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Quantifier float and predicate inversion

1 The baseline: Quantifier float
The distribution of floating quantifiers is standardly taken to be a good indicator 
of the distribution of intermediate traces: floating quantifiers are typically licit 
only in positions immediately local to intermediate traces of moved constituents.1 
From this, it is customary to conclude that the problems one can have with this 
computer in (2) and (4) binds an intermediate trace in between the occupant of T 
(could and to, resp.) and be (see (11) for a sketch of the standard derivation). Let 
us take this to be correct, and use it as our baseline for the present investigation.

(1) All the problems one can have with this computer could be insurmountable.
(2) The problems one can have with this computer could all be insurmountable.
(3)  They consider all the problems one can have with this computer to be  

insurmountable.
(4)  They consider the problems one can have with this computer to all be  

insurmountable.

2  The puzzle: Predicate inversion and quantifier 
float do not mix

Predicate nominals can host the quantifier all, as in (5) and (6), where the noun 
phrases introduced by all as a whole serve as predicate of the copular or small 
clause.

1 From “stranding” approaches to quantifier float, such as Sportiche (1988), this follows 
straightforwardly (though such approaches have a hard time restricting the distribution of FQs 
to traces in specifier positions and excluding them from positions next to traces in complement 
positions). From “adverbial” approaches, it can be made to follow as well: see Doetjes (1992). For 
an overview of Q-float analyses, see Bobaljik (2003).
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(5) a.  These three issues should be all the problems one can have with this  
computer.

 b. These shirts should be all the clothes I will need.
 c. This/The following is all the advice they could give me.

(6) a. They consider these three issues (to be) all the problems one can have with it.
 b. My wife considers these shirts (to be) all the clothes I will need.
 c.  They consider this/the following (to be) all the advice they can/could  

give me.

As is well known, nominal predicates of copular sentences can often change 
places with their subjects.2 For the particular predicate nominal in the examples 
above, this possibility presents itself as well: (5) and (6) alternate grammatically 
with (7)3 and (8).4

(7) a.  All the problems one can have with this computer should be these three 
issues.

 b. All the clothes I will need should be these shirts.
 c. All the advice they could give me is this/the following.

(8) a.  They consider all the problems one can have with it to be these three issues.
 b. My wife considers all the clothes I will need to be these shirts.
 c. They consider all the advice they could give me to be this/the following.

Interestingly, however, (9) and (10) are ungrammatical, in stark contrast to (2) 
and (4). The associate of all is exactly the same noun phrase in all the examples. 
The difference lies in the function served by this noun phrase: it is the subject of 
predication in (2) and (4) but the predicate in (9) and (10). Whereas all can float 
off of the subject of predication, it cannot float off of the predicate nominal.

2 This is not, of course, a case of subject–predicate metathesis: the predicate moves around the 
subject’s base position, into a higher A-position. See (13), and Moro (1997), Den Dikken (2006) for 
the syntactic derivation’s details.
3 Note also (i), inverse copular sentences with a quantified predicate from song lyrics, analogous 
to (7). Unfortunately, since all in (i) is itself the head of the relative clause, it cannot float, for 
independent reasons. So examples of the type in (i) cannot be mobilised to help undergird the 
main empirical point discussed in this paper.
(i) a. All you need is love.
 b. All I ever need is you.
 c. All I ever needed was the music, and the mirror, and the chance to dance for you.
4 Predicate inversion gives rise to the obligatory presence of a copula (see Den Dikken 2006 
for detailed discussion and relevant references), which is responsible for the fact that (8) must 
include to be while (6) need not.
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(9) a. * The problems one can have with this computer should all be these three 
issues.

 b. *The clothes I will need should all be these shirts.
 c. *The advice they could give me all is this/the following.

(10) a. * They consider the problems one can have with it to all be these three issues.
 b. *My wife considers the clothes I will need to all be these shirts.
 c. *They consider the advice they could give me to all be this/the following.

The central question that this paper seeks to answer is why (9) and (10) should be 
ungrammatical.

3 It is not about successive cyclicity
One way to interpret the fact that a raised predicate cannot be associated with a 
floating quantifier in an intermediate position is to conclude from it that while 
NP-movement of the subject of predication proceeds via a succession of local 
steps (‘successive-cyclically’), raising of the predicate nominal takes place in 
one fell swoop, without any intermediate stopovers. If there are no intermediate 
traces along the way between the base position of the predicate and its spell-out 
site, the fact that all cannot be floated in between the occupant of T and be in  
(9) and (10) will follow as a matter of course from one’s favourite analysis of 
Q-float. (11) and (12) summarise this kind of approach to the problem. (‘SC’ is a 
shorthand for ‘small clause’.)

(11) [TP [the problems]i [T=could/should/to [<üall> ti [be [SC ti insurmountable]]]]]

(12) [TP [the problems]j [T=could/should/to [<*all> [be [SC these three issues ti]]]]]

There is strong reason to believe, however, that the raising of predicates is very 
severely constrained by locality restrictions (see Den Dikken 2006 and references 
cited there for details). If the problems qua external argument of insurmountable 
is to raise via an intermediate position between the occupant of T and be in (11), 
then the problems qua predicate nominal should certainly do so as well. A predi-
cate can only raise to an A-position crossing its subject if it lands in the specifier 
position of the copula outside the small clause: as Den Dikken (2006) demonst-
rates, the copula averts an imminent minimality violation by enclosing its own 
specifier position (serving as the landing-site of the predicate) and the base posi-
tion of the subject in the same local domain (‘phase’) and rendering them equidi-
stant. Since the predicate’s first move must land it in the specifier position of the 
copula, (12) cannot be accurate. Instead, the derivation should proceed as in (13).



50   Marcel den Dikken

(13)  [TP [the problems]j [T=could/should/to [<*all> tj [be [SC these three issues ti]]]]]

The derivation in (13) is analogous in all relevant respects to that in (11). So if 
indeed there is an intermediate trace between T and be in the derivations of both 
(2)/(4) and (9)/(10), the difference between these examples with regard to the 
legitimacy of quantifier float cannot be attributed to (lack of) successive cyclicity. 
What then does explain this difference? The answer, as I will argue in the remain-
der of this paper, lies in the internal structure of the constituent harbouring the 
floating quantifier – in particular, in the nature of what the quantifier attaches to.

4  It is about the internal structure of floating 
quantifiers

Floating quantifiers tend to have the external syntactic distribution of adverbial 
elements, yet they often show morphological agreement with the constituent they 
seem to quantify over: see, for instance, the alternation in French (14) between 
tous and toutes ‘all.masc/fem’.

(14) a. Les garçons ont tous fait leurs devoirs
the boys have all.MASC done their homework

  ‘The boys have all done their homework.’

 b. Les filles ont toutes fait leurs devoirs
the girls have all.FEM done their homework

  ‘The girls have all done their homework.’

A way to capture both the agreement properties and the external distribution of 
floating quantifiers at the same time is to say that the quantifier locally combines 
with a silent nominal element coindexed with the noun phrase that Q seman-
tically associates with, and that the constituent made up of Q and the silent 
element occupies an adverbial position in the clause. Such an approach was pro-
posed by Doetjes (1992).5

5 Shlonsky (1991) presents an approach to the agreement and distribution facts in which DP moves 
through the specifier of the QP, triggering agreement. This approach could only throw light on the 
contrast between (2)/(4), on the one hand, and (9)/(10), on the other, if movement through the 
specifier of the QP could be argued – on principled grounds – to be the privilege of argumental DPs. 
If the Moro/Den Dikken line on predicate inversion is correct, predicative noun phrases can move 
to and through derived specifier positions. It is unclear, in that light, what principle of the grammar 
could block movement of predicate nominals through the specifier of the floating QP.



 Quantifier float and predicate inversion   51

If we choose this approach, the next question we need to address is what the 
nature of the silent element is that the quantifier locally combines with in the 
structure in (15).

(15) [QP all/tous/toutes [DP Ø]]

Is ‘Ø’ (the projection of) an empty noun (à la Panagiotidis 2003, or perhaps of 
the type that Kayne has talked about in a series of works in recent years; see  
e.g. Kayne 2003, 2005), or is it some sort of pronoun? If the former, what is the 
identity of the silent noun? If the latter, what kind of pronoun is it? Is it pro or PRO 
(assuming that both exist)?

Doetjes (1992) takes Ø to be a pronoun — more specifically, pro. I would like to 
argue that this gets it half right: the quantifier float facts under discussion in this 
paper indicate that floating quantifiers of the all-type do indeed combine with a 
silent pronoun, but that this pronoun should be identified as PRO, not as pro.6 

The PRO in (16) is in a control relation with the noun phrase that the quantifier 
semantically associates with.

(16) [QP all/tous/toutes [DP PRO]]

Identifying Ø in (15) as PRO holds the key to a simple explanation for the facts 
reviewed above.

5  The predicate/argument distinction in 
anaphora and control

Predicate nominals raised to the structural subject position in predicate inversion 
constructions can antecede pronouns, with the number feature of the pronoun  
co-varying with the number feature of the raised predicate nominal. We see this in (17).

(17) a.  She considers the biggest problem we are facing today to be poverty and 
disease; he considers it to be terrorism and migration.

 b.  She considers the biggest problems we are facing today to be poverty and 
disease; he considers them to be terrorism and migration.

6 Both pro and PRO will serve to explain the fact that the floating quantifier has the same form 
as a corresponding pronominal quantifier that can be used in argument positions: the quantifier 
has a pronominal host throughout; the exact identity of the pronoun (pro or PRO) does not mat-
ter for this. The pronoun’s identity does, however, make a vital difference in the account of the 
contrast between (2)/(4) and (9)/(10), as I show below.
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But predicate nominals cannot serve as controllers for PRO, regardless of whether 
this PRO itself serves as a raised predicate nominal, as in (18b), or as an argu-
ment, as in (19b). The a–examples are added as controls to demonstrate that 
regular pronouns can be anteceded by the problem with this computer qua raised 
predicate; and of course the problem with this computer qua argumental expres-
sion (rather than raised predicate) can also control PRO without any difficulty, as 
shown in (20).7

(18) a.  The problem with this computer was the cooling system; it wasn’t the keyboard.
 b.  *The problem with this computer was the cooling system before PRO being 

the keyboard.

(19) a. The problem with this computer was the keyboard; it proved insurmountable.
 b.  *The problem with this computer was the keyboard, despite PRO not at 

first appearing insurmountable.

(20) The problem with this computer was minor before PRO becoming insurmountable.
  We know independently that expletives cannot control PRO: (21) is  

ungrammatical.

(21) *There were chickens before PRO being eggs.

From this, the conclusion emerges that PRO can only be referential. A predicate 
nominal is not a referential expression; it remains non-referential when raised 
into the structural subject position of the clause. The ungrammaticality of the 
b–examples in (18) and (19) can now be explained from the fact that PRO needs a 
referential controller and does not have one here.

6  The nature of the silent element associated 
with the floating quantifier resolved

With this in mind, a solution presents itself for the central puzzle of this paper: 
the fact that while the quantifier all can readily float off of an argument, as in (2) 
and (4), it cannot be associated with a raised predicate nominal, as in (9) and (10).

7 See also the example in (i) (a simplified version of a sentence constructed by a reviewer), which 
is a grammatical canonical copular sentence with the problem and the solution serving as the 
predicate nominals of their respective clauses, and the cooling system as the subject of the matrix 
copular clause and the controller of PRO.
(i) The cooling system was the problem before PRO becoming the solution.
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An approach to the internal structure of floating quantifiers along the lines 
of (16) helps us understand this contrast. As (18b) and (19b) have demonstrated, 
a raised predicate nominal cannot control PRO. So if, as (16) has it, the floating 
quantifier is locally combined with a PRO that is itself to be controlled by the 
semantic associate of the floating quantifier, the ill-formedness of (9) and (10) 
falls out immediately from the failure of the requisite control relation.

Identifying the silent element ‘Ø’ in (15) as pro would not throw light on the 
ungrammaticality of (9) and (10). This is because, as (17) and the a–examples in 
(18) and (19) showed, pronouns can readily be bound by raised predicate nomi-
nals. It is even possible for a pronoun anteceded by a raised predicate nominal to 
be explicitly quantified, as in (22):

(22)  Some of the trouble with this computer is its cooling system; but {most/
almost all} of it is its keyboard.

Pronoun binding cannot be the problem, therefore.8
Identifying ‘Ø’ in (15) as a silent noun, whether à la Panagiotidis (2003) or as 

in Kayne (2003, 2005), is not expected to be beneficial in our quest for a solution to 
the puzzle at hand either – although this may depend at least to a certain degree on 
the silent noun’s precise identity. It is certainly unlikely that this silent noun could 
be a null ‘light noun’ thing. In (23), the overt noun phrase these things is anaphoric  
to the raised predicate nominal the problems with this computer – the plausible 
reading for (23) is that it was the problems, not the screen and the keyboard, that 
emerged shortly before the computer was revealed to the general public.

(23)  The problems with this computer are the screen and the keyboard; these 
things emerged shortly before the computer was revealed to the general 
public.

If the empty element in (15) is to be a silent noun, the properties of this noun must 
be different (in as yet mysterious ways) from its blandest audible congener, thing. 
To account for (9) and (10) based on the silent-noun approach, one would have to 
attribute to the silent noun the restriction that it cannot be anaphoric to predicate 
nominals. While certainly a logical possibility, doing so would be tantamount to the 
postulation of a custom-made, highly specific lexical entity — one that, moreover,  
never shows up on the surface. That would make the endeavour to predict the 
ungrammaticality of (9) and (10) on this basis a self-fulfilling prophecy.

8 This is binding, not coreference. There is no requirement that the binder of a pronoun be  
referential.
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It appears, then, that the ungrammaticality of quantifier float off of a raised 
predicate nominal, the central explanandum of this paper, can be successfully 
derived from an approach to the internal structure of floating quantifiers that 
identifies ‘Ø’ in (15) as PRO, as depicted in (16), and not from either of the two 
alternative choices of ‘Ø’. It is likely that the reason why pro and a silent noun are 
excluded has to do with Case: the QP in (15) finds itself in a Caseless adverbial 
position in the structure of quantifier-float constructions; of the three logical can-
didates for ‘Ø’ in (15), only PRO is known to survive in Caseless environments.9

7 Conclusion
In this short paper, I have discussed a hitherto unnoticed restriction on quantifier 
float: the fact that floating quantifiers cannot be associated with a raised predi-
cate nominal, even when they can associate perfectly well with the same noun 
phrase when it serves as a subject of predication. I have shown that this empirical 
pattern cannot be explained with an appeal to successive cyclicity or lack thereof, 
but that a simple solution for the problem is forthcoming if we treat floating quan-
tifiers as internally complex elements containing a silent associate of the noun 
phrase that the quantifier semantically associates with.

More specifically, I have argued that of the three logically possible candida-
tes for this silent associate, only PRO (controlled by the noun phrase in subject 
position) explains the central contrast between (2)/(4), on the one hand, and  
(9)/(10), on the other. If correct, this vindicates a particular version of Doetjes’ 
(1992) approach to floating quantification, and also stresses the importance of the 
distinction between pro and PRO.
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9 The fact that PRO is itself in a Caseless environment in (15) does not preclude Case concord  
between it and its controller. It is through such concord that floating quantifiers can match the 
Case of the noun phrase to which they are associated (see Jaeggli 1982:29 for French à in ces 
femmes, à qui j’ai parlé à toutes ‘the women to whom I have talked to all’, and Bobaljik 2003 for 
some examples from German). I thank a reviewer for raising the case concord facts in this con-
text. Note also that the observation that PRO, qua identifier of ‘Ø’, is in a Caseless environment 
in (15) does not necessarily entail that PRO can never be in a Cased position. The relationship 
between PRO and Case remains complex (see Sigurðsson 1991 and much work in its wake).

mdikken
Highlight
Italics.

mdikken
Highlight
Italics.



 Quantifier float and predicate inversion   55

References
Bobaljik, Jonathan. 2003. Floating quantifiers: Handle with care. (Revision of 1998 article in 

GLOT International.) In Lisa Cheng and Rint Sybesma (eds), The second GlOT International 
state-of-the-article book, 107–148. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Dikken, Marcel den. 2006. Relators and linkers. The syntax of predication, predicate inversion, 
and copulas. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Doetjes, Jenny. 1992. Leftward floating quantifiers float to the right. The Linguistic Review 9. 
313–332.

Jaeggli, Osvaldo. 1982. Topics in Romance syntax. Dordrecht: Foris.
Kayne, Richard. 2003. Silent years, silent hours. In Lars-Olof Delsing, Cecilia Falk, Günlog 

Josefsson & Halldór Á. Sigurðsson (eds), Grammar in focus. Festschrift for Christer 
Platzack. Volume 2. 209–226. Lund: Wallin & Dalholm. (reprinted in Kayne 2005).

Kayne, Richard. 2005. Movement and silence. New York: Oxford University Press.
Moro, Andrea. 1997. The raising of predicates: Predicative noun phrases and the theory of 

clause structure. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Panagiotidis, Phoevos. 2003. Empty nouns. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory 21. 381–432.
Shlonsky, Ur. 1991. Quantifiers as functional heads: A study of quantifier float in Hebrew. 

Lingua 84. 159–180.
Sigurðsson, Hálldor Ármann. 1991. Icelandic case-marked PRO and the licensing of lexical 

arguments. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory 9. 327–363.
Sportiche, Dominique. 1988. A theory of floating quantifiers and its corollaries for constituent 

structure. Linguistic Inquiry 19. 425–450.






