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This paper investigates clausal ellipsis with why NOT, which: (i) requires a negative antecedent that
(ii) can be pragmatic; (iii) behaves as a single, ‘fused’ item, making it (iv) different from stripping
NOT; and (v) differs from the way negation interacts with verb phrase ellipsis (VPE).

I. Sluicing requires an identical antecedent (Ross 1967, Chung et al. 1995, Merchant 2001, a.o.).
Accordingly in (1), the success of sluicing in (a) is expected. The failure in (b), meanwhile, might
be surprising. The clausal antecedent from (a) remains available for (b); and while (b) would be
contradictory, it is starkly ungrammatical compared to VPE in (c):

(1) John left, but I don’t know. . . a) why he left. b) *why NOT. c) #why he didn’t leave.

In (2), contradiction is removed is by splitting the antecedent and ellipsis across two speakers. Where
VPE becomes felicitous, the ungrammaticality of clausal ellipsis persists:

(2) Anthony is a very fair critic. He always gives pros and cons when he reviews a film.
S1: Anthony really enjoyed this film because of George Clooney’s performance.
S2a: And why didn’t he enjoy the film? S2b: * And why NOT?

Instead, why NOT requires a negative antecedent. In (3), the syntactically negative antecedent
allows why-sluicing of a negative TP in (a), or pronunciation of NOT in (b) (Merchant 2006):

(3) John didn’t leave, but I don’t know. . . a) why he didn’t leave. b) why NOT.

Importantly, (b) is synonymous with (a). That is, (b) is not interpreted with double negation, showing
that the NOT of why NOT is not ‘new’. Rather, a negative antecedent licenses a negative sluice in
(a), with whose negativity why NOT is concordant in (b).

II. The negative antecedent for why NOT can be provided syntactically, as by sentential negation
in (3); or pragmatically, as by exclusive disjunction in (4). The absence of syntactic negation from
the antecedent in (4) presents an apparent exception to the requirement for why NOT (b) to have a
negative antecedent. Instructively, however, ellipsis is just as good without pronouncing NOT, and
without changing the interpretation (a):

(4) Either the Board grants the license by December 15 or it explains . . .
a) why the Board didn’t grant the license by December 15. b) why NOT.

Kroll (2019) successfully accounts for the polarity switch between antecedent and ellipsis in (a)
in terms of local contextual entailment. With exclusive disjunction, either . . . or, we consider the
second disjunct under the assumption that the first disjunct was false (Karttunen 1974). The match
in polarity with the pragmatic negativity of the first disjunct permits (a), whose negative ellipsis site
in turn permits pronouncing NOT in (b).

III. A negative antecedent is not sufficient, however, since why NOT behaves as a single fused
item. Across (6)-(8), we see that why’s reason and NOT’s negation must come from the same clause.
The evidence will be contrary to an analysis along the lines of (5), where why moves from one clause,
while NOT separately establishes a long-distance dependency with negation in a different clause:

(5) 7 [ Why NOT . . . t . . . [CP . . . NEG . . . ] ]



All is as expected in (6). The matrix clause is both negated and questioned by why. Hence B and B’
are both good, and ask the same thing, questioning the reason for John’s not telling:

(6) A: John didn’t tell Mary that he was going. B: Why? B’: Why NOT?
B = B’ = Why didn’t John tell Mary that he was going? 3why ∼ tell

In (7), however, the embedded clause is negated. The context brings out the relevant reading, on
which the ellipsis site includes the matrix tell-clause. Why? is ambiguous in the same way as the
unelided version of the sentence – it can be questioning the reason for John’s telling or the reason for
his not coming. Why NOT?, however, can only be questioning the reason for John’s not going:

(7) (In truth, John went to the party. But:) A: John told Mary that he didn’t go to the party.
B: Why? = Why did John tell Mary that he didn’t go? 3why ∼ tell 3why ∼ go
B’: Why NOT? ≠Why did John tell Mary that he didn’t go? * why ∼ tell 3why ∼ go

Thus the reason and negation components of why NOT must be associated with the same clause. This
restriction would be unexpected if why and NOT were independent pieces, whereby the unavailable
reading of (7B’) might be derived along the lines of (5).

The one good reading of Why NOT? in (7) involves both the reason and the negation associating
with the lower clause. As predicted, this reading is blocked by turning the lower clause into an island
in (8). While B is rendered unambiguous, B’ is left with no readings, hence judged ungrammatical:

(8) A: John told Mary who didn’t go to the party.
B : Why? = Why did John tell Mary who didn’t go? 3why ∼ tell * why ∼ go
B’: * Why NOT? ≠ Why did John tell Mary who didn’t go? * why ∼ tell * why ∼ go

IV. In sum, why NOT behaves as a single, fused unit: the reason being questioned by why and
the negation with which NOT is concordant must originate in the same clause. Consequently, the
NOT of why NOT is different to the one observed with stripping clausal ellipsis (9):

(9) John went to the party, NOT MARY!
While this might initially seem unfortunate, there are independent reasons to keep why NOT separate
from stripping NOT. First, stripping NOT does not require a negative antecedent; rather, it introduces
a new negation, in concert with another contrastive element. Second, the word order of why NOT is
exceptional, in that NOT comes second. Third, why NOT is not productively constructed, why being
the only wh-word that participates in this frame; cf. *when NOT, *where NOT, ??how NOT.

V. Circling back to (1) and (2), we see that clausal ellipsis interacts with negation very differently
from VPE. Clausal ellipsis’s fundamental requirement for sameness extends above the elided material
itself to include the pronounced negation of why NOT, which must find an antecedent. With VPE,
however, a new negation can be introduced above the ellipsis site, reflecting VPE’s tolerance of
(Rooth 1992, Tancredi 1992), or requirement for (Stockwell 2018, Griffiths 2019), contrast.
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