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1 Introduction

This paper is concerned with a construction in Spanish known variably as ‘N-drop’, ‘NP-ellipsis’,
‘N′-ellipsis’, and ‘N-ellipsis’, among other names. The data considered to be a part of this construc-
tion varies from author to author, but the common element in all examples given of this construction,
which I will refer to as ‘NPE’1 or ‘DP-internal ellipsis’, is that a DP does not contain an overt noun2.
The most typical sort of example consists of a DP with a definite article, the empty category, and
a postnominal AP modifier, often conjoined with another similar DP:

(1) el
the

pato
duck

amarillo
yellow

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

blanco
white

‘The yellow duck and the white (one)’

Spanish also allows instances of NPE headed by a definite article to have relative clause modifier,
as in (2), or prepositional phrase modifier, as in (3), in place of the adjectival modifier.

(2) el
the

pingüino
penguin

que
that

vió
saw

Mart́ın,
Mart́ın,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

que
that

vió
saw

Marta
Marta

‘The penguin that Lee saw, and the (one) that Marta saw’

(3) el
the

pingüino
penguin

de
of

Antártida
Antarctica

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

de
of

Australia
Australia

‘The penguin from Antarctica and the (one) from Australia

In this paper, I approach NPE from the structure of the elements that can serve as modifiers
in the construction—APs, relative clauses, and de-PPs. I also examine the position and composi-
tion of demonstratives, which, as shown in §2.2, change the set of possible NPE modifiers. These
considerations serve as useful tools in mapping the DP structure of Spanish.

2 Generalizations

As mentioned in §1, the term ‘NPE’ has been used to describe various sets of data. In this
section, I lay out the generalizations that I intend to capture, and provide data to support these
generalizations.

∗Thanks are due to the following individuals for comments, discussion, and judgments: Jane Grimshaw, Viviane

Déprez, José Camacho, Mark Baker, Huib Kranendonk, Matt Barros, Carlo Linares, Alexandra Linares, Teresa Torres,

Ignacia Perugorŕıa, and the participants of the Fall 2008 Qualifying Paper Workshop at Rutgers
1While this term is commonly used as an abbrevation for NP-ellipsis, I use the term here simply to describe the set

of facts to be considered, and make no commitment to a PF deletion analysis
2Analyses of NPE as nominalization of overt modifiers might disagree with this characterization
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2.1 Restrictions on modifiers

To begin, with definite determiners the empty category can be followed with either an adjective, a
PP, or a relative clause. Each of these classes of modifiers, however, is restricted in some way. Adjec-
tival modifiers, for example, must be the sort that appear postnominally in a vanilla DP. Adjectives
that can normally appear either pre- or postnominally have only the postnominal interpretation
under NPE.

(4) a. el
the

mero
mere

soldado
soldier

‘the mere soldier’

b. * el
the

soldado
soldier

mero
mere

c. * el
the

gran
great

soldado
soldier

y
and

el
the

mero
mere

[ ]
[ ]

(5) a. el
the

amigo
friend

viejo
old

‘the old (elderly) friend’

b. el
the

viejo
old

amigo
friend

‘the old (longtime) friend

c. el
the

amigo
friend

peruano
Peruvian

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

viejo
old

‘the Peruvian friend and the old (elderly/*longtime) (one)’

As can be seen in (4), mero can be used only prenominally, and is not a licit NPE modifier in a DP
headed by a definite article3. In (5), we see that viejo ‘old’ means either ‘elderly’ (postnominally) or
‘longtime’ (prenominally). In NPE, only the postnominal (‘elderly’) reading is available, as evidenced
by the ungrammaticality of the ‘longtime’ reading in (5c).

As with adjectival modifiers, PP modifiers are restricted—only PPs headed by de ‘of’ are licit
modifers for NPE in Spanish. PPs headed by other prepositions result in ungrammaticality, as is
shown in (6)

(6) a. el
the

pingüino
penguin

de
of

Antártida
Antarctica

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

de
of

Australia
Australia

‘The penguin from Antarctica and the (one) from Australia

b. * el
the

pingüino
penguin

con
with

gafas
glasses,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

con
with

una
a

bufanda
scarf

c. * el
the

pingüino
penguin

para
for

el
the

zoológico
zoo

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

para
for

el
the

acuario
aquarium

Relative clause modifiers are also restricted. These modifiers are not licit when a non-de-PP is
pied-piped above it. This is shown in (7).

(7) a. el
the

estudiante
student

de
of

quien
whom

habló
spoke

Marta,
Marta,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

de
of

quien
whom

habló
spoke

Mart́ın
Mart́ın

‘the student that Marta spoke of, and the (one) who Mart́ın spoke of

b. * el
The

estudiante
student

que
that

conoció
met

Marta,
Marta,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

con
with

quien
who

caminó
walked

Mart́ın
Mart́ın

3I use the notion ‘head of a DP’ here and throughout not in the sense that an element is in D0, but rather that the

element serves as the determiner for the DP - this allows for views in which demonstratives reside in SpecDP, or

where quantificational elements do not reside in DP itself
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Finally, some modifier is necessary:

(8) a. * el
the

pingüino
penguin

rápido
fast

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

b. el
the

pingüino
penguin

rápido
fast

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

lento
slow

/
/

de
of

Madrid
Madrid

/
/

que
that

viene
comes

de
of

Madrid
Madrid

‘the fast penguin and the slow (one)/(one) from Madrid/(one) that comes from Madrid

2.1.1 Adding an adjective

Most of the restrictions listed in the previous section disappears with the addition of a postnom-
inal adjective. That is to say, adding a postnominal adjective to the ungrammatical cases from the
previous section ‘saves’ them—except when a prenominal adjective is involved.

Consider the illicit cases with a PP headed by something other than de. Compare the following
cases to the ones in (6):

(9) a. el
the

pingüino
penguin

alto
tall

con
with

gafas
glasses,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

*(bajo)
*(short)

con
with

una
a

bufanda
scarf

‘the tall penguin with glasses, and the short (one) with a scarf’

b. el
the

pingüino
penguin

alto
tall

para
for

el
the

zoológico
zoo

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

*(bajo)
*(short)

para
for

el
the

acuario
aquarium

‘the tall penguin for the zoo, and the short (one) for the aquarium

Similarly, adding an adjective to DPs with a pied-pied relative clause makes them grammatical.
Compare the following example to (7b):

(10) el
The

estudiante
student

alto
tall

que
that

conoció
met

Marta,
Marta,

y
and

el
the

[ ]
[ ]

*(bajo)
*(short)

con
with

quien
who

caminó
walked

Mart́ın
Mart́ın

‘The tall student that Marta met, and the short (one) Mart́ın walked with’

Surprisingly, adding a postnominal adjective does not make cases with prenominal adjectives
licit, suggesting that not only are prenominal adjectives are not licit NPE modifiers, but also that
they block otherwise good NPE. Consider the following examples:

(11) a. * el
the

supuesto
alleged

asesino,
assassin,

y
and

el
the

verdadero
real

[ ]
[ ]

b. * el
the

supuesto
alleged

asesino,
assassin,

y
and

el
the

verdadero
real

[ ]
[ ]

alto
yellow

(12) el
the

supuesto
alleged

asesino
assassin

alto,
tall,

y
and

el
the

(*supuesto)
(*alleged)

[ ]
[ ]

bajo
short

As the examples in (11) demonstrate, adding a postnominal adjective does not change the grammati-
cality of an instance of NPE with a prenominal adjective. Additionally, example (12) shows that even
if only the postnominal adjectives are contrasted, a prenominal adjective ensures ungrammaticality.

Obviously, adding a postnominal adjective to instances of NPE without any modifier (as in (8a))
leads to grammaticality, as this is equivalent to simply having a postnominal adjective modifier in
the first place.

2.2 Determiner asymmetries

The generalizations given thus far hold for instances of NPE in which the DP is headed by a
definite article. The set of licit modifiers changes, though, when the DP is headed by a demonstra-
tive. In fact, the only restriction listed in §2.1 not lifted is that on prenominal adjectives. Taking
these restrictions one by one, we begin with the restriction on non-de-PPs.
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The restriction on non-de-PPs is lifted when the DP is headed by a demonstrative. Compare
the following examples with those in (6), in which (b) and (c) are ungrammatical.

(13) a. ese
this

pingüino
penguin

de
of

Antártida
Antarctica

y
and

aquel
that

[ ]
[ ]

de
of

Australia
Australia

‘this penguin from Antarctica and that (one) from Australia

b. ese
this

pingüino
penguin

con
with

gafas
glasses,

y
and

aquel
that

[ ]
[ ]

con
with

una
a

bufanda
scarf

‘this penguin with glasses, and that (one) with a scarf’

c. ese
this

pingüino
penguin

para
for

el
the

zoológico
zoo

y
and

aquel
that

[ ]
[ ]

para
for

el
the

acuario
aquarium

‘this penguin for the zoo, and that (one) for the aquarium’

Similarly, the restriction on pied-piped relative clauses is removed when the DP is headed by a
demonstrative. Compare the following example with (7b).

(14) ese
this

estudiante
student

que
that

conoció
met

Marta,
Marta,

y
and

aquel
that

[ ]
[ ]

con
with

quien
who

caminó
walked

Mart́ın
Mart́ın

‘this student that Marta met, and that (one) Mart́ın walked with’

Just as adding a postnominal adjective cannot ‘save’ instances of NPE with a prenominal adjec-
tive, replacing the definite article with a demonstrative in cases of NPE with a prenominal adjective
results in ungrammaticality. Compare the following example to (11a).

(15) ?? ese
this

supuesto
alleged

asesino
assassin

y
and

aquel
that

verdadero
real

[ ]
[ ]

It should be noted that adding a postnominal adjective in addition to the demonstrative seems to
make the example slightly more grammatical, but not entirely licit.

(16) ? esa
this

gran
great

casa
house

amarilla
yellow

y
and

aquella
that

gran
great

[ ]
[ ]

azul
blue

Finally, the need for a modifier is lifted when the DP is headed by a demonstrative. Compare
the following example to (8a):

(17) Compramos
We.bought

muchos
many

libros,
books,

y
and

tú
you

compraste
bought

algunos
some

[ ]
[ ]

‘We bought many books, and you bought some books’

An identical4 lifting of restrictions occurs when the DP is headed by certain quantificational
(or adjectivo-quantificational) elements, such as alguno ‘some’. Note that these elements alternate
between ‘strong’ forms, generally ending in a vowel showing gender agreement, and a ‘weak’ form
which lacks such a vowel. Only the strong forms are licit with NPE.

(18) a. algún
some

pingüino
penguin

alto
tall

(weak forms)

‘some tall penguin’

b. * algún
some

pingüino
penguin

alto,
tall,

y
and

algún
some

[ ]
[ ]

bajo
short

‘some tall penguin, and some short (one)’

4Since the restrictions on modifiers are identical for strong forms and demonstratives, I do not provide the full

paradigm for strong forms here, and refer the reader to the demonstrative paradigm
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(19) a. * alguno
some

pingüino
penguin

alto
tall

(strong forms)

‘some tall penguin’

b. algún
some

pingüino
penguin

alto,
tall,

y
and

alguno
some

[ ]
[ ]

bajo
short

‘some tall penguin, and some short (one)’

3 Theory and assumptions

In this section I detail the assumptions and hypotheses that most promise to capture the data
outlined above. I also provide several alternatives which I believe have merit, and point to areas
which require further research before a concrete proposal can be made.

3.1 Adjective structure

In order to capture the prenominal/postnominal adjective asymmetries listed in §2.1, I propose
that the structural positions of these adjectives are different. I do not rule out a combined view in
which both features and structure play a role. In this section I outline several potential structures
that create this prenominal/postnominal adjective asymmetry. This is an area I believe to be crucial
to understanding NPE in Spanish, and therefore expect it to receive a great deal of attention in the
paper.

One interesting option (in (20a)) is to assume that postnominal adjectives are all specifiers of
NP, while prenominal adjectives are specifiers of functional projections above NP. A slight modifi-
cation of this structure (in (20b)), in which prenominal adjectives are the heads of the functional
projections above NP captures nicely the fact that prenominal adjectives cannot have complements,
while postnominal ones can.

(20) a. AP = Spec

DP

D XP

AP
XP

AP FP

N NP

AP N′

AP N′

tN

b. A = head

DP

D AP

A AP

A XP

N NP

AP N′

AP N′

tN

These structures both achieve the desired result of putting pre- and postnominal adjectives in dif-
ferent positions from each other.

Alexiadou’s (2001) proposal, in addition to suggesting a head rather than specifier position for
prenominal adjectives, follows the Kayne (1994) proposal in analyzing postnominal adjectives as
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small clauses, in order to generate a predication relationship between the noun and the adjective5:

(21) a. el
the

viejo
old

amigo
friend

italiano
italian

‘The old (elderly/*long-time) Italian friend’

b. DP

AP

A

viejo

(NP)

CP

DP/NP

amigo

IP

t ...
AP

italiano

In this structure, the matrix NP is empty except for its CP complement—even though no ellipsis
is said to happen here. Alexiadou notes that the NP may not even exist, but rather that the AP
could take the CP directly as a complement. This structure provides two possibilities for explaining
the grammaticality of NPE with postnominal adjectives. One possibility relies heavily on relating
the Spanish DP to the Spanish clause. Since Spanish clauses allow null subjects, we might allow the
adjectival small clause to go without an overt ‘subject’ as well (note that the downstairs DP/NP
is generated in SpecIP—a canonical subject position). A second possibility takes advantage of the
fact that the matrix N can be empty in cases where no ellipsis is said to have taken place. Whatever
mechanism allows this to be the case could potentially be extended to cases of NPE.

Another class of adjective structures generate prenominal adjectives below postnominal adjec-
tives, which then move up above the postnominal adjectives via either pied-piping or snowball/rollup
movement with the N(P) (Laenzlinger 2005, Gutierrez-Rexach and Mallén 2001). Such movement
could potentially be exploited to derive the fact that prenominal adjectives ‘poison’ cases of NPE
which would be licit otherwise—a condition could be established that prevents movement of the
prenominal adjectives across the postnominal adjectives unless accompanied by an overt noun.

3.2 de-PPs

As noted in §2.1, PPs headed by de are able to serve as modifiers in NPE, while other PPs are
not (see the examples in (6)). It has been noted for quite some time in the literature on Spanish
(and other languages) that ‘of’ has different properties from other prepositions (see, for example,
Torrego (1987), Ormazabal (1991), Raposo (1999) and Ticio (2003)). One way to apply this notion
to NPE is to assume that the (semantic) ‘weakness’ of de allows it to be transparent to feature
percolation. On this view, the (nominal) features from the DP complement of a de-PP are able to
percolate up through to the (empty) N position in the upstairs DP, or a position in which these
features can license NPE.

There are two alternatives to this view. First, we could assume that the structural position of
de-PPs differs from that of all other PPs. If, say, de-PPs are specifiers of N while other PPs are
adjuncts, one might claim that specifier position is ‘close enough’ to license NPE, while adjunct
position is not. This view, however, does not easily capture the de/other P distinction when the
PP in question is (presumably) a complement. A second alternative is to assume that de-PPs are

5Kayne makes this claim for all predicative adjectives
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more ‘contrastive’ than other PPs—there does seem to be a contrastiveness requirement on NPE.
It is not obvious, though, why de-PPs should be more contrastive than other PPs, especially when
the de-PPs can be paraphrased as other PPs while still not licensing NPE.

3.3 Relative clauses

In §2.1 it was shown that relative clauses can serve as NPE modifiers. One way to model this
characteristic is to assume, à la Kayne (1994), that the NP starts out in a lower clause and moves
up to the spec of the higher CP:

(22) DP

the CP

mani

that CP

ti saw you

In this structure, the empty noun (here overt ‘man’) starts in ‘subject’ position of the CP (as did
the NP in adjective structure in (21b)). It is tempting to state again, then, that the empty category
can be aligned with subject pro-drop. This might be possible for cases of subject extraction like
(22), but it is unclear how such an analysis could be extended to cases of complement extraction.

One interesting aspect of the Kaynian analysis is that the empty category is generated in the
lowest CP. There is no ‘matrix’ N head that is empty—rather, the empty category is within a down-
stairs CP. While not immediately providing an explanation for the grammaticality of the relative
clause modifiers, it potentially shifts the question. Rather than asking ‘why can a DP have an empty
N?’ the question becomes ‘how does the lower CP license the empty category?’.

3.4 Demonstratives

Following Giusti (1997) and Brugè (2002), I assume that adjectives in Spanish start out in a
functional projection very close above NP. They then move to the specifier of DP. Not landing in
D0, demonstratives don’t obviously block sequences of a demonstrative and a determiner. I adopt
what amounts to a doubly-filled DP filter, the basic idea of which again comes from Giusti and
Brugè.

With this basic structure in mind, there are (at least) two options for generating the demonstra-
tive generalizations listed in §2.2. The first option is essentially the claim that demonstratives are
adjectival. This hypothesis is not far from the claim that other determiner-like elements (namely,
certain quantificational elements) are adjectival. On this view, demonstratives start out in the same
position as adjectives—or at least one that is structurally similar—and license NPE by the same
mechanism as other adjectives. This predicts that instances of NPE headed by a demonstrative
should act as though they have a (postnominal) NPE modifier. This prediction is born out in that
no additional modifier is necessary, as was shown in (17). An additional benefit of this analysis is
that it captures the fact that prenominal adjectives result in at least some degradation of grammat-
icality in demonstrative-headed instances of NPE (as in (15)), just as they do in cases of standard
postnominal AP modifiers. ‘Strong’ forms would receive a similar analysis on this view.

An alternative analysis of demonstratives, which still maintains the movement of demonstratives
to SpecDP, follows from the [+Referential, +Deictic] feature specification of these elements. On
this view, when the demonstratives move to SpecDP, they essentially freeze the DP as is. The
idea comes from the fact that like pronouns (also [+Referential]), demonstrative-headed DPs cannot
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be modified by restrictive relative clauses. The DPs, then, freeze into pronouns or pronoun-like
elements regardless of the existence of an overt N.

3.5 Remaining questions

Several questions remain to be answered. I list them here, with the intention of addressing them
in more detail in the paper.

• Does N (or NP) move? Some analyses of adjective position within the DP require N(P)
movement to a position between prenominal and postnominal adjectives. Is this movement
necessary, or is the NP generated in this position? Does this movement influence the gram-
maticality of NPE? For example, if postnominal adjectives are generated in the specifiers of
FPs above NP, the key to licensing NPE could be that the N land in the head of each of these
FPs and be checked by an AP along the way.

• Why do prenominal adjectives ‘poison’ NPE? The structures provided above do not
immediately predict this property of prenominal adjectives. As suggested at the end of §(3.1),
one potential solution involves banning movement of prenominal adjectives across postnominal
ones without an overt N. An additional avenue of investigation might be into features of
the prenominal adjectives that might block NPE. Finally, the semantics of the prenominal
adjectives should be considered—only a limited set of adjectives appear prenominally, based
largely on semantic class. This distinctions might also account for the NPE facts.

• How are the various licit modifiers related? Similarly, how are the illicit modifiers
related? Ideally, a single feature of the licit modifiers can be established that unifies them as
a class.

• How do ‘strong’ forms license NPE? Do they get a similar analysis to demonstratives,
or are they in a class of their own? Additionally, the ungrammaticality of weak forms of
similar adjectives in NPE needs to be explained, possibly along the lines of Bernstein’s (1993)
WordMarker Phrase.

• What is the role of agreement morphology? The ‘rich’ agreement morphology of Spanish
is often cited as the licensor of NPE. Spanish, however, allows NPE even when there is no overt
agreement anywhere in the DP. Additionally, recent analyses put forward that NPE has more
to do with partitivity and atomization (Valois and Royle to appear) or classifiers (Alexiadou
and Gengel 2008) than gender agreement.
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Perlmutter, David and Orešnik, Janez (1973). Language-Particular Rules and Explanations in Syn-

tax. In Stephen R. Anderson and Paul Kiparsky (eds.) A Festschrift for Morris Halle, pp. 419–459.
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc.

Other

Liceras, Juana M.; Dı́az, Lourdes; and Mongeon, Caroline (2000). N-Drop and Deter-

miners in Native and Non-Native Spanish: More on the Role of Morphology in the Ac-

quisition of Syntactic Knowledge. Cı́rculo de Lingǘıstica Aplicada a la Comunicación 3.
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