and for the ever of never. Jamais 
may itself be bimorphemic, if its initial syllable is identical to the final syllable of déjà (‘already’). 

13.	 As for the question of what category of belongs to, the usual answer is that it is a preposition, but 
thinking of Pesetsky’s (2013: 7) proposal that genitive morphemes in Russian are Ns, of might 
alternatively be a noun, which would be a better fit for Kayne’s (2008) taking there to be in essence 
only two categories, nouns and verbs.

	 Some languages can show no counterpart of of at all in their partitives, a particularly striking case 
within Germanic being Icelandic’s zero-partitive, as discussed by Sigurðsson (2003: 239). 

14.	 Cf. Kayne (1997).
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7. Silent OUT and partitivity

Barker (1998: 698) calls the of of (27a) ‘partitive’ of and assigns it a specific 
semantic translation. In addition, he proposes on page 700 that the of in(27b), which 
he calls the ‘possessive partitive’ of, “can be viewed as distinct from but closely 
related to the standard partitive of”. (Barker gives an extended interesting argument 
in favor of this view.) On page 683, he calls the of of (27f) a ‘genitive’ of, which 
he takes to be quite distinct from ‘(possessive) partitive’ of.

The Antihomophony Principle given in (1) tells us, to the contrary (assuming 
phonological identity) that there cannot be multiple ofs. All the ofs in (27) must 
be the same of. Therefore, if the semantic translation that Barker provides for the 
of in (27a) is correct for (27a), then it must, given antihomophony, hold for all 
the other ofs of (27), too. But Barker explicitly denies that that semantic transla-
tion is appropriate for the of in (27f) (and would almost certainly deny that it is 
appropriate for the ofs in (27c, d, e, g, h)).

The conclusion, then, is not that Barker’s specific semantics for (27a) is on the 
wrong track; the conclusion is, rather, that the of in (27a) cannot be the locus of 
that semantics (and similarly for (27b), from his perspective).

What I would like to suggest, instead, much as in the discussion of there start-
ing at (2) above, is that both the syntax and semantics of (27a) call for additional 
structure, and in particular for the presence of a silent element, thinking of the fact 
that (27a) has a fairly acceptable counterpart with out15:

(28)	We’ve already read three out of those books.

which to my ear becomes fully acceptable if a numeral is added, with the following 
two sentences being equally acceptable:

(29)	We’ve already read three of those five books.

(30)	We’ve already read three out of those five books.

The proposal, then, is that (27a) is to be analyzed as:

(31)	…three OUT of those books 

with this silent OUT, like the pronounced out of (28) and (30), now the locus of 
Barker’s partitive semantics.

15.	  Cf. the fact that alongside the English-like partitive:
	 (i)	 J’ai rencontré trois de tes amis (‘I have met three of your friends’)
	 French requires, with a pronoun (especially third person), more than just de:
	 (ii)	 *J’ai rencontré trois d’eux (‘…of them’)
	 (iii)	 J’ai rencontré trois d’entre eux (‘…of among them’)
	   This in turn recalls Borras and Christian’s (1971: 312) saying that ‘many of us’ in Russian 

requires the preposition iz rather than just genitive Case. 
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8. The interpretation of of in the absence of out/OUT

Apart from (27a)/(31) and from (27e), which already contains an overt out,16 the 
other examples in (27) are incompatible with out, most of which are shown in 
the following:

(32)	a.	 *You’ve written too long out of a dissertation.

	 b.	 *You should out of worked harder.

	 c.	 *Mary is the sister out of our best friend.

	 d.	 *We think out of you often.

	 e.	 *The removal out of the evidence was illegal.

There is nothing particularly surprising here, and we can readily conclude that 
the examples in (27) that correspond to those in (32) are equally incompatible with 
silent OUT.

Of greater interest is the fact that (27b) is also incompatible with overt out:

(33)	*I ran into a friend out of yours yesterday.

and, by extension, incompatible with OUT, too. This contrast between (33) and 
(28)/(30) is unexpected from the perspective of Barker’s (1998) taking (27b) to be 
“closely related” to the familiar partitive of (27a).

At the same time, Barker’s point that (27b) usually shows the proper subset 
effect known from (27a), as illustrated by his (page 705) examples:

(34)	*Let me tell you about a mother of mine.

(35)	*Let me tell you about two parents of mine.

is well-taken. Barker further notes that the infelicitous status of these kinds exam-
ples (taking ‘biological’ to be understood) is not exceptionless. He gives (page 
714):

(36)	That nose of his is humongous!

My English also allows:

(37)	No nose of mine is going to be operated on by that surgeon!

Against the background of the impossibility of (33), let me tentatively conclude 
that the proper subset effect felt to hold in standard partitives, and traceable back 

16.	 Which by antihomophony must be identical to the out of partitives (Cf. Linder 1981). 
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to out/OUT, is not identical to that seen in (34)/(35), which must then have another 
source, yet to be determined.

9. The case of All/Each of those books

Let us note in addition that the feeling that in three of those books there must be 
more than three books at issue is itself not entirely straightforward. Barker (1998: 
703-704) notes the challenge of:17

(38)	all of those books

(39)	each of those books 

and suggests a semantic solution that does straightforwardly allow these. My sus-
picion, though, is that something is not right. In the case of (39), the relevance of:

(40)	each one of those books 

seems likely. In fact, in French, ‘one’ is obligatory:

(41)	chacun de ces livres (‘each-one of those books’)

(42)	*chaque de ces livres (‘each of those books’) 

which suggests that (39) obligatorily contains silent ONE (perhaps forced by 
distributivity):18

(43)	each ONE of those books

in a way that Barker’s proposal would seem to leave unaccounted for.
As for (38), it has the key property that many languages don’t allow it at all. 

More specifically, Romance languages never do, as far as I know. Certainly, it’s 
true of French:

(44)	tous ces livres (‘all those books’)

(45)	*tous de ces livres (’all of those books’)

17.	 One will also want to look into sentences like:
	 (i)	 Exactly 37 of our 37 graduate students are working hard these days.
18.	 The presence of ONE may underlie the obligatoriness of of: 
	 (i)	 each *(of) the books
	 vs.
	 (ii)	 all the books 

	 without ONE.
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To my eye, then, Barker’s semantic proposal makes (38) too readily available 
(though why it is English that allows (38), and not French, rather than the reverse, 
remains to be understood).

10. Conclusion

The Antihomophony Principle given in (1), repeated here:

(46)	�In a given language, within the functional/grammatical subpart of the lexicon, 
identity of phonology implies identity. 

desirably acts to restrict the space of analyses available to the linguist, as well as 
to the learner; applied to of, it forces in partitives the presence of a silent OUT.
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Resum. Els patrons d’el·lipsi del SN en les construccions binominals de l’espanyol: una nova 
observació empírica i les implicacions teòriques que comporta

En aquesta contribució, presento proves noves en contra dels intents d’unificar els binominals 
pseudopartitius/quantificatius i els qualitatius (p. ex., un grupo/montón de estudiantes ‘un grup/
munt d’estudiants’, una mierda de departamento ‘una merda de pis’). L’observació és que els 
noms pseudopartitius/quantificatius, a diferència dels noms expressius, legitimen l’el·lipsi del sin-
tagma-de (e.g., A: Vinieron estudiantes? ‘Van venir estudiants? ’, B: Un montón (de estudiantes) 
‘un munt (d’estudiants)’). Si assumim que les codes dels noms pseudopartitius i quantificatius són 
SN realitzats com a genitius primigenis (Pesetsky 2013), l’el·lipsi nominal del tipus habitual es 
prediu correctament sota condicions de legitimació i identitat ben conegudes. En canvi, el sintag-
ma-de en els binominals qualitatius és l’especificador d’un Sintagma Equatiu, que relaciona el SN 
introduït per de amb un nominal buit que abasta propietats (Saab 2022a). Com mostro, l’el·lipsi 
del SN està prohibida en aquests entorns per raons fonamentades. Així, el patró d’el·lipsi queda 
explicat si els binominals rellevants tenen una font estructural diferent per al marcatge genitiu.

Paraules clau: pseudopartitius; binominals quantificatius; binominals qualitatius; el·lipsi nominal; 
cas genitiu; espanyol

1. Introduction

At least in Romance, there are certain intriguing connections between (pseudo)-
partitive, quantificational and expressive nouns. For instance, all of them participate 
in binominals environments in which genitive case seems to be involved through 
the insertion of the preposition de:

(1)	 a.	 un	 grupo	 de 	estudiantes	 pseudo-partitive binominals
		  a	 group 	of	 students
		  ‘a group of students.’
	 b.	 un	 montón	 de 	estudiantes1	 quantificational binominals
		  a	 lot	 of	 students
		  ‘a lot of students.’

1.	 The quantificational noun montón is present in most, if not all, Spanish dialects. Other quantifi-
cational nouns I will use in what follows (bocha or pila) are dialectal variants of quantificational 
nouns in Rioplatense Spanish. Judgments were recollected among colleagues, students and many 
other native Rioplatense speakers. The judgments were extremely robust among all the relevant 
nouns I checked for with almost no controversy among speakers, specially, when it comes to the 
difference between quantificational and qualitative nouns (see footnote 4 for a caveat on pseu-
do-partitive nouns). 
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	 c. 	 una 	mierda	 de	 departamento 	 qualitative binominals
		  a	 shit	 of	 apartment
		  ‘a shit of an apartment.’

And all trigger unexpected patterns of agreement:2

(2)	 a.	 Vinieron	 un	grupo	 de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 group.sg 	of	 students
		  ‘A group of students came.’

	 b. 	Vinieron	 un	montón	de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 lot 	 of	 students
		  ‘Lot of students came.’

	 c. 	Se 	derrumbaron	 una 	mierda	de	departamentos. 
		  se	 demolish.3pl	 a	 shit.sg	 of	 apartments
		  ‘Some shitty apartments were demolished.’

In what follows, I will be specifically concerned with the contrast between 
quantificational and expressive binominals.3 As far as I can tell, true pseudo-par-
titives behave more like quantificational nouns than expressive ones, but there are 
additional complexities involving pseudo-partitives that I prefer avoid here in order 
to make the argument more transparent.4 

Milner (1978) is one of the first attempts to unify (pseudo)-partitives and quali-
tative binominals on the basis of French evidence. A similar idea is found in Corver 
(1998), who proposes extending the predicate inversion analysis for qualitative 
binominals (see, among many others, Bennis et al. 1997 and den Dikken 2006) to 

2.	 Demonte and Pérez Jiménez (2015) and Pérez Jiménez and Demonte (2017) are exhaustive studies 
on variable agreement in pseudo-partitive constructions in Spanish.

3.	 See Alexiadou et al. (2007, part III, chapter 2) for an exhaustive overview of the connection 
between pseudo-partitives and qualitative binominals. 

4.	 Both pseudo-partitive and quantificational nouns alternate with “more nominal” counterparts in 
which the relevant nouns behave as the lexical heads of the extended projection of the DPs con-
taining them (see Selkirk 1977 for a first observation in this respect). Put differently, there is a 
systematic ambiguity. For instance, in the case of quantificational nouns (e.g., bocha ‘ball’, montón 
‘lot’, pila ‘pile’, etc.), a DP like una pila de libros ‘a pile of books’ is ambiguous between a quanti-
ficational reading (e.g., a lot of books) and a descriptive reading (a particular disposition of books). 
As shown in Saab (2006, 2010), the syntax of quantificational readings not only triggers the two 
properties of genitive marking and unexpected agreement illustrated in (1b) and (2b), respectively, 
but also blocks nominal ellipsis of the quantificational noun. This is accounted for if quantification-
al nouns do not head the extended projection of the main DP. Instead, in their descriptive readings, 
the same nouns do head the extended projection of the relevant DPs. In this scenario, the noun is 
elidable and control regular agreement. A similar pattern of systematic ambiguity is attested with 
true pseudo-partitive (e.g., grupo ‘group’, parte ‘part’, mayoría ‘most’), which also trigger unex-
pected agreement and genitive marking of the nominal coda, but the relevant readings are much 
more subtle to get. At any rate, even when the patterns are a bit opaque, these nouns behave like 
quantificational ones in the relevant ellipsis environments to be discussed in this paper. I will come 
back to the issue when discussing patterns of variable agreement in section 4.1. 
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pseudo-partitives (see also Pescarini 2024 for a recent attempt to connect partitiv-
ity and some qualitative binominals through predicate movement).5 Among the 
similarities between pseudo-partitive/quantificational nouns and qualitative nouns 
mentioned by Corver, he notes that both can function as complements of copu-
lar verbs, indicating their predicative nature (compare with a canonical adjectival 
predicate: Es inteligente. ‘(S)he is intelligent.’). The Spanish nouns under study 
here can also behave as complements of copular verbs:

(3)	 a. 	Eso 	es	un	grupo.
		  that	 is	 a	 group	
		  ‘That is a group.’	

	 b. 	Eso	 es	un	montón.
		  that 	is 	a	 lot
		  ‘That is a lot.’ 

	 c. 	Ese	 es 	una	mierda. 
		  that	 is	 a	 shit
		  ‘That (guy) is (a) shit.’

He also mentions the fact that at least in English pseudo-partitive and qualita-
tive nouns tolerate replacement by predicative proforms. The same is attested in 
Spanish, language in which predicative complements of true copular verbs admit 
the replacement by the so-called neuter and invariable lo ‘it’. Thus, all the predica-
tive complements in (3) can be replaced as follows:

(4)	 Sí 	 que	 lo	es. 
	 yes	 that	 it	 is
	 ‘Yes, it is.’

More recently, but from a different perspective, Pesetsky (2013) made a similar 
suggestion in favor of unifying different types of binominals, including the ones 
relevant to this study. I will review Pesetsky’s suggestion in detail in the next 
section since his theory of genitive case is precisely under inspection here. As we 
will see, it seems that at least the quantificational/pseudo-partitive binominals are 
amenable to his primeval genitive analysis. Yet, against his own suggestion, this 
analysis does not extend to qualitative binominals, advising against any unification. 
The novel argument involves unobserved patterns of NP-ellipsis. Concretely, only 

5.	 Corver’s own words make the point clear: “Den Dikken’s formal analysis of the N of a N con-
struction can, technically speaking, be easily extended to pseudopartitives.” [Corver 1998: 230]. 
Yet, the patterns discussed by Corver are not a perfect counterpart of the patterns to be discussed 
here. The core examples he uses involve measure nouns like bottle in English or Dutch. I am not 
convinced to include these nouns into the set of what, following Brucart (1997), I call here pseu-
do-partitive or quantificational nouns (e.g., grupo, montón, bocha, pila, etc.). As far as I can tell, 
measurement nouns like the Spanish botella and related ones do not have the same distribution as 
grupo or montón regarding, for instance, patterns of variable agreement.
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pseudo-partitive and quantificational nouns license NP-ellipsis of the nominal coda. 
Thus, in an example like (5), the quantificational noun bocha ‘ball’ or the pseudo-
partitive grupo ‘group’ in B’s answer allows ellipsis of the genitive de estudiantes 
(<…> = ellipsis site; E-site):

(5)	 A:	 Vinieron	 muchos	 estudiantes?
		  came.3pl	many	 students
		  ‘A: Did many students come?’

	 B:	 Una	 bocha	 /	 un 	grupo	 <	 de 	estudiantes	>. 
		  a	 ball		  a	 group		  of	 students
		  ‘B: A lot/group.’

The same result is impossible when there is a qualitative noun involved. In the 
following example, the mixed expressive noun mierda ‘shit’ cannot license ellipsis 
of the of-phrase de departamento; the only available interpretation is a shitty thing, 
not a shitty apartment, in La Boca.6 

(6) 	 una	 mierda	 de	 departamento	 en	 San Telmo	 y 	 una 	mierda	en 	La Boca
	 a 	 shit	 of 	apartment 	 in	 San Telmo	 and 	a 	 shit	  in	La Boca
	� Impossible interpretation: ‘a shit of an apartment in San Telmo and a shit (of 

apartment) in La Boca’

In this study, I would like to defend the thesis that pseudo-partitive/quanti-
ficational and expressive nouns do not share the same underlying syntax. More 
specifically, as I have already advanced, the nominal codas of pseudo-partitive/
quantificational nouns are primeval genitives in the sense of Pesetsky (2013); i.e., 
these nouns are borne as genitive in the NP domain by virtue of the combination 
between little n and a bare root. For Pesetsky, such a combination is lexical. Here, I 
will assume that it is syntactic. But regardless of this assumption, the basic underly-
ing syntax I propose here feeds the environment for NP-ellipsis, which according 
to most views is ellipsis of the nP-domain licensed by the Num head through the 
presence of a formal [E]-feature (see Merchant 2001 on ellipsis licensing through 
an [E]-feature, and Saab 2019 for an overview of nominal ellipsis). Simplifying 
somewhat, the relevant configuration has the following formal ingredients:7

6.	 San Telmo and La Boca are neighborhoods in the city of Buenos Aires. 
7.	 In occasions, I use NP instead of nP+root. Also, notice that I label quantificational/pseudo-partitive 

phrases as QP just to distinguish them from qualitative binominals. At any rate, I assume that all 
are phrases of the DP type.
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(7)	

Beyond the presence of genitive marking, this syntactic scenario is identical to 
other regular nP-ellipsis domains, which are also licensed by Num:8

(8)	 a.	 el	 libro	 de	Borges	y	 el	 de	Cortázar 
		  the	 book	 of	 Borges	 and	 the	 of	 Cortázar
		  ‘Borges’ book and Cortázar’s’

	 b.	 [DP D [NumP Num[E] [nP [de Cortázar]i <[nP … libro ti …]> ] ] ]

Indeed, (5B) alternates with the following answer, in which B uses the quanti-
fier muchos ‘many’ instead of the quantificational construction una bocha:

(9)	 A:	 Vinieron	 muchos	 estudiantes?
		  came.3pl	many	 students
		  ‘A: Did many students come?’

	 B:	 Sí, 	 muchos	 <	 estudiantes	 >.
		  yes	 many		  students
		  ‘B: Yes, many.’

Here too, an [E]-feature on Num licenses the ellipsis of the nP complement, 
which in this case is nominative. This is just a standard case of NP-ellipsis, 
licensed by Num and identified by a perfectly identical nominative nP in the ante-
cedent. As I will show, besides initial appearances, the case mismatch observed 
between the nP antecedent in (5A) and the E-site in (5B) follows also as a case 
of perfect identity. 

8.	 With Ticio (2003) and Saab (2008, 2019), I am assuming that those remnants that are generated 
within E-sites move to the left to some position in the extended projection of DPs (see (8b)), but 
this is not crucial (see Benz et al. 2024 for a recent criticism to evacuation analyses for ellipsis 
remnants). 
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Now, qualitative binominals have a different underlying syntax, in which the 
de-phrase is generated as the specifier of what I have called an Equative Phrase 
(EquP) headed by a functional head that relates the de-phrase and an empty noun 
in the complement position of the said equative head (Saab 2022a):9

(10)

This syntactic scenario leaves no room for NP-ellipsis of the nPgen in 
Spec,EquP. This is enough to account for the different behavior under NP-ellipsis 
pseudo-partitive/quantificational and expressive nouns have. Yet, the approach 
does not uniformly account either for the observed pattern of genitive syncretism 
(see (1)) or the apparent agreement mismatches (see (2)). I will argue that there is 
still a set of shared properties that both constructions have that allow for a plausi-
ble account of these similarities. In this paper, I develop the argument in detail. In 
the next section, I start by introducing the primeval genitive conjecture in Pesetsky 
(2013) and discuss the prediction that follows from it regarding nominal ellipsis in 
binominal constructions in Romance. In section 3, I focus on the contrast between 
(5B) and (6B) showing that the prediction only holds for pseudo-partitive/quan-
tificational binominals, but not for qualitative binominals. I argue in favor of the 
analyses in (7) and (10) comparing my approach with some alternative analyses 
based on ellipsis licensing, in particular, I focus on an alternative according to 
which the source of the difference is not in the structures involving each de-phrase 
but in the ability of expressive or pseudo-partitive nouns to license NP-ellipsis 
through the presence of an [E]-feature. In section 4, I reconsider the unexpected 

9.	 An anonymous reviewer wonders what prevents filling in the D head position in (10). I assume that 
this follows from a version of the Double Comp Filter, which prevents simultaneous realization of 
the specifier and the head position of the same projection.
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agreement patterns in (2) under the light of the relevant syntactic analyses and 
propose a (perhaps, minimal) modification of Pesetsky’s theory of case assignment 
to account for the pattern of syncretism in genitive marking seen in (1). 

2. Genitive marking in Russian paucals: Pesetsky (2013) 

2.1. The primeval genitive conjecture

In his analysis of Russian case morphology, Pesetsky (2013) reaches the conclu-
sion that nominals are born with genitive case. This is stated in the form of the 
following conjecture: 

	 “Primeval genitive” conjecture:

(11)	NGEN categorizes a Russian root as a noun (in the lexicon).
[Pesetsky 2013: 9]

The idea is even more general and connects basic cases to part-of-speech cat-
egories: 

	 Reduction of the Russian cases to part-of-speech categories:

(12)	Genitive = N	 Nominative = D 

	 Accusative = V 	 Obliques = P
[Pesetsky 2013: 7]

Then, a mechanism of case calculation explains how primeval cases are over-
written in the course of a given syntactic derivation. For instance, the fact that in 
most cases we do not “see” genitive on the head of NPs is because, being the com-
plement of D, NPs are assigned nominative by the D head. I will not be concerned 
with the precise circumstances under which this occurs. What is important for my 
purposes here is that there are instances under which we do see the primeval geni-
tive realized on the N head. The so-called paucal numerals (and non-numerals) in 
Russian block nominative assignment by the D head and allows for the NP projec-
tion to show its primeval genitive form. According to Pesetsky, in some particular 
environments, primeval genitive on nominals correlates with absence of number 
marking on the N head. Consider the minimal pair in (13):

(13)	The paucal funny behavior in Russian DPs: 

	 a.	 No paucal (or nonpaucal numeral) (nominative environment)
		  No mismatches
		  èt-i 	 posledn-ie 	 krasiv-ye 	 stol-y
		  these-nom.pl	 last-nom.pl	 beautiful-nom.pl 	table-nom.pl
		  ‘these last beautiful tables’
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	 b.	 With paucal (genitive environment)
		  Case mismatch, number mismatch
		  èt-i 	 posledn-ie	 dva 	 krasiv-yx	 stol-a
		  these-nom.pl	 last-nom.pl 	two-m.nom 	beautiful-GEN.pl	 table-GEN.sg
		  ‘these last two beautiful tables’

[Pesetsky 2013: 1] 

As (13a) shows, nonpaucal modifiers behaves “well” in terms of concord/
agreement; in this example, all modifiers agree in case and number with the plural 
noun. The presence of the paucal numeral in the example (13b) triggers a different, 
perhaps unexpected, pattern in which now the postpaucal modifier is marked with 
genitive case, not nominative, and the nominal head is also genitive but unmarked 
for number (sg in this case covers both true singular and numberless markings). 
Paucal numerals are basically those expressing dual, trial and quadral semantics:10

 

(14) 		 Paucal + N-gen.sg 

	 a. 	 dva	 stol-a
		  two 	table-gen.sg
		  ‘two tables’

	 b.	 tri 	 dnj-a
		  three 	 day-gen.sg
		  ‘three days’

	 c.	 četyre	 stakan-a
		  four 	 glass-gen.sg
		  ‘four glasses’

[Pesetsky 2013: 20]

Simplifying, Pesetsky accounts for the correlation between absence of number 
marking and genitive case along the following lines. First, as I have already noted, 
the nouns in (13b) or (14) are not singular, but numberless. Plural marking in these 
cases is periphrastic, i.e., a complex form resulting from combining the noun and 
the paucal, which is responsible for encoding plural semantics. Second, assume that 
paucal modifiers move from their base position to the D position, creating what 
Pesetsky calls “undermerge” position, i.e., a classical head adjunction configura-
tion. In this scenario, the adjoined numeral counts as the complement of the D head 
and, consequently, receives nominative case. As a side effect, the NP is not the 
complement of the lower D anymore, the assigner of nominative, a precondition for 
case assignment. Then, nominative cannot overwrite the primeval genitive, which 
is overtly realized on N and the modifiers in the NP projection. In (15), there is a 
simplified tree including the basic ingredients of Pesetsky’s proposal:

10.	 See Pestesky’s monograph for cases of non-numeral paucals.
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(15)

[Pesetsky 2013: 102]

Pesetsky also suggests that the primeval genitive conjecture could generalize to 
binominals in Germanic and Romance languages. In his own words:

The kinds of elements sometimes classified as “linkers” may have a similar character 
(Collins 2003; Den Dikken and Singhapreecha 2004; Baker and Collins 2006; Den 
Dikken 2006). For example, the nominal-internal raising studied by Den Dikken and his 
colleagues that triggers the occurrence of English of and its counterparts in constructions 
like that idiot of a doctor or French une pizza de chaude ‘a hot pizza’ (lit. ‘a pizza of 
hot’) might indeed serve simply as a host for the moved element, as suggested in the 
works cited. Alternatively, one might imagine a connection more analogous to that pro-
posed here for the presence of Ngen morphology when Russian Quant raises to D. For 
example, une pizza de chaude might involve raising of N to D, with the requirements of 
D in this construction blocking the overwriting of N● (de) by D●. (Pesetsky 2013: 102)

Pesetsky’s theory applied to the Spanish Det+expressive+of+NP construc-
tion, instantiated in cases like una mierda de departamento ‘a shit of an apart-
ment’ (see, for instance, (1c)), makes sense of the idea that the of-phrase can be, 
after all, the lexical head of the entire DP. Let us assume that some expressives 
move to the D position creating a head-complement configuration, which, as 
a side effect, protects the NP layer of being nominative. In addition, it seems 
that Spanish is a language in which genitive is phrasal (not word-level, like 
in Russian), so de is realized as a property of the phrasal NP. As illustration, 
consider (16) in which the qualitative noun moves to the D position blocking 
nominative assignment to the NP complement: 
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(16)

And, with some adjustment, a similar analysis would extend to pseudo-partitive/
quantificational binominals:

(17)

A priori, an advantage of this analysis is that it makes sense of genitive marking 
and the unexpected patterns of agreement in (2), repeated below:

(18)	a.	 Vinieron	 un	 grupo	 de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 group.sg 	of	 students
		  ‘A group of students came.’

	 b. 	Vinieron	 un	 montón	 de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 lot 	 of	 students
		  ‘Lot of students came.’

	 c. 	Se 	derrumbaron	 una 	mierda	 de	 departamentos 
		  se	 demolish.3pl	 a	 shit.sg	 of	 apartments
		  ‘Some shitty apartments were demolished.’
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Put differently, under Pesetsky’s analysis, a genitive NP can head the entire 
extended projection of, say, a nominative or accusative DP, consequently, con-
trolling verbal agreement. Evidently, such an analysis would be an alternative to 
the mainstream predicative raising approach for binominals cited in Pesetsky’s 
quotation but also to the equative analysis in Saab (2022a,b), illustrated in (10). I 
will not discuss why I think that the equative analysis is superior to the predicate 
raising analysis in any detail (see Saab 2022a,b for arguments to that effect).11 
Yet, I still must adjudicate between the primeval genitive analysis and the equa-
tive one. Ideally, empirical considerations should help us to indicate the best 
theoretical alternative. In this respect, I think that NP-ellipsis, understood as 
surface anaphora in Hankamer and Sag’s (1976) sense, can be used as an empiri-
cal tool in the domain of genitive marking in general and of Romance binominals 
in particular.

2.2. NP-ellipsis and the primeval genitive

As I have already noted, the primeval genitive conjecture entails that all nominals 
are born as genitives. The paucal patterns are important because, according to 
Pesetsky, they allow us “to see” the primeval genitives, since they block nomina-
tive assignment (or other higher assignments). Here, I would like to suggest that 
nominal ellipsis is an ideal environment to test some aspects of the primeval geni-
tive conjecture. Preliminarily, let me define NP-ellipsis as the ellipsis operation that 
deletes the NP-domain in the extended projection of a given DP. There are good 
reasons to assume that the operation is licensed by the Num head (Saab 2004a,b, 
2008, 2010). Let us adopt the idea that ellipsis licensing is possible whenever a 
given lexical or functional head encodes a formal feature triggering the ellipsis of 
the complement that contains the relevant head; this is the so-called [E]-feature 
after Merchant (2001, 2004). The basic representation of an NP-ellipsis environ-
ment is given below (NP = n + root):

11.	 Different implementations of the predicate raising analysis for Spanish binominals can be found 
in Suñer (1990), Español-Echevarría (1998), Villalba (2007) and González-Rivera (2011). Saab 
(2004a,b, 2008) and Di Tullio and Saab (2006) propose alternative analyses to the predicate raising 
approach. More recently, Saab and Carranza (2021) and Saab (2022a,b) offer a more articulated 
syntax and semantics of qualitative binominals in a multidimensional semantic framework (Potts 
2005; Gutzmann 2015, 2019; and McCready 2010). A multidimensional semantics for epithets in 
Spanish is also offered in Estigarribia (2017, 2020).
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(19)

In addition, the E-site must be recovered through an identity dependency with 
a suitable antecedent in the linguistic context. I assume here that identity is cal-
culated in the narrow syntax, before morphology, and essentially refers to formal 
features and lexical roots combined in certain identical ways in the antecedent and 
the E-site (i.e., it is lexical-syntactic identity), although the argument remains the 
same if identity is semantically calculated. Now, the primeval conjecture applied to 
the paucal case makes a concrete prediction, namely, if the language has NP-ellipsis 
of the type illustrated in (19), then NPgen-ellipsis should be licensed. I have pre-
liminary tested whether this type of “genitive” NP-ellipsis is allowed in Russian 
and it seems that it is. Here is a relevant example provided by Vera Gribanova in 
personal communication: 

(20)	Mne 	 nuzhny 	 eti 	 dva 	 stola, 	 a 	 emu
	 me.dat 	are.needed.pl	 these.nom 	two.nom 	table-gen.sg	 and 	him.dat
	 nuzhny 	 te 	 tri	 < stola >.
	 are.needed.pl	 those.nom	 three.nom	 table-gen.sg
	 ‘I need these two tables, and he needs those three.’

[Vera Gribanova, personal communication]

In (20), the E-site is licensed by Num[E] and recovered by an identical NPgen 
in the antecedent. I minimally modify Pestesky’s analysis in (15) and assume that 
the numeral cliticizes on D from the Spec,NumP position, but there are alternatives. 
The analyses for the antecedent and the E-site are offered in (21):
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(21)

Now, Pesetsky’s primeval conjecture (plus the theory of NP-ellipsis in (19)) 
also predicts number and case mismatches between antecedents and nominal 
E-sites. This is born out. Consider the following example: 

(22)	Te 	 krasivye 	 stoly 	 mne 	 ochen’	nravjatsja. 	A 
	 those.nom 	beautiful.nom	 tables.nom 	me.dat	very 	 please.pl 	 while 
	 te 	 dva 	 < stola >	 ne 	 nravjatsja.
	 those.nom 	two.nom	 tables.gen	 neg	please.pl
	 ‘I really like those beautiful tables. But I don’t like those two.’

[Vera Gribanova, personal communication]

In this example, stoly in the antecedent is plural and nominative but the noun 
stola in the E-site is numberless and genitive. As argued in Saab (2004a) and 
subsequent work (see Saab 2019 for extensive discussion), number mismatches 
are predicted in low ellipses of the nominal domain because the Num head, i.e., 
the ellipsis licenser, is outside the ellipsis domain. Different patterns of nominal 
ellipsis in Romance languages and beyond robustly confirm that number features 
are not computed for identity purposes, in the sense that antecedents and E-sites can 
mismatch in singular and plural number. The Russian case is interesting because it 
adds to the picture a superficial plural / numberless mismatch. As for the case mis-
match observed above, there are a couple of morphosyntactic solutions to explore.12 
Assuming a Distributed Morphology architecture of grammar (Halle and Marantz 
1993 and much subsequent work), I propose that identity is calculated in the narrow 
syntax before morphology where other formal operations and vocabulary insertion 
take place. This means that identity only calculates abstract morphemes and roots 
in the syntax. On this view, ellipsis reduces to an operation of vocabulary insertion 
blocking under syntactic identity (see Saab 2022c), as schematized below:

12.	 Of course, a semantic identity condition straightforwardly predicts this type of formal mismatches.
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(23)

Even in this framework, there are still two alternative analyses that can account 
for case mismatches. On the one hand, it could be that case features are assigned 
at PF on the basis of the structural information that is the output of syntax (see 
Embick & Noyer 2001 and McFadden 2004). Under this solution, as the trees in 
(24) illustrate, case features are not present in the syntax and, consequently, irrel-
evant to the identity calculus:

(24)

Alternatively, case features are assigned in the syntax, but ellipsis identity is 
calculated during the syntactic computation once the ellipsis licenser, the Num[E] 
head, is introduced, i.e., before D assigns nominative. On this view, case features 
in the antecedent and the E-site are perfectly identical since both NPs are genitive 
at this point of the syntactic derivation. After the introduction of the D head, the 
antecedent gets its case feature overwritten as nominative, but this is harmless since 
the E-site has been already marked as identical to its antecedent. The relevant step, 
in which identity is satisfied, is illustrated in (25):
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(25)

In sum, it seems that there is preliminary evidence in favor of Pesetsky’s con-
jecture. Of course, in-depth investigation is needed in the realm of paucal modifiers 
and NP-ellipsis in Russian, a task I cannot undertake here. My focus is on whether 
NP-ellipsis can indeed be used as a diagnostic tool in the empirical domain of 
Spanish binominals as a way to confirm or disconfirm Pestesky’s suggestion in 
the quotation already commented.

3. Testing the primeval conjecture in Spanish binominals

As advanced, it seems that pseudo-partitive/quantificational binominals, but not 
qualitative binominals, license NPgen-ellipsis. Recall the sentences (5) and (6), 
which constitute our initial minimal pair:

(26)	A:	Vinieron	 muchos	 estudiantes?
		  came.3pl	 many	 students
		  ‘A: Did many students come?’

	 B:	Una	 bocha	 /	 un 	grupo	 <	 de 	estudiantes	>. 
		  a	 ball		  a	 group		  of	 students
		  ‘B: A lot/group.’

(27) 	una	 mierda	 de	 departamento	 en	San Telmo	y 	 una 	mierda	 en 	La Boca
	 a 	 shit	 of 	apartment 	 in	 San Telmo	and 	a 	 shit	 in	 La Boca
	� Impossible interpretation: ‘a shit of an apartment in San Telmo and a shit (of 

apartment) in La Boca’

In this section, I show that further inquiry into the relevant patterns confirms 
that any attempt to unify the syntax of the two constructions under study here is 
implausible. Before discussing the relevant patterns of NP-ellipsis, which ultimately 
would allow us to adjudicate among the analyses in competition, I first offer some 
initial assumptions about the operation of NP-ellipsis (see 3.1) and then, I argue 
that (26B) is indeed a standard case of NP-ellipsis (see 3.2). 
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3.1. Nominal anaphora in Spanish

Consider the following string:

(28)	las 	 de 	 al 	 lado
	 the.f.pl	 of	 to.the	next
	 ‘the ones next door’

As discussed at length in Saab (2019, 2022d), there are at least two basic read-
ings involved here. On one reading, the speaker is just talking about the (female) 
people next door. Indeed, this is the default reading in an out-of-the-blue context. 
Yet, with enough linguistic information, one can also obtain a substantially dif-
ferent reading: 

(29)	Me 	 gustan 	 estas 	 flores 	 pero	prefiero 	 las	 <flores>
	 cl.dat.1sg 	like.3pl	 these.f	 flowers	 but	 prefer.1sg	 the.f.pl	 <flowers>
	 de 	al 	 lado.
	 of	 to.the	 next
	 ‘I like these flowers, but I prefer the ones next door.’ 

More broadly, grammar makes available two types of nominal silences: nomi-
nal ellipses of various sizes and silent nouns denoting various kinds of general 
concepts (e.g., human, thing, place, etc.; see Kayne 2005). Thus, interpreting a 
relevant DP headed by an empty noun merely reduces to a sort of lexical compe-
tence. In turn, as argued in the previous section, NP-ellipsis requires more work 
of anaphoric recovery: at least, looking for a linguistic antecedent on the basis of 
which the content of the elided nominal phrase is recovered. 

In addition, there is a subset of empty nouns that require more than mere 
lexical competence but cannot be derived by ellipsis. In this respect, consider the 
same initial string but now enriched with more contextual information, including 
an act of demonstration:

(30)	 [context: pointing out to a set of flowers]
	 Me 	 gustan	 las	 de	 al 	 lado.
	 cl.dat.1sg 	like.3pl 	the.f.pl	 of	 to.the	 next
	 ‘I like the ones next door.’ 

As argued in Saab (2019, 2022d), examples like this are not derived by 
NP-ellipsis, or any other related process of grammatical deletion. There is an empty 
noun here, but one that does not express any particular concept, so its meaning 
cannot be merely resolved on grounds of lexical competence. These empty nouns 
are, then, mere indexes for properties, i.e., a type of pronominal expression. The 
underlying representation of an indexical empty noun is substantially different from 
that of a silent noun. I conjecture that indexical empty nouns are literal indexes 
feeding assignment functions. 
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The three types of empty nominal gaps I have briefly introduced here can be 
analyzed along the following lines:

(31)

Each type of silent nominal is distinguished by a set of properties, discussed at 
length in Saab (2019, 2022d). Table #1 resumes those properties.

Table 1. Some properties of NP-ellipsis, silent nouns and indexical empty nouns

NP-ellipsis Silent nouns Indexical empty nouns

Have complex internal structure? yes no no

May have argument structure? yes no no

Is subject to anaphoric recovery? yes no yes

Require a linguistic antecedent?	 yes no no

Lexically restricted to denote a 
particular nominal property or 
concept?

no yes no

In what follows, I will briefly comment on some of these properties, in par-
ticular, those that involve manipulating the internal structure of a given nominal 
silence. Let us start by assuming the following well-known assumption (see Saab 
2008 and references therein):

(32)	Uniformity Assumption (UA):
	� Ceteris paribus, the syntactic dependencies in contexts of ellipsis between 

the remnant constituent and the ellipsis site (Case, agreement, dislocation, 
thematic assignment, etc.) are obtained in the same way as in non-elliptical 
sentences.

Some criteria to detect presence or absence of internal structure involve at least 
these three subdomains clearly connected to the UA: (i) the presence of argument 
structure effects, (ii) the possibility for (sub)-extraction out from elliptical sites, 
and (iii) the presence of matching effects (category selection, Case-assignment and 
so on). Let me briefly discuss each property in turn.
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3.1.1. Presence of argument structure effects
The idea has its inspiration in Panagiotidis’ (2002, 2003a,b) theory of empty nouns, 
according to which they lack argument structure entirely. Kornfeld and Saab (2004) 
use the theory to show that some nominal gaps do have argument structure and that 
empty nouns can coexist with true ellipses (related to some process of grammatical 
deletion). For instance, in the following set of examples, each elided noun is present 
in the E-site and assigns their corresponding theta-roles to the relevant remnants: 

(33)		 Argument structure: Spanish NP-ellipsis (OK)

	 a.	 los	 estudiantes	de	química	 y 	 los 	 de 	física… 
		  the.m.pl 	 students	 of	 chemistry	 and	 the.m.pl	 of 	physics
		  ‘the students of chemistry and the (students) of physics…’

	 b.	 la	 matanza	 de	 los	 leones 
		  the.f.sg	 killing	 of	 the.m.pl	 lions	
		  y 	 la	 de	 los	 tigres… 
		  and	 the.f.pl	 of	 the.m.pl 	tigers
		  ‘the killing of the lions and the (killing) of the tigers…’ 

	 c.	 la 	 destrucción 	del 	 puente	
		  the.f.sg	 destruction 	of.the.m.sg	 bridge
		  y 	 la	 de	 la 	 ciudad…
		  and	 the.f.sg	 of	 the.f.sg	 city
		  ‘the destruction of the bridge and the (destruction) of the city’

	 d.	 el 	 rumor	 de	 que	 llegaste	 temprano	 y  
		  the.f.sg 	 rumor	 of	 that	 arrive.pst.2sg	 early	 and	
		  el 	 de	 que	 nunca	 llegaste…
		  the.m.sg	 of	 that	 never	 arrive.pst.2sg	
		  ‘the rumor that you arrived early and the (rumor) that you never arrived…’  

Compare with one anaphora in English, a case of empty indexical noun, that 
only allows adjuncts as modifiers of the indexical empty noun:13 

(34)	Argument structure: English silent noun one (*)

	 a.	 I bought the car from England and Sam bought the one from Spain. 

	 b.	 *I met the king of England and Sam met the one of Spain.
[Lakoff 1970: 629, ex. (7)]

3.1.2. (Sub)-extraction out from elliptical sites
NP-ellipsis has internal structure and, all things being equal, it should allow for the 
same syntactic dependencies that are attested in non-elliptical NPs. For instance, 
sub-extraction from an elliptical NP should be legit. And it is, as the following 
examples from Hungarian, Greek and Spanish show:

13.	 This is not without controversy. See Payne et al. (2013) and Saab (2019) for discussion.
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(35)	Hungarian NP-ellipsis: 
	 Hallottam	 riportot	 több	 miniszterrel.	 Nem 	emlékszem, 
	 heard	 interview.acc	many	 minister.with	 not 	 remember.1sg
	 melyik	 miniszterreli	 hallottam [	 hosszút	 <[NP 	 riportot	  ti]>].
	 which	 minister.with	 heard	 long.acc		  interview.acc
	� ‘I heard an interview with many ministers. I don’t remember which minister 

I heard a long one with.’ 
[Lipták & Saab 2010]

(36)	Greek NP-ellipsis: 
	 Tis	 istoriasi	 dha	 ton	 palio	 [proedhro__],	 kai… 
	 the	 history.gen 	1sg.saw	 the.m	 old.m	 chair.m	 and 
	 ‘I saw the former chair person(masc) of the history department, and…’ 
	 …	 tis	 glossologias	 tha	 dho	 tonkenurio. 
		  the	 linguistic.:gen	 fut.1sg.see 	the.m	 new.m (lit.) 
	 ‘of linguistics, I’ll see the new(masc) (one).’

[Merchant 2014: 12, ex. (43)]

(37)	Spanish NP-ellipsis: 
	 Yo 	sé	 de	 quién 	compraste	 dos 	fotos,
	 I 	 know.1.sg	 of 	 who 	 buy.pst.2sg	 two 	pictures 
	 pero 	no	 sé 	 de 	quiéni 	 compraste	 tres <	 fotos	  ti >. 
	 but 	 not	 know.1sg 	of 	 who 	 buy.pst.2sg	 three 	 pictures

[Saab 2019: 536, ex. (25a)] 

3.1.3. Presence of matching effects
Only true ellipsis preserves the same selectional properties as their non-elliptical 
counterparts. For instance, in the following two examples, the prepositional selec-
tion properties of the nouns amor and insistencia are preserved after ellipsis (amor 
por, insistencia en):

(38)	El	 amor	 de	 Juan	 por	 los	 autos	 es
	 the.m.sg 	love	 of	 Juan	 by	 the.m.pl	 car.m.pl 	is
	 más	 grande	 que	 el 	 mío	 por	 los	 libros.
	 more	 big	 that	 the.m.sg	 mine	 by 	 the.m.pl	 books
	 ‘Juan’s love for cars is bigger than mine for books.’ 

(39)	la	 insistencia	 de	 Juan	 en	 sus	 problemas	 y 
	 the.f.sg	 insistence.f.sg 	of	 Juan	 in 	 his	 problems	 and
	 la 	 de	 Pedro	 en	 los	 suyos…
	 the.f.sg	 of	 Pedro	 in 	 the.m.pl	 his
	 ‘Juan’s insistence on his problems and Peter’s insistence on his… ’

[Saab 2019: 537, exs. (29) and (30)]
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Case is also determined within nominal gaps. Thus, the elided deverbal noun 
entrega ‘delivery’ in (40) takes a dative complement headed by the dative marker 
a ‘to’.

(40)	La	 entrega	 de	 los	 libros	 de	 Cortázar
	 the.f.sg	 delivery	 of 	 the.m.pl	 books	 of 	 Cortázar	  
	 a	 María	 y 	 la 	 <entrega>	 de	 los	 libros	 de
	 to	 María	 and	 the.f.sg	 delivery	 of	 the.m.pl	 books	 of
	 Borges	 a 	 Juan	 tienen	 que	 hacerse 	 el 	 mismo	 día. 
	 Borges	 to 	 Juan	 have	 that	 do.inf:se	 the.m.sg	 same	 day
	� ‘The delivery of Cortázar’s books to María and the (delivery) of Borges’ books 

to Juan have to take place the same day.’
[Saab 2019: 537, ex (31)]

The same is observed in English NumP-ellipsis. The following example shows 
that the preposition on can survive an elliptical site with an elided noun that selects 
the relevant preposition:

(41)	a.	 John’s dependency on drugs and Peter’s <dependency> on his mom…
	 b.	 John’s dependency on drugs and mine <dependency> on my mom…

[Saab 2019: 538, ex. (32)]

3.2. Patterns of NP-ellipsis in Spanish binominals 

With the previous discussion in mind, we can now turn attention to (26B), repeated 
below, and ask how it fits in within the taxonomy of nominal empty anaphora 
offered in the previous subsection: 

(42)	A:	Vinieron	 muchos	 estudiantes?
		  came.3pl	 many	 students
		  ‘A: Did many students come?’

	 B:	Una	 bocha	 /	 un 	grupo	 <	 de 	estudiantes	>. 
		  a	 ball		  a	 group		  of	 students
		  ‘B: A lot/group.’

The relevant evidence points to the conclusion that the nominal gap in (42B) 
is indeed an instance of NP-ellipsis in the sense favored in this study. Consider the 
following example: 

(43) 	A:	Hay 	 muchos	 estudiantes	 de	 física?
		  there.is 	 many 	 students 	 of 	 physics
		  ‘Are there many students of physics?’

	 B: 	No, 	pero	 de 	 química	 hay	 una 	bocha.
		  no 	 but 	 of	 chemistry 	there.is	 a 	 ball
		  ‘No, but there are a lot of chemistry.’
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Here, the complement de química is sub-extracted from the E-site, showing 
both that there are argument and syntactic structure within the nominal gap. Let 
me assume that the remnant is generated within the thematic domain of the NPgen, 
where it receives its theta-role, and moves to some left peripheral position in the 
clause:

(44) 	[CP de química … [DP una [NumP bocha <[NPgen de estudiantes t]> ] ] ]

Here is another example in which, in addition, we see the surviving locative 
preposition a ‘to’ in the focalized constituent sub-extracted from the E-site. 

(45)	A:	Hubo 	 un	 montón	 de	 envíos 	 de	 libros
		  there.was	 a	 lot	 of	 shipments 	of 	 books
		  a	 Ecuador.
		  to	 Ecuador
		  ‘A: There were a lot of book shipments to Ecuador.’

	 B:	A	 COLOMBIA,	 hubo 	 un	 montón. 
		  to	 Colombia	 there.was	 a	 lot
		  ‘B: TO COLOMBIA, there were a lot.’

Therefore, it seems that the relevant nominal gaps have argument structure and 
respect the same selectional properties as their non-elliptical counterparts. In addi-
tion, it is also possible to extract material from the E-site. In sum, pseudo-partitive/
quantificational binominals pass the basic tests to diagnose ellipsis.

As I have already advanced, this is not the case when it comes to qualitative 
binominals. Recall the example in (27) repeated below:

(46) 	una	 mierda	 de	 departamento	 en	San Telmo	y 	 una 	mierda	 en 	La Boca
	 a 	 shit	 of 	apartment 	 in	 San Telmo	and 	a 	 shit	 in	 La Boca
	� Impossible interpretation: ‘a shit of an apartment in San Telmo and a shit (of 

apartment) in La Boca’

The impossibility of eliding the de-phrase in qualitative binominals straigth-
fowardly follows from the equative structure proposed in (10), repeated as (47): 
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(47)

According to Saab (2022a,b) qualitative binominals of various sorts are expres-
sive constructions in Potts’s (2005) sense, i.e., constructions in which Gricean 
conventional implicatures are added to basic truth-conditional meanings in another 
semantic dimension. Yet, binominals are also indexical. Put differently, they are 
expressive pronominals. In the case of una mierda de departamento ‘a shit of an 
apartment’, the mixed expressive mierda contributes both expressive and represen-
tational meaning in the extended projection of an nP headed by a nominal index 
ranging over properties. With Heim and Kratzer (1998), I model indexes as ordered 
pairs of numbers and semantic types. In this case, the relevant semantic type is the 
property type (extensionally, <e,t>). The genitive coda generated in Spec,EquP is 
in an equative relation with the index. Note that in such a position, the coda cannot 
be subject to ellipsis, since has no licensor. In principle, the indexical nP could be 
selected by a Num[E], but this is innocuous because the head of the nP is an atomic 
empty index. In other words, the Det+expressive+of+NP construction is essentially 
an indexical empty noun construction (see section 3.1). This means that whenever 
the genitive coda is absent the speakers should be able to resolve the value of the 
empty index by contextual means. This is borne out. For instance, if after watching 
a bad movie, one says:

(48)	Qué 	 mierda!
	 what	 shit.f.sg
 	 ‘What a shit!’

The hearer understands that the expressive applies to the relevant movie. Of 
course, in the same scenario, the speaker has the option of making the equation 
explicit as in the full qualitative binomimal: 
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(49)	Qué 	 mierda	 de 	película!
	 what	 shit.f.sg	 of	 movie
	 ‘What a shit of a movie!’

Similarly, if one says:

(50)	Ese	 profesor	 es 	 una	 mierda. 
	 that.m.sg	 professor.m.sg	 is 	 a.f.sg	 shit.f.sg
	 ‘That professor is a shit.’

The hearer must make explicit in her mind what is the implicit property the 
speaker has in her own mind, since the professor could be una mierda in many 
respects. For instance, the relevant professor could be just a bad professor (i.e., she 
is “a shit” as a professor) or a bad person (i.e., she is “a shit” as a person.) or a bad 
lover (i.e., she is “a shit” as a lover). Indeed, the speaker, again, has the option of 
making this perfectly explicit, like in:

(51)	Ese	 profesor	 es	 una	 mierda 
	 that.m.sg	 professor.masc.sg	 is 	 a.f.sg	 shit.f.sg
	 de	 profesor	 / 	 de 	persona	 /	 de	 amante.
	 of	 professor	 /	 of 	 person		  of	 lover
	 ‘This professor is a shit as a professor/ a person /a lover.’

At any rate, the implicit property is inferred from whatever assignment function 
provides the contexts and cannot derive from any underlying E-site. This is the rea-
son why in (46) there is no entailment that una mierda en La Boca must be read as a 
shit of an apartment in La Boca. The net prediction is that nominal gaps like those 
in (46), (48) or (50) respond negatively to ellipsis tests. This is born out. Compare 
the grammatical una mierda en La Boca, in which the PP is an adjunct with a true 
PP complement, like in (52), in which any attempt to elide de profesor, both with 
nominative (see (52a)) and genitive (see (52b)) antecedents, gives illicit results: 

(52)	a.*	 un	 profesor 	 de	 química 	 y 	 una 	mierda	 de	 física
		  a	 professor	 of	 chemistry	and	a	 shit	 of	 physics

	 b.*	una 	 mierda	 de	 profesor	 de	 química 
		  a	 shit	 of	 professor	 of	 chemistry
		  y 	 una 	mierda	 de	 física
		  and	 a	 shit	 of	 physics

Here, not only is there no licit NP-ellipsis, but there is also no licit indexi-
cal empty noun. This is because, as already noted, empty nouns have no internal 
structure and, consequently, do not project any argument structure in the syntax. 
Compare with quantificational binominals in (53), which, as we already know, do 
license NP-ellipsis. 
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(53)	a. 	 algunos	 profesores 	de	 química 
		  some	 professors	 of	 chemistry
		  y 	 un 	montón	 de	 física
		  and	 a	 lot	 of	 physics
		  ‘some professors of chemistry and a lot (of professors) of physics’

	 b. 	un 	montón	 de	 profesores	 de	 química 
		  a	 lot	 of	 professors	 of	 chemistry
		  y 	 un 	montón	 de	 física 
		  and	 a	 lot	 of	 physics
		  ‘a lot of professors of chemistry and a lot (of professors) of physics’

In summary, the ellipsis facts discussed in this subsection show (i) that pseudo-
partitive/quantificational binominals, but not qualitative binominals, license licit 
instances of NP-ellipsis, and (ii) that qualitative binominals contain an indexical 
empty noun as part of their underlying syntax.

3.3. Alternatives to qualitative binominals

An important conclusion from the previous section is that pseudo-partitive/quan-
tificational binominals give positive results regarding the NP-ellipsis test. Now, 
as is well known, positive results in implicational correlations use to be a good 
reason to conclude that some analysis is empirically confirmed or, as a mini-
mum, has a high degree of plausibility. This is not the case when the results are 
negative, which is what we observed with respect to qualitative binominals. This 
makes the conclusion about the equative analysis in (47) much more provisory. 
This is so because there could be independent reasons that block NP-ellipsis in 
qualitative binominals. For instance, it still could be the case that the genitive 
codas in these binominals are primeval genitives, but ellipsis licensing fails. An 
alternative solution would claim that the problem with qualitative binominals is 
precisely in their non-quantificational nature. Sleeman (1993, 1996) has claimed 
that ellipsis remnants must indeed have some quantificational force. However, 
such an approach is too restrictive as witnessed by the existence of non-quanti-
ficational remnants (such as simple thematic PP remnants). 

In turn, Giannakidou and Stavrou (1999) or Eguren (2010) propose different 
contrast conditions on remnants. This could explain simple cases like (54), in which 
there is no contrast:14 

(54)	A:	Contrataron	 a 	 algún	 profesor?
		  hired.3pl	 dom	 some	 professor
		  ‘A: Did they hire some professor?’

14.	 At any rate, reducing licensing to contrast is also too strong (see Saab 2008 and Saab & Lipták 
2016).



142  CatJL 25/1, 2026	 Andrés Saab

	 B: *	Sí, 	 a 	 una	 mierda	 <	 de 	 profesor	 >.
			   yes	 dom	 a	 shit		  of	 professor
		  ‘B: Yes, a shit (of a professor).’ 	� [ok under an indexical empty noun 

reading]

Yet, examples like (46) or (52) above obey the putative contrast condition on 
remnants, but the results are still ungrammatical. A more promising alternative would 
be to stipulate that qualitative binominals do not have Num[E] and, consequently, do 
not license NPGEN-ellipsis. This difference between pseudo-partitive/quantificational 
and qualitative binominals is roughly illustrated in the following trees:

(55)

On this analysis, all the relevant binominals are primeval genitives, but only 
those associated with the relevant [E]-features license NPGEN-ellipsis. I think this 
is an alternative worthwhile to explore since, if confirmed, would give further sup-
port to an extension of the primeval genitive conjecture beyond pseudo-partitive/
quantificational binominals. However, from another perspective, such an approach 
would miss other generalizations. An important advantage of the equative analysis 
is that it can be straightforwardly extended to other grammatical categories and 
semantic types. In effect, equations in qualitative binominals also cover DPs of the 
e type (see (56b)) and CPs of the t type (see (56c)):

(56)	a. 	 una	mierda	 de	 departamento	 (equation: <e, t> = <e, t>)
		  a	 shit	 of	 apartment
		  ‘a shit of an apartment’

	 b.	 el 	 idiota	 de	 mi 	 profesor	 (equation: e = e)
		  the 	 idiot	 of	 my	 professor
		  ‘my professor, that idiot’

	 c. 	 esa	 boludez	 de	 que	 Andrés	canta	 bien	 (equation: t = t)	
		  that	 bullshit	 of	 that	 Andrés	sings	 well
		  ‘that bullshit that Andrés sings well’
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The problem is that neither (56b) nor (56c) are amenable to a primeval genitive 
analysis, since DPs or CPs receive non-primeval, derived genitive case (i.e., they 
pertain to a different grammatical category). Under the equative approach, the basic 
underlying structures are similar, since all contain the equative head projection. The 
trees in (57) illustrate each type of binominal within the equative configuration. 
Note the correlation between grammatical category and semantic type in each case 
(respectively, nP: <e,t>, DP: e, CP: t; i = index):

(57)

So, the idea that the primeval genitive analysis can generalize to the full set of 
qualitative binominals does not hold under closer inspection. It remains to be seen 
whether there is still room for a plausible explanation of why pseudo-partitive, 
quantificational and qualitative binominals present similar patterns of unexpected 
agreement and genitive marking.

 4. Agreement and syncretism

4.1. Unexpected agreements

Consider again the agreement patterns:

(58)	a.	 Vinieron	 un	 grupo	 de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 group.sg 	of	 students
		  ‘A group of students came.’

	 b. 	Vinieron	 un	 montón	 de 	estudiantes.
		  came.3pl	 a	 lot 	 of	 students
		  ‘Lot of students came.’

	 c. 	Se 	derrumbaron	 una 	mierda	 de	 departamentos. 
		  se	 demolish.3pl	 a	 shit.sg	 of	 apartments
		  ‘Some shitty apartments were demolished.’
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According to the view defended here, there is no uniform syntax covering these 
three types of binominals. This raises the important question whether there is a 
plausible account for these putative cases of disagreement in subject-verb agree-
ment. Fortunately, the answer is positive. Considering the previous discussion, it 
seems that a good, although still rough, analysis of pseudo-partitive and quantifi-
cational binominals in environments like (58a) and (58b) would be as illustrated in 
the following tree, in which the nP is a primeval genitive and the pseudo-partitive/
quantificational phrases are in Spec,DP or some related position in the extended 
projection of DPs. Now, as it is clear, the controller of agreement is the Num head, 
which encodes a plural feature and not the QPs in Spec,DP.

(59)

As for (58c), the analysis is essentially identical, since here too the controller 
of agreement is the Num head in the extended projection of the EquP and not the 
expressive phrase in Spec,DP. 
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(60)

In sum, there is after all a way to capture the agreement patterns in (58) as 
cases of regular agreement for each relevant binominal construction. Of course, 
without further ado, the proposal does not explain the fact that agreement is vari-
able in some cases. For instance, an anonymous reviewer offers examples like 
those in (61), minimally adapted here:

(61)	a.	 Un	 montón 	de	 niños 	 se 	negó	 / negaron	 a	 ir.
		  a	 lot	 of	 children	 se	 refuses	 / refuse	 to	 go.inf
		  ‘A lot of children refuses/refuse to go.’

	 b.	 La 	 mayoría 	de	 los	 diputados 	estaba/estaban ahí.
		  the	 majority	of	 the	 delegates	 was/were	 there
		  ‘The majority of delegates was/were there.’

	 c.	 Una 	mierda	 de	 apartamentos 	se 	*derrumbó / derrumbaron	 ayer.
		  a 	 shit	 of	 apartments	 se	 *collapsed.sg/collapsed.pl	 yesterday
		  ‘Shitty apartments collapsed yesterday.’

Note that according to the reviewer’s judgment qualitative binominals do not 
seem to accept variable agreement, at least in this case. I tend to agree with the 
reviewer’s judgment, but things are much more complex in corpora. At any rate, 
as the reviewer notes, my proposal does not account for the singular agreement 
patterns in (61a) and (61b). Yet, recall that, as commented in footnote 4, I am 
assuming that variable agreement is determined by different structural sources. As 
I have proposed in Saab (2006), in the singular cases, nouns like montón are the 
true heads of the entire DPs consequently controlling agreement (see also Selkirk 
1977). As observed in that work and in footnote 4, there is robust evidence for 
such structural ambiguity, also involving nominal ellipsis. Concretely, the disa-
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greement pattern correlates with the impossibility of eliding the pseudo-partitive/
quantificational noun. Thus, in the minimal pair in (62), the noun grupo can be 
elided but only under singular agreement, in which a case a group reading is made 
salient (Brucart 1997):

(62)	a.	 Un	 grupo	de	 senadores	 votó	 a	 favor	 de
		  a	 group	of	 senators	 voted.3sg	 to	 favor	 of	
		  la	 ley,	pero	 uno	 <grupo>	 de	 diputados	 votó	 en	contra.
		  the	 law	but	 a	 group	 of	 delegates	 voted.3sg	 in	 against

	 b.*	Un	 grupo	de	 senadores	 votaron	 a	 favor	 de
		  a	 group	of	 senators	 voted.3pl 	to	 favor	 of	
		  la	 ley, pero	 uno	 <grupo> de	 diputados	 votaron	 en	contra.
		  the	 law	but	 a	 group	 of	 delegates	 voted.3pl	 in	 against
		�  ‘One group of senators voted in favor of the law and one of delegates voted 

against.’

The same contrast is even sharper with quantificational nouns, in which there 
is a clearer meaning distinction depending on the agreement pattern. For instance, 
the noun montón correlates with singular agreement whenever there is a descrip-
tive reading available for the said noun. Under this reading, NP-ellipsis targeting 
montón is perfectly felicitous: 

		  Descriptive reading, singular agreement:
(63)	A: 	Se	 me	 cayó 	 un	 montón	 de	 libros.
		  se	 me	 fell.3sg	 a 	 bunch	 of	 books
		  ‘I dropped a bunch of books.’

	 B: 	 Y, 	 a 	 mí, 	se	 me	 cayó 	 uno 	<montón> 	de	 revistas.
		  and	 to	 me	 se	 me	 fell.3sg	 a 	 bunch	 of	 magazines
		  ‘And I dropped one (bunch) of magazines.’

	 	 Quantificational reading, plural agreement:
(64)	A: 	Se	 me	 cayeron 	un	 montón	 de	 libros.
		  se	 me	 fell.3pl 	a	 lot	 of	 books
		  ‘I dropped lot of books.’

	 B:*	Y, 	 a 	 mí, 	se	 me 	cayeron 	uno 	<montón> 	de	 revistas.
		  and	 to	 me	 se	 me	 fell.3pl	 a 	 lot	 of	 magazines
		  ‘And I dropped lot of magazines.’

In sum, there is at least one good reason to postulate structural ambiguity in 
cases of variable agreement. It remains to be known whether alternative analyses 
in which variable agreement is not accounted for in terms of different structural 
differences can make sense of the patterns in (63) and (64). For instance, Pérez 
Jiménez and Demonte (2017) attribute variable agreement to the formal make 
up of partitive nouns, which can be ambiguous with respect to their agreement 
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properties. A proper comparison with this type of proposal is left for another 
occasion.

Interestingly, there seems to be no ambiguity with qualitative nouns in cases 
like (61c), leading to the conclusion that they cannot head the bigger DPs in which 
they are contained. Again, this is consistent with the analysis provided here. As I 
said, things are more complex when broader cases are considered, but the tendency 
seems to be quite strong.

4.2. More on genitive marking

Finally, consider the pattern of genitive syncretism in (1), repeated below: 

(65)	a.	 un	 grupo	 de 	estudiantes	 pseudo-partitive binominals
		  a	 group 	of	 students
		  ‘a group of students’

	 b.	 un	 montón	 de 	estudiantes	 quantificational binominals
		  a	 lot	 of	 students
		  ‘a lot of students’

	 c. 	 una 	mierda	 de	 departamento 	 qualitative binominals
		  a	 shit	 of	 apartment
		  ‘a shit of an apartment’

The two basic structures proposed here for pseudo-partitive/quantificational 
and qualitative binominals do not feed the configuration for genitive case assign-
ment. There are ways of simply stipulating that in each binominal we obtain a type 
of undermerge configuration similar to Pesetsky’s proposal for Russian paucals. 
Recall my minimal modification of Pestesky’s primeval genitive analysis in (21a).

(66)
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Alternatively, one could exploit the obvious similarities between (59) and (60), 
in particular, the fact that in all cases the pseudo-partitive, quantificational and qual-
itative phrases are closer to the main D head than the genitive codas. Let me assume 
that D assigns nominative to a given nominal phrase by adding a [D]-feature to the 
nominal projection. Naturally, [D]-assignment is subject to locality constraints of 
the usual type. For instance, given two potential candidates for [D]-assignment, 
say, two nominal phrases, D assigns its [D]-feature to the closer candidate. Now, 
we assume that Candidate1 is closer to H than Candidate2 if both candidates are 
dominated by a projection of H and C1 c-commands C2. Both in (59) and (60), 
the QP and the DP containing the pseudo-partitive/quantificational and expressive 
phrases are closer to D than the primeval genitive in (59) and the derived genitive 
coda in (60) and, consequently, receive nominative by D. Therefore, in (59), the 
lower nP is realized as primeval genitive. In (60), depending on some assumptions 
we can see the de-nP as primeval or derived genitive. The qualitative binominals 
in (57b) and (57c) suggest that there are concrete instances of derived genitive in 
these environments, since, as I have already mentioned, they cannot be primeval 
in the relevant sense. How do they get genitive, then? One possibility is that Equ 
is a variety of little n, in which case it assigns genitive in its domain to the relevant 
candidates. As for (60), on this view, the de-nP, which is already primeval genitive, 
is trivially overwritten as genitive since it is dominated by another category of the 
nominal type (i.e., the Equ head).

5. Conclusion

The nominal ellipsis patterns in Spanish binominals discussed in the previous pages 
suggest that pseudo-partitive/quantificational binominals and qualitative binominals 
do not share the same underlying syntax. I have defended the thesis that (at least 
some) distributional aspects of pseudo-partitive and quantificational binominals can 
be accounted for under Pesetsky’s primeval conjecture, according to which some 
nominal heads and the phrases they project can be realized as genitive whenever 
case assignment by D is blocked. As for qualitative binominals, the genitive codas 
are not the head of the main nominal projection, which is instead realized as an 
indexical empty noun with which the genitive coda establishes an equative relation. 

Although many conclusions are still preliminary, I hope to have offered some 
new insights into the nature of genitive case and binominals in Spanish and beyond. 
Future research should include also partitives (e.g., la mayoría de los estudiantes 
‘most of the students’) and qualitative binominals of the DP-type (e.g., el idiota 
de Andrés ‘that idiota Andrés’), which can also occur without their genitive codas 
(e.g., la mayoría or el idiota). At first sight, such occurrences involve indexical 
empty nouns of the e type. Previous evidence in other empty category domains 
show that Spanish do not have an operation of DP-ellipsis (see Saab 2024). It 
remains to be investigated whether the language also lacks an operation of DPgen-
ellipsis. Another issue to be investigated is how quantificational/partitive/qualita-
tive nouns behave under pluralization and, if possible, what happens with variable 
agreement in those cases. Quantificational and pseudo-partitive binominals admit 
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pluralization (montones de estudiantes ‘lots of students’, dos grupos de estudiantes 
‘two groups of students’, dos pilas de libros ‘two piles of books’, etc.), but things 
are subtler with qualitative nouns. In some cases, the plurality of the first noun does 
not block singular agreement with the genitive coda as in cayó montones de agua 
lit. ‘fell.sg lots.pl of water’ but in other it does, showing that the plural montones is 
not the head of the construction. Further investigation should show how pluraliza-
tion, agreement and nominal ellipsis interact and whether new supporting evidence 
could be constructed on the basis of those interactions.15
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