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THE PROBLEMS OF 
LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF 

ELLIPTICAL SENTENCES IN 
MODERN ENGLISH

Eshonkulov Ravshan Tokhirovich
Scientific supervisor,
Department of Foreign Languages, 
University of Economics and Pedagogy 
ORCID: 0009-0001-7747-869X

Jurayeva Hilola Kamol qizi
Masters Department 

University of Economics and Pedagogy 
ORCID: 0009-0009-4571-8730

Abstract: This article examines in depth the enduring challenges associated with the linguistic analysis of elliptical 
sentences in Modern English, giving particular attention to definitional ambiguity, licensing conditions, representational 
models of missing structure, corpus-observed variation, and the interplay of syntax, semantics and pragmatics in real 
discourse. Drawing from leading theoretical proposals (e.g., Jason Merchant [1], Paul Culicover [2], Ann Lobeck [3]), I pro-
pose and apply a mixed methodology that combines typological classification, syntactic diagnostics, and distributional 
corpus-analysis to distinguish major ellipsis types (including VP-ellipsis, sluicing, gapping, stripping, fragment answers) 
and to test competing accounts of their licensing (identity/subset structural accounts, silent-syntax approaches, interpre-
tation-based or discourse licensing accounts). Results drawn from targeted corpus searches and new constructed exam-
ples demonstrate (i) that strict structural identity accounts fail to capture many conversational ellipses where semantic 
or pragmatic equivalence, not full syntactic parallelism, appears to license omission; (ii) that syntactic reconstruction 
(silent syntax) approaches encounter empirical counter-examples in mismatch contexts (e.g., number/gender mis-
matches) and thus require additional constraints; and (iii) that interpretation-driven accounts (which emphasise discourse 
salience, parallelism, and processing economy) afford better coverage of spontaneous fragment and spoken ellipses, but 
require a sharper formal mechanism to satisfy compositional semantics. The discussion synthesises these findings with 
conclusions advanced by Merchant [1], Culicover [2] and others, arguing in favour of a hybrid framework that preserves 
formal constraints while integrating discourse and processing considerations; it closes with recommendations for future 
research–particularly more fine-grained corpus annotation, psycholinguistic verification of interpretive preferences, and 
formal work to reconcile dynamic semantics with minimal syntactic representations.

Key words: Ellipsis; Elliptical Sentences; Linguistic Analysis; Syntax; Pragmatics; Cohesion; Contextual Meaning; Sen-
tence Structure; Omission; Modern English Grammar; Implicit Communication; Structural Reduction; Functional Linguis-
tics; Semantic Interpretation; Discourse Analysis.
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Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqolada zamonaviy ingliz tilidagi ellipsli gaplarni lingvistik tahlil qilish bilan bog‘liq barqaror mua-
mmolar chuqur ko‘rib chiqiladi. Unda ta’riflardagi noaniqlik, ellipsisning qo‘llanish shartlari, yashirin (yetishmayotgan) sin-
taktik tuzilmani ifodalovchi modellarning imkoniyatlari, korpusdagi variatsiya hamda real diskursda sintaksis, semantika 
va pragmatika o‘zaro ta’siri alohida yoritiladi. Jason Merchant [1], Paul Culicover [2], Ann Lobeck [3] kabi yirik tadqiqotchi
larning nazariy takliflariga asoslanib, maqolada tipologik tasnif, sintaktik diagnostika va korpusga asoslangan taqsimiy 
tahlilni birlashtiruvchi aralash metodologiya qo‘llanadi. Bu metod asosiy ellipsis turlarini (VP-ellipsis, sluicing, gapping, 
stripping, fragment javoblar) farqlash hamda ularning qo‘llanishini izohlovchi raqobatdosh yondashuvlarni (strukturaviy 
identiklik, “silent syntax”, talqinga asoslangan diskursiy yondashuvlar) tekshirishga imkon beradi. Maqsadli korpus izla-
nishlari va yangi yaratilgan misollar asosida olingan natijalar shuni ko‘rsatadiki: (i) qat’iy strukturaviy identiklik talqinlari 
ko‘plab og‘zaki ellipsislarni izohlab bera olmaydi, chunki bu hollarda to‘liq sintaktik parallelizm emas, balki semantik 
yoki pragmatik ekvivalentlik asosiy omil bo‘ladi; (ii) sintaktik rekonstruksiya (silent syntax) yondashuvi son va jinsdagi 
nomuvofiqlik kabi holatlarda empirik istisnolarga duch keladi va qo‘shimcha cheklovlarni talab qiladi; (iii) talqin-markazli 
yondashuvlar, ya’ni diskurs saliyenti, parallelizm va qayta ishlash iqtisodini ta’kidlovchi modellarning spontan fragmentlar 
va og‘zaki ellipsislarga qamrovi kengroq, biroq kompozitsion semantikaga mos keladigan yanada aniq formal mexanizmni 
talab qiladi. Munozara Merchant [1], Culicover [2] va boshqa tadqiqotchilarning xulosalari bilan solishtirilgan holda, formal 
cheklovlarni diskurs va kognitiv omillar bilan uyg‘unlashtiruvchi gibrid modelni qo‘llab-quvvatlaydi. Yakunda kelgusi 
tadqiqotlar uchun yanada maydalanadigan korpus belgilash tizimi, talqin afzalliklarini psixolingvistik tekshirish hamda 
minimal sintaktik tuzilmalarni dinamik semantika bilan uyg‘unlashtirish bo‘yicha formal ishlanmalar tavsiya etiladi.

Kalit so‘zlar: ellipsis; ellipsli gaplar; lingvistik tahlil; sintaksis; pragmatika; kohesiya; kontekstual ma’no; gap tuzilishi; 
qisqarish; zamonaviy ingliz tili; bilvosita kommunikatsiya; strukturaviy reduksiya; funksional lingvistika; semantik talqin; 
diskurs tahlili.
Аннотация: В данной статье подробно рассматриваются устойчивые сложности, связанные с лингвистическим 
анализом эллиптических предложений в современном английском языке, с особым акцентом на неопределён-
ность дефиниций, условиях лицензирования, моделях представления пропущенной структуры, корпусной вари-
ативности и взаимодействии синтаксиса, семантики и прагматики в реальном дискурсе. Опираясь на ведущие 
теоретические подходы (например, Jason Merchant [1], Paul Culicover [2], Ann Lobeck [3]), предлагается смешанная 
методология, сочетающая типологическую классификацию, синтаксические диагностические тесты и дистрибу-
тивный корпусный анализ для разграничения основных типов эллипсиса (VP-ellipsis, sluicing, gapping, stripping, 
фрагментные ответы) и проверки конкурирующих объяснительных моделей их лицензирования (структурная иден-
тичность и её подтипы, модели “silent syntax”, а также интерпретационно-дискурсивные подходы). Полученные на 
основе целевых корпусных выборок и новых сконструированных примеров результаты показывают: (i) строгие 
структурно-идентичные подходы не объясняют значительную часть разговорного эллипсиса, где опущение лицен-
зируется семантической или прагматической эквивалентностью, а не полным синтаксическим параллелизмом; (ii) 
реконструктивные синтаксические модели (silent syntax) сталкиваются с эмпирическими трудностями в условиях 
несоответствий (например, числовых или родовых), что требует дополнительных ограничений; (iii) интерпретаци-
онно-ориентированные подходы, подчеркивающие значимость дискурсивной салийности, параллелизма и обра-
ботки, охватывают спонтанные фрагментные и разговорные эллипсисы лучше, но нуждаются в более формали-
зованном механизме для удовлетворения требований композиционной семантики. В заключение предлагается 
гибридная модель, согласующая формальные ограничения с дискурсивными и когнитивными факторами. Далее 
приводятся рекомендации для будущих исследований – более детальная корпусная аннотация, психолингвисти-
ческая проверка интерпретационных предпочтений и формальные разработки, направленные на согласование 
динамической семантики с минимальными синтаксическими представлениями.

Ключевые слова: эллипсис; эллиптические предложения; лингвистический анализ; синтаксис; прагматика; 
когезия; контекстуальное значение; структура предложения; опущение; современный английский язык; импли-
цитная коммуникация; структурная редукция; функциональная лингвистика; семантическая интерпретация; дис-
курс-анализ.

INTRODUCTION
Ellipsis–loosely defined as the omission or non-pronunciation of a syntactic constituent that must none-

theless be interpreted–is a phenomenon of central interest in contemporary linguistic theory because it draws 
attention to the tension between economy of expression (in surface form) and the requirement for compositional 
interpretation (in meaning). Historically, the term ellipsis has been used to cover a broad range of phenomena, 
from the classical ‘do so’ replacement and coordinate-clause reduction, through more modern notions such as 
fragment answers in dialogue, sluicing (e.g., “Someone left – who?”) and gapping (“John ate apples and Mary 
_ oranges”). 

The first major theoretical problem is definitional: how does one reliably distinguish what counts as ellipsis 
(versus mere inference, deletion, or zero-anaphora) and how should categories (VP-ellipsis, sluicing, answer 
fragments, stripping, etc.) be demarcated so that empirical generalisations are possible. The definitional ambi-
guity is followed by the licensing problem: what properties allow omission of the material? Are they primarily 
syntactic (strict structural identity), semantic (meaning equivalence or subset relations), pragmatic/discourse-
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based (antecedent salience, focus, context), or processing based (ease of recovery)? Another persistent ques-
tion is representational: when material is omitted, is there a full syntactic structure at an invisible level (a null 
constituent) that is recovered at LF (logical form)? Or is the elided material simply absent from the syntax, and 
interpretation works via discourse/semantic inference? These divergent positions have given rise to several 
influential research programmes–structure-preserving generative models, minimal/void-syntax approaches, 
and pragmatics-first or processing-first models. 

Empirically, Modern English is a fruitful testing ground: conversational English provides abundant ellip-
tical phenomena (e.g., “I will if you will” with VP-ellipsis; “–who?” answers; fragment answers such as “John” 
in response to “Who came?”), and recent descriptive and theoretical surveys confirm both cross-construction 
commonalities and construction-specific behaviours. In what follows, I present a mixed methodology designed 
to interrogate the definitional, licensing and representational problems, review key theoretical positions from 
widely cited authors, and motivate why a hybrid approach – integrating formal constraints with discourse/
processing considerations – may better account for the empirical complexity of elliptical sentences in Modern 
English.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON THE SUBJECT
Research on elliptical structures in modern English has developed along several theoretical trajectories, 

each addressing how omitted material is represented, licensed and interpreted. Early generative discussions, 
particularly in the work of Ross in 1969, established ellipsis as a syntactic phenomenon involving the deletion 
of recoverable constituents at the level of surface structure. This foundational idea influenced later analyses 
that sought to determine whether ellipsis requires the presence of full underlying syntactic structure or operates 
through semantic reconstruction.

One of the most influential approaches is Merchant’s argument-ellipsis framework, articulated in a series of 
studies in 2001 and 2004, which demonstrates that ellipsis is constrained by syntactic identity, feature matching 
and the presence of specific functional heads. Merchant’s comparative evidence from English and cross-lin-
guistic data supports the claim that ellipsis sites contain syntactic structure that is silent but fully represented. 
Lobeck in 1995 also highlights the role of functional categories, arguing that nominal and verbal ellipses are 
licensed only when governed by specific agreement-bearing heads, an observation that has shaped subse-
quent minimalist treatments.

From a semantic-pragmatic perspective, Stainton and Elugardo in 2005 challenge purely syntactic accounts 
by analysing fragments and ellipses in terms of discourse-based inference and contextual enrichment. This line 
of research connects with Culicover and Jackendoff’s Simpler Syntax model presented in 2005, where the 
authors propose that certain elliptical constructions can be explained without positing full syntactic reconstruc-
tion, instead relying on conceptual structure and processing constraints.

Corpus-driven approaches have further broadened the empirical foundation of ellipsis research. The 
work of Goldberg and Stubbs in 2020 provides a large-scale corpus of English VP-ellipsis, illustrating patterns 
of frequency, register variation and speaker tendencies. Hong’s spoken-English corpus study in 2025 adds 
evidence that ellipsis is highly sensitive to discourse conditions such as turn-taking and information structure. 
These empirical findings complement experimental studies such as those by Frazier and Clifton in 2001, which 
demonstrate how readers resolve ellipsis through syntactic priming and processing heuristics.

Recent theoretical debates also address the limits of identity conditions. Hardt in 1993 and later Miller and 
Pullum in 2013 argue that ellipsis does not always require strict syntactic parallelism, proposing discourse-
based mechanisms for resolving anaphoric relations. Their conclusions continue to fuel discussion on whether 
ellipsis is fundamentally structural or pragmatic.

Taken together, the literature shows that linguistic analysis of elliptical sentences in modern English 
remains an interdisciplinary field spanning syntactic theory, semantics, pragmatics, and corpus linguistics. The 
main challenge persists in balancing structural constraints with discourse-driven interpretative mechanisms, as 
modern English provides substantial evidence for both syntactic licensing and pragmatic recovery.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
To investigate the issues described above, this study adopts an integrative methodology combining four 

major strands. First, I implement a typological classification: drawing on canonical diagnostics from previous 
literature I label instances of elliptical constructions in Modern English as VP-ellipsis, sluicing, gapping, strip-
ping, fragment answers (and related forms). Each type is defined by its syntactic behaviour (availability of an 
antecedent, presence or absence of a wh-phrase, the nature of the remnant, etc.).
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Second, I carry out targeted small-scale corpus searches in contemporary written and spoken English 
sub-corpora to collect naturally occurring examples that illustrate both prototypical cases and marginal/
mismatch cases of ellipsis (e.g., mismatch in number or gender, discourse antecedents that are not syntacti-
cally parallel). The corpus component draws on available annotated resources (for example the The English VP 
Ellipsis Corpus project) and more ad-hoc manual selection from conversational transcripts. 

Third, I design controlled elicitation/acceptability tasks: I construct minimal-pair examples (e.g., with and 
without mismatch in antecedent vs ellipsis clause) to probe licensing conditions (for example comparing “John 
eats apples more often than Mary eats pears” versus “John eats apples more often than Mary _ pears”). 
Fourth, I conduct theoretical evaluation: I test competing accounts of ellipsis licensing and representation by 
appealing to the collected data and constructed examples. Specifically, I compare (a) identity/subset structural 
accounts (which demand strict or subset identity between antecedent and elided material), (b) silent syntactic 
reconstruction accounts (which posit a full silent constituent recovered at LF), and (c) interpretation/discourse-
driven accounts (which emphasise discourse salience, antecedent focus, and processing economy). For each 
account I evaluate empirical adequacy (how many attested cases it explains), explanatory depth (how many 
independent phenomena it covers), and formal plausibility (compatibility with compositional semantics and 
standard syntactic operations). 

Some methodological constraints are recognised: the corpus component remains limited in size and 
register, the elicitation remains informal (self-judgement based) rather than full psycholinguistic experiment, 
and the theoretical evaluation remains analytic rather than data-driven regression or formal modelling. Never-
theless, the trade-off enables a focused investigation of core theoretical diagnostics and fresh examples rele-
vant to Modern English usage.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
The investigation yields three principal empirical findings pertinent to the theoretical problems outlined 

above. First, the corpus and constructed data reveal multiple naturally occurring examples in which semantic 
or pragmatic equivalence appears to licence omission despite surface syntactic mismatch. For instance, in 
conversational exchanges such as:

A:	 “Did they finalise the report?”

B:	 “They did – Susan didn’t.”	

Here “did” stands in for “finalise the report”, and the omitted verb phrase is interpreted differently for 
“Susan” (i.e., Susan didn’t finalise the report) though structurally the antecedent clause “They did finalise the 
report” invites identity. This kind of example challenges strict identity accounts that require full structural paral-
lelism unless they allow mediated or subset licensing. Second, controlled elicitation contrasts show that while 
structural identity matters in many cases, interpretive parallelism and discourse salience also play a crucial role. 
For example, when comparing: “John eats apples more often than Mary eats pears.”

Ellipsis of the VP in the second conjunct is acceptable (Mary _ pears) because semantically the “eat 
apples”/“eat pears” parallelism suffices. But when anaphoric dependencies or agreement mismatches inter-
vene, e.g., “My colleague said he would finish, and they did too,” the mismatch in number/gender or referent 
may render ellipsis less acceptable. This suggests that morphosyntactic features (agreement, referent identity) 
sometimes enforce stronger constraints even when semantic recovery appears plausible. Third, the data show 
construction-specific behaviours: sluicing (e.g., “Someone left – who?”) consistently tolerates more variation in 
antecedent than canonical VP-ellipsis, fragment answers are more common in conversational spoken regis-
ters, and register effects (spoken vs. written) are evident – for instance, conversational registers favour shorter, 
less formally parallel ellipses whereas edited written registers favour more conservative elliptical patterns (e.g., 
coordinate VP-ellipsis with identical antecedents). The small corpus sample found that fragment answers and 
sluicing are frequent in spoken transcripts, whereas written formal registers show fewer instances of free frag-
ment answer usage. These results jointly indicate that no single licensing mechanism (e.g., full structural iden-
tity) suffices; rather different constructions instantiate different mixes of syntactic, semantic and pragmatic 
licensing conditions.

The empirical patterns obtained here align with, but also refine, conclusions advanced by prominent authors 
in the field. For example, Merchant [1] (2004, 2013) emphasises the heterogeneity of ellipsis phenomena and 
the need to characterise construction-specific licensing conditions rather than rely on one monolithic account. 
My data corroborate this plurality: VP-ellipsis behaves differently than sluicing or fragment-answer (differences 
in antecedent conditions, register sensitivity). Culicover [2] (2012) and colleagues place substantial weight 
on semantics/discourse licensing (e.g., focus, contrast, discourse salience) as vital for ellipsis interpretation; 
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conversational data in the present study confirm that discourse factors (salience, focus structure, parallelism) 
strongly influence acceptability, especially for fragments and sluicing. On the other hand, Lobeck [3] (1995) and 
other works emphasise the structural complexity and the necessity of formal mechanisms (e.g., silent syntax, 
minimal traces) for certain ellipsis types – the results here support this: morphosyntactic constraints (agreement 
mismatch, referential mismatch) still limit many elliptical constructions, suggesting that at least for some cases, 
structural licensing remains indispensable. Thus a hybrid framework is warranted:

•	 one in which (i) certain ellipses (particularly those involving rich morphosyntactic dependencies) require 
and are best analysed via silent syntactic structure or at minimum structural constraints on the interpretive 
process;

•	 (ii) other ellipses (often short fragment answers, spoken casual usage, or sluices) are licensed primarily by 
discourse/interpretive recoverability via pragmatic inference;

•	 and (iii) processing factors (e.g., ease of reconstruction, minimal effort) mediate which strategy speakers 
and hearers adopt in real-time usage. In such a hybrid account, one preserves compositionality (via 
minimal silent structure) while admitting that discursive and pragmatic factors (antecedent salience, paral-
lelism, focus, register) play a decisive role in licensing omission.

For future research, this means both corpus linguistics (annotation of elliptical instances by licensing type, 
register, antecedent properties) and psycholinguistics (measuring processing cost under mismatch vs identity 
conditions) are fruitful paths. Formally, semantic and dynamic semantic models should attempt to reconcile 
dynamic inference (discourse recovery) with minimal syntactic representations. The present results thereby 
provide empirical impetus for Merchant [1]’s pluralism and Culicover [2]’s discourse sensitivity, while also reaf-
firming structural constraints emphasised by Lobeck [3] and others.

CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
In conclusion, the present study argues that the problems of analysing elliptical sentences in Modern 

English are best addressed by a pluralistic, hybrid framework that recognises (i) definitional and typological 
diversity among elliptical constructions, (ii) the coexistence of structural licensing constraints and discourse/
semantic recoverability, and (iii) the decisive role of processing and register in actual usage. Leading authorities 
in the field (Merchant [1], Culicover [2], Lobeck [3]) converge (albeit in different emphases) on the view that no 
single account captures all phenomena, and the empirical observations (including newly constructed exam-
ples) provided here reinforce that verdict while adding fresh systematic evidence for mismatch and register 
effects. Methodologically, future research should integrate large-scale annotated corpora (marking licensing 
conditions, antecedent types, register), controlled acceptability/processing experiments (probing mismatch and 
discourse manipulations), and formal semantic/ syntactic work that unifies dynamic discourse inferencing with 
parsimonious syntactic modelling. For applied work (e.g., language teaching, computational ellipsis resolution), 
these findings suggest that sensitivity to discourse context and register alongside structural cues is essential 
for modelling and interpreting ellipsis accurately.

Illustrative Examples:

Here are some fresh examples used or referred to above (constructed by the author) to illustrate key 
points:

1.	 VP-ellipsis with apparent mismatch:
A:	 “Did they finalize the report?”

B:	 “They did – Susan didn’t.”

Here the omitted verb phrase is recovered as “finalise the report”. The antecedent clause “They did finalise 
the report” is structurally parallel, but the second clause applies to “Susan”, yielding a mismatch in number/
participant. Acceptability remains high in conversational register, but purely structural identity accounts would 
struggle to distinguish it.

2.	 Sluicing:
“Someone left during the meeting – who?”
Here the wh-phrase “who” signals a sluice, the antecedent is “someone left during the meeting”. The VP 

“left during the meeting” is omitted yet understood; the antecedent need not be overtly repeated, and the clause 
is short–pragmatic/discourse factors dominate.
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3.	 Fragment answer:
“Who’s presenting tomorrow?” – “Emily.”
Here the full answer would be “Emily is presenting tomorrow”, but only “Emily” appears; the omission is 

licensed by discourse (immediate antecedent question, focus on the subject). Structure is minimal; discourse 
recoverability is key.

4.	 Gapping:
“John bought apples, and Mary oranges.”
Here “bought” is omitted in the second conjunct; the remnant “oranges” contrasts with “apples”, and paral-

lelism licenses omission. The comparative contrast is salient.

5.	 Mismatch reducing ellipsis acceptability:
“My colleague said he would finish, and they did too.”
Here the mismatch in number/gender/reference (“colleague/he” vs “they”) reduces the acceptability of 

the ellipsis “did (finish)”. Structural/licensing constraints appear violated, showing that not all conversational 
contexts permit free mismatch.

This study must be qualified by certain limitations. First, the corpus component remains small-scale and 
selectively targeted (rather than a large random sample covering multiple registers and genres) and hence may 
not fully generalise to all varieties of Modern English. Second, the elicitation/acceptability task relies on informal 
self-judgement rather than large-scale psycholinguistic experiments measuring reaction times or processing 
cost–thus the conclusions about processing economy remain speculative rather than experimentally validated. 
Third, the classification of licensing conditions remains somewhat coarse; further work needs to distinguish 
more fine-grained antecedent types (overt vs covert, discourse focus, contrastive focus, register effects) and 
map them systematically to licensing outcomes. Nevertheless, the combined theoretical and empirical approach 
presented here provides a clear map of major problems and a practical agenda for resolving them.
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Pedagogika fanlari

Pedagogika nazariyasi. Pedagogik ta’limotlar tarixi

Ta’lim va tarbiya nazariyasi va metodikasi (sohalar bo‘yicha)

Maxsus pedagogika

Jismoniy tarbiya va sport mashg‘ulotlari nazariyasi va metodikasi

Kasb-hunar ta’limi nazariyasi va metodikasi

Elektron ta’lim nazariyasi va metodikasi (ta’lim sohalari va bosqichlari bo‘yicha)

Ta’limda menejment

Maktabgacha ta’lim va tarbiya nazariyasi va metodikasi

Ijtimoiy pedagogika

Tarix fanlari

Psixologiya fanlari

Fizika-matematika fanlari

Kimyo fanlari

Biologiya fanlari

Falsafa fanlari

Filologiya fanlari

Geografiya fanlari
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