
I’ll Give You that Interpretation If You Give Me the Right Configuration:  
Accounting for the Gradience of Inverse Scope in Insular Scandinavian  

Gísli Rúnar Harðarson & Cherlon Ussery 
 
This talk examines the availability of inverse scope in ditransitive constructions in the Insular Scandinavian (IS) 
languages Icelandic and Faroese. We show that syntactic structure, linear order of quantifiers, and telicity interact to 
determine the availability of inverse scope. Building on the ¾ signature proposal in Bobaljik & Wurmbrand (2012), 
we model this gradience through violable constraints. 

We report four observations in IS. First, inverse scope is more acceptable in PPs than in DOs similar to what 
has been described for English (e.g., Bruening 2001/2010). Second, in both DOs and PPs, inverse scope is marginally 
available when the existential quantifier (∃) linearly precedes the universal quantifier (∀). However, when ∀ linearly 
precedes ∃, inverse scope is fully available. Third, in Icelandic DO constructions in which the direct object linearly 
precedes the indirect object, inverse scope is marginally available when ∀ linearly precedes ∃, but completely 
unavailable when ∃ linearly precedes ∀. This effect of quantifier ordering is in line with experimental work on English 
(Anderson 2004). We show that the difficulty of inverse scope is, therefore, related to adding to the context. Since the 
superset is not already present in the context, shifting from the subset to the superset is costly. The costliness of this 
shift also accounts for our fourth observation: atelic constructions facilitate inverse scope more than telic constructions 
do. 

We model the observed pattern in terms of violable constraints, building on Bobaljik & Wurmbrand (2012): 
an accumulation of violations yields a decreased acceptability, and eventually ungrammaticality. As the majority of 
the constraints involved appear to be directly connected to an increased processing cost, we hypothesize that a possible 
explanation for the different nature of non-violable and violable constraints is that only the former are hard-coded in 
grammar, whereas the latter are an extra-grammatical performance factor. 
 


