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Syntactic subjects cannot contain a gap in a filler-gap 
dependency [1-3]
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(1) *Which artist did [the book about __ ] sell out?

A focused element should not be part of a backgrounded 
constituent [8]

• Filler-gap dependencies into subjects create an information 
structure clash, as subjects are typically given or 
backgrounded in discourse while fillers are often focused or 
foregrounded, as in wh-extraction

FOCUS-BACKGROUND CONSTRAINT (FBC): 

However, not all filler-gap dependencies introduce focus: 

Topicalization involves a dependency in which the filler is 
discourse given or backgrounded [9, 10]

The FBC predicts no information structure clash for 
Topicalization out of a complex subject, as the filler is not 
extracted into a focused position

(2) That artist, [the book about __ ] sold out.

?

Present Study (n = 72)
We test this prediction using an acceptability judgment task 
with a factorial design, where an island effect is indicated by an 
interaction between Complexity and Extraction Type [11-15]

Gap Position (Object, Subject) X 
DP Complexity (Simple, Complex) X 

Extraction Type 
(No extraction, Full DP extraction, DP sub-extraction)

• Participants rated 36 items (+ 72 fillers) on 6pt scale

Results

Topicalized fillers are not focused, but given, like subjects

Even when the filler is topicalized, a gap inside a subject is 
degraded, as previously observed in Norwegian [15]

→ Subjects are islands despite the absence of an information 
structure clash

Subjects are islands for Topicalization

Discussion

The islandhood of subjects has been claimed to derive from 
syntactic constraints [1, 3] and information-structure 
constraints [4-8]

No extraction

Simple Mary realized the news had completely shocked the member.

Complex Obj Mary realized the news had completely shocked the member of the council.

Complex Subj Mary realized the news about the city had completely shocked the member.

Full DP Extraction

Simple Obj That member, Mary realized the news had completely shocked _.

Complex Obj That member of the council, Mary realized the news had completely shocked _.

Simple Subj That news, Mary realized _ had completely shocked the member.

Complex Subj That news about the city, Mary realized _ had completely shocked the member.

Sub-extraction

Complex Obj That council, Mary realized the news had completely shocked the member of _.

Complex Subj That city, Mary realized the news about _ had completely shocked the member.

Fig. 2 (below). Additional Cost 
of sub-extraction (S.E.): the 
difference between the 
observed cost of sub- 
extraction and the costs of 
complexity and extraction

The experiment provides evidence that subjects, but not 
objects, incur a sub-extraction cost that exceeds the predicted 
costs of subject complexity and extraction

The present results suggest that the Focus-Background 
Constraint does not fully capture the islandhood of Subjects

In ongoing research, we use a similar design to probe for 
subject island effects with relative clause extraction and 
wh-extraction, which differ in their information structure

Ordinal m/e model on acceptability 
ratings revealed a significant 
Complexity * Extraction Type 
interaction for Subjects 
(β = .51, 95% CrI = [0.07, .97])

❖ Evidence for a Subject island effect 
with Topicalization

Fig. 3. Scaled rating distributions for Subject conditions

• Judgments of topicalization from complex Subjects are 
unimodally clustered around -1, indicating consistent rejection of 
sub-extraction from Subjects [14, 15]

Fig. 1 (left). Mean Acceptability Ratings (S.E.)


