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This talk focuses on P(reposition)-stranding under sluicing and aims to provide a prosodic explanation 
for its availability across languages:  
 

(1)       John talked with someone but I don’t know who. 
(2) a. ?Adam diber ‘im    mishehu,     aval ani lo  yode’a  mi                                               Hebrew 

                 Adam spoke with somebody    but   I    not know    who                                                                                                                              
            b. *Adam katav   le-mishehu        aval ani lo    yode’a  mi   
                  Adam wrote   to-somebody    but   I    not  know    who 

(3) a. ?Elle a    parlé    avec quelqu’un mais je ne      sais     pas  qui                                    French 
                 She  has spoken with someone    but   I  NEG  know  not   who                            
            b. *Anne l’a     offert    à quelqu’un, mais je ne     sais    pas  qui     
                 Anne it-has offered to someone   but   I   NEG know not  who   
 
(1)-(3) do not contain stranded P(reposition)s, rather Ps are omitted in the second conjunct before the 
wh-word. Merchant (2001) derives the sluice through wh-movement of the PP-complement and 
subsequent deletion of the TP, containing the stranded preposition, at PF: 
 

(4) John talked with someone but I don’t know [CP whoi [TP John talked with ti] 
 

Merchant posits the following generalization: 
Preposition Stranding Generalization (PSG)  
A language L will allow preposition stranding under sluicing iff L allows preposition stranding under 
regular wh-movement. (Merchant 2001:107) 
 
This generalization fails to capture the variable acceptability of P-omission under sluicing found in 
non-P-stranding languages (cf. 2-3). I therefore offer an alternative explanation. 
I adopt the Erteschik-Shir’s (2008b) 3D model to account for sluicing. In this model sentences like (4) 
by virtue of containing two parallel conjuncts, are aligned and processed in parallel. Parallel 
processing involves the identification of identical elements across conjuncts and factorization of 
aligned elements. Phonologically identical items are viewed as a simultaneous factor, common to both 
structures, and are only pronounced once. The conjuncts are then linearized at factor lines. Under this 
view (4) can only be derived if P and its complement belong to different factors: 
 

(5)                                 John talked     with       someone               FACTORIZATION OPTION 1 
            (but I don’t know)   John talked     with       who       
 
Sluices containing a preposition, on the other hand, are derived as follows: 

(6)                                John talked     with   someone                  FACTORIZATION OPTION 2 
            (but I don’t know)   John talked     with   who       
 
As (5) and (6) show, there may be more than one way to factorize parallel structures; some options are 
more optimal than others. Crucially, these derivations do not involve wh-movement, so what 
determines the availability of P-omission under sluicing is not the availability of P-stranding in the 
language, but rather the optimality of the factorization shown in (5). How do we determine the latter? 
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Factorization must respect certain constraints. One type of constraint is prosodic – aligned elements 
must form a prosodic unit (Erteschik-Shir 2008a). This model thus predicts the following: 

(7) P-stranding (under sluicing) is possible iff the preposition can be grouped with the preceding 
material in a prosodic unit, excluding the material following P.   

In contrast to the movement-and-deletion approach, the proposed model is potentially able to capture 
both inter- (1 vs. 2-3) and intra-language variation (2,3 a vs. b). I examine prosodic properties of Ps in 
Russian and their correlation with the availability of P-stranding under sluicing. Based on the 
application of domain-specific phonological rules, linguists commonly consider phonologically light 
prepositions in Russian to form a prosodic unit (PWd or PhP) with the following major category 
word, whereas heavier prepositions are assumed to constitute a PWd of their own (Padgett 2002; 
Gribanova 2009). Given this, the proposed model predicts the prosodic grouping in (5) to be non-
optimal for light Ps and more optimal with heavier Ps, since an intonational break is highly disfavored 
in the middle of a PWd, but is possible between PWds, phrased into higher units (Nespor and Vogel 
1986). I report the results of a survey of the judgments of Russian native speakers (15 non-linguists; 
44 linguists), conducted to test this prediction. The main finding is that acceptability of sentences with 
omitted P in the sluice increases along with the phonological weight of the preposition used (cf. Table 
1); the main effect of SIZE was found highly significant by ANOVA (p=.0005). This is compatible 
with our predictions, though less categorical than expected: some speakers find acceptable sentences 
with omitted light Ps, as signaled by the low, but not the lowest possible mean acceptability value.1 
Crucially, this is not problematic for the proposed analysis, since we predicted non-optimality, rather 
than ungrammaticality of factorization (5) for light prepositions. On the other hand, the results are not 
compatible with Merchant’s view: not only the non-P-stranding Russian language allows P-stranding 
under sluicing, but there is also variation within the category P, which a purely syntactic account is 
unlikely to explain. It is important to note that given the mixed nature of the category P and the 
correlation between preposition’s size and its etymological status (basic or derived), the possibility 
that the mixed behavior is due to a categorical rather than phonological distinction cannot be readily 
ruled out. To resolve this issue, a replica-experiment needs to be conducted. To conclude, I propose 
that P-stranding is conditioned prosodically rather than syntactically. The prosodic approach argued 
for here not only provides a better account of the phenomenon but also enables a simpler syntax. 
Connecting such linguistic variation to other language-specific phonological properties therefore has 
significant theoretical consequences. 
 
Table 1. Mean judgments of sentences with omitted prepositions, grouped according to P size (non-
linguists). 
  1-SEGM 1-SYLL 2-SYLL 3-SYLL 4-SYLL 
MEAN 2.86 3.12 3.33 3.49 3.59 
SD 1.04 1.05 1.08 1.04 0.95 

 
REFERENCES: Erteschik-Shir, N., 2008a. Parallel syntactic structures, silence and linearization, ISF grant 
research proposal, Ben-Gurion University. Erteschik-Shir, N., 2008b. Processing Information Structure: an 
Account of Islandhood, in: Kishida, M. et.al (eds.), The Proceedings of Mayfest 2008: Island Perspectives, 
University of Maryland College Park. Gribanova, V., 2009. Phonological Evidence For a Distinction between 
Russian Prepositions and Prefixes, in: Zybatow, G. et. al (eds.), Proceedings of FDSL 7, Leipzig 2007 
Merchant, J., 2001. The Syntax of Silence: Sluicing, Islands and the Theory of Ellipsis. OUP, Oxford. Nespor, 
M., Vogel, I., 1986. Prosodic Phonology. Foris, Dordrecht. Padgett, J., 2002. Russian voicing assimilation, 
final devoicing, and the problem of [v], Ms., UCSC. 
 

1 The scale range is from 1 to 5. 
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