
English NegDP and Scopal Predicates: Implications for A-reconstruction  

 

1. Introduction A-chains, like the one in (1a), have been claimed to allow reconstruction of the 

indefinite into the embedded clause based on the interpretation in (1c), in addition to (1b) (May 

(1977), (1985), Barss (1986), Hornstein (1995), Fox (1995), Romero (1997), Johnson & 

Tomioka (1997), Sauerland & Elbourne (2002)). Reconstruction in A-chains, however, has also 

been disputed. Lasnik (1999) observes that Subject NegDPs in derived positions cannot be 

interpreted in the lower clause, in (2c), and only have the high reading in (2b). We call this 

'Lasnik's empirical claim'. Considering that such scope reversals would be derived by A-

reconstruction, Lasnik draws the conclusion that NegDPs do not undergo reconstruction 

('Lasnik's narrow claim'), and, in conjunction with other cases, that there is no reconstruction in 

A-chains, generally ('Lasnik's broad claim').  

2. The Proposal We make two claims. (I) We disagree with Lasnik's empirical claim and show 

that with a well-defined subset of predicates, Subject NegDP may be interpreted below the 

scopal predicate (modal or raising/ecm verb) that it linearly precedes. More generally, we argue 

for the generalization in (3). If correct, (3) explains why NegDP reconstruction is impossible and 

potentially neutralizes the objection to A-reconstruction based on NegDPs. Our motivation for 

(3) is based, in part, on the idiosyncratic scope of modals and negation in English (McCormack 

& Smith (2002), where some modals scope above negation and others scope below negation, in 

(4) and (5). We capitalize on this distinction to show that the scope of NegDP reflects the scope 

of negation per choice of modal. The fact that it spans both subjects and objects per choice of 

modal, schematized in (6), suggests that the scope of NegDP is determined by sentential 

negation, rather than QR, which would overgenerate. (3) extends to raising and ECM predicates, 

a subset of which are Neg Raisers, hence Pred>Neg in addition to Neg>Pred. (II) We also 

disagree with Lasnik's broad claim and show that while it is true that NegDPs do not reconstruct 

in toto (Lasnik's narrow claim), the indefinite portion of a NegDP may be interpreted lower than 

its surface position. Section 3 motivates the generalization in (3), section 4 presents indefinite 

reconstruction with NegDP, and section (5) discusses two potential counter-examples: the 

higher-than-expected scope of some subject DP when Mod is stressed and the lower-than-

expected scope of some object NegDP. 

3. The Scope of NegDPs We motivate (3) based on: (I) Subject NegDP with deontic modals, in 

(7), where the scope of NegDP is identical to (4), (II) the parallel between Neg-raising and the 

scope of subject NegDP with raising and ECM predicates, in (8) (where 'certain' is not a Neg-

raiser but 'seems/appears' are), and (III) Object NegDP with deontic modals, in (9). 

4. English Neg-Split and Indefinite Reconstruction While the scope of negation in NegDP is 

fixed as in (6), the indefinite ingredient nonetheless appears to be interpretable lower than its 

surface position, recalling the phenomenon of Neg-Split discussed mainly in the context of 

German and Dutch (Jacobs (1980), Rullman (1995), Kratzer (1995), Geurts (1996), De Swart 

(2000), Potts (2000), Potts (2002),  Zeijlstra & Penka (2005), Penka (2007)). "Split" readings are 

observed with the class of Neg>Mod predicates, shown in (10), where De Re is excluded via a 

contradiction in content; to the extent that (10a) is grammatical, it could only have the reading 

with the existential low. We discuss in the talk the implications for the analysis of Neg-Split. 

5. Potential Counterexamples Contrastive stress and focus on the modal yields wide scope 

NegDP, in (10a), contra (4). We derive this from the focusing nature of negation (Jackendoff 

1972) combined with the requirement that the focus particle c-command the focus, i.e. modal, at 

S-structure; (10a) is thus consistent with (3). The availability of low NegDP in addition to 



NegDP>Mod in (10b), we suggest (to be further elaborated in the talk), is related to the presence 

of an additional negation in the embedded non-finite complement.  

  

Examples 

(1) a. A Canadian is likely to win 

 b. There is a Canadian who is likely to win 

 c. It is likely that some Canadian or other wins 

(2) a. No large Mersenne number was proven to be prime 

 b. No x, x a large Mersenne number, x was proven to be prime 

 c. *It was proven that no large Mersenne number is prime 

(3) The scope of a subject or object NegDP with respect to scopal predicates (such as  

 modals, raising, and ECM predicates) reflects the relative scope of these predicates with  

respect to sentential negation. 

(4) 

Neg > Modal  Modal > Neg  

have to must 

need to should 

can  ought to 

may (deontic)  

 

(5) a. John doesn’t have to leave   Neg>Modal 

 b. He can / may not leave   Neg>Modal 

 c. He must / should not leave   Modal>Neg 

(6) a. NegDPsubj     Neg        Predicate                  NegDPobj 
                          z______________________m  z_____________________________m 

 b. NegDPsubj     Predicate    Neg                                        NegDPobj 

                          z______________________m  z_____________________________m 

(7) a. No student has to/needs to leave (=All are allowed to stay)  NegDP>Mod 

 b. No student can / may leave (=All are required to stay)  NegDP>Mod 

 c. No student must leave  (=All are required to stay)   Mod>NegDP 

 d. No student should / ought to leave (All should stay)   Mod>NegDP 

(8)     a. It is not certain that he will win ≠ It is certain that he will not win  

 b. No one is certain to win (Not: It is certain that nobody will win) 

 c. It does not seem/appear that he will win = It seems/appears that he will not win 

 d. No doctor seems / appears to be present 

  "It seems / appears that no doctor is present" 

(9) a. You have to/need to do no homework tonight   

  "There is no homework that you are required to do"   Neg>Mod  

 b. You must / should do no homework tonight 

  "It is required/recommended that you do no homework"   Mod>Neg 

(10) a. No book about Nixon has to/needs to be written next year  Neg>Mod>∃ 

  Split: It isn't required that a book about Nixon is written 

 b. No book about Nixon must be written    Mod>Neg 

  No Split: *It isn't required that a book about Nixon is written 

(11) a. Nobody MUST leave (as a correction to: 5 students must leave) NegDP>Mod 

 b. He has to get no new toys for a while     Mod>NegDP 


