
D-linking vs. lexical restriction: what matters for locality 

Background. Locality violations of argumental wh- islands, (1).a, are mitigated if the extracted 

wh- item is D(iscourse)-linked (Pesetsky, 1987) (or Referential, in Cinque's 1990 and Rizzi's 1990 

terms) as in (1).b, that is when it refers to a given set of salient items: 

(1) a. *What do you wonder [who bought __ ]?  

b. (?)Which car do you wonder [who bought __ ]?  

(1).b is felicitous if and only if a set of specific cars is accessible in the Common Ground (Krifka, 

2008) and it can be appropriately answered only by selecting a particular car over that set. Two 

major explanations are discussed in the literature: (i) a referential accessibility hierarchy (Ariel, 

1991; Pesetsky, 1987; Warren & Gibson, 2002 a.o.) is the main factor here, with specific DPs (in 

the sense of Diesing, 1992) inducing D-linking, which is crucial for superiority effects mitigation. 

(ii) the amelioration is related to (featural) Relativized Minimality (fRM, Friedmann et al., 2009; 

Grillo, 2008; Rizzi, 1990; Starke, 2001): whenever the criterial features of the target correspond to 

a superset of those on the intervener (“inclusion condition”), the dependency is tolerated. Hence, 

the difference between (1).a and (1).b is reduced to featural inclusion: in (1).a, the extracted wh- is 

featurally identical to the intervening who and it is blocked by fRM; on the other hand, the featural 

make-up of which car (“+wh, +NP”), in (1).b, allows (partial) escape from fRM. In this sense, +NP 

(the “lexical restriction”) is the relevant difference between bare what and which N.  

Research question. This work attempts to separate the role of D-linking from that of the lexical 

restriction by comparing one minimal pair both in Italian and English:  

(2) a. Quale libro  ti chiedi  chi abbia letto? (D-linked) 

 Which book do you wonder who studied 

b. Che libro  ti chiedi  chi abbia letto?  (non-D-linked) 

 What book do you wonder who studied 

Which N and What N DPs are both lexically restricted, but only the first one is allegedly D-linked 

(cf. Caponigro & Fălăuş, 2021). We expect a significant difference in acceptability between (2).a 

and (2).b (with (2).a more acceptable) only if D-linking (or one of its crucial components, i.e. 

partitivity, Maldonado, 2020) mitigates locality violations. Otherwise, non-significantly different 

acceptability rates would suggest a key role of lexical restriction. This minimal opposition also 

bears on the working memory nature of the locality dependency: according to Bianchi & Chesi 

(2014), presupposed material is (partially) interpreted (incrementally) outside the predicative 

nucleus (“from left to right”). If D-linking and presupposition are related phenomena, the which N 

condition only would induce facilitation observable both in acceptability and in reading times. 

Novel evidence. 43 Italian (age range=21-59, M=29.77, SD=8.65; 4 speakers of a central, 31 of a 

northern, 8 of a southern Italian variety) and 46 English (age range=20-70, M=36.5, SD=14.36, 26 

American and 16 British) native speakers took part in an acceptability (7-point Likert scale) study 

with a 2 x 2 design (determiner type: D-linked, “which book”, vs non-D-linked, “what book”; and 

no intervention, long-distance extraction over a complement clause vs. intervention, long-distance 

extraction over a bare wh- item): 

(3) a.  Che/Quale libro  pensi  che abbia letto? [non/D-linked, no-intervention] 

 What/Which book do you think that he studied? 

b. Che/Quale libro  ti chiedi  chi abbia letto? [non/D-linked, intervention] 

What/Which book do you wonder who studied 



All subjects, except for four English speakers (excluded), met our inclusion criteria (mean 

acceptability on clearly bad fillers between 1 and 3, and between 4 and 6 for clearly good ones). In 

both groups, we observed no effect of language variety spoken (Italian: χ2(2)=2.4705, p=0.2908; 

English: χ2(2)=0.3748, p=0.8291). A strong main effect of intervention is found in both groups 

(Italian: χ2(2)=1828.8, p<0.0001; English: χ2(2)=830.6, p<0.0001), but no main effect of 

determiner type is observed (Italian: χ2(1)=1.9109, p=0.1669; English: χ2(1)=0.994, p=0.3188). An 

interaction emerges between determiner type and intervention only in Italian (Italian: χ2(2)=16.346, 

p=0.0003, English: χ2(1)=2.3606, p=0.1244, Fig. 1) driven by the non-intervention case (which is 

the only significant contrast: non-D-linked - D-linked (non-intervention condition): estimate=-

0.3417, SE=0.0873, t=-3.913, p=0.0006). 

Figure 1. Predicted acceptability based on the Determiner type x Intervention model interaction (Italian to the left, 

English, to the right). Error bars indicate Standard Errors. 

Discussion.  

The absence of significant contrasts between which and what N in the intervention condition 

supports the fRM hypothesis (Friedmann et al., 2009): D-linking (or partitivity) alone does not play 

a role in ameliorating locality violations (pace Hofmeister, 2011; Hofmeister & Sag, 2010). Notice 

that a potential ambiguity of what/che N between a specific (D-linked) and non-specific reading is 

implausible given the extremely low experimental subjects' variance in the collected data, thus 

confirming the lexical restriction hypothesis. A natural follow-up would be investigating the case 

of “inverse inclusion” (what do you wonder which/what student studied?). However, available data 

(Villata et al., 2016) not only show that D-linking does not lead to amelioration, but also that 

featurally richer interveners are comparable to (Friedmann et al. 2009)’s unacceptable “identity 

condition” (what … who…). In the end, bearing on the working memory hypothesis, the absence 

of contrast suggests that neither the presuppositional interpretation nor a binding-like interpretation 

(as in Rizzi, 2001) are sufficient to capture the general amelioration effects related to D-linking 

discussed in the literature. 

Selected references.  

ARIEL 1991. J. of Pragmatics, 16(5), 443–463. BIANCHI & CHESI  2014. Linquistic Inquiry, 525–569. CAPONIGRO & 

FĂLĂUŞ 2021. UCSD Ms. CINQUE 1990. MIT Press. DIESING 1992. MIT press. FRIEDMANN, BELLETTI & RIZZI 2009. 

Lingua, 119(1), 67–88. HOFMEISTER 2011. Language and Cognitive Processes, 26(3), 376–405. HOFMEISTER & SAG 

2010. Language, 86(2), 366–415. MALDONADO 2020. J. of Semantics, 37(1), 145–170. PESETSKY 1987. In Reuland & 

ter Meulen (Eds.). MIT Press. RIZZI 2001. In C. Cecchetto, G. Chierchia, & M. T. Guasti (Eds.). CSLI Publications. 

WARREN & GIBSON 2002. Cognition, 85(1), 79–112. 


