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The English free choice items (FCIs) any and whatever share a range of idiosyncratic properties, such as having wide scope with respect to negation, acting as NPI triggers, being modifiable by at all/absolutely/almost and exceptive phrases, and exhibiting a reduced tolerance of exceptions in generic statements.  None of these similarities, though, actually directly explain or address what makes both of these expressions connote a property of every individual in a set, regardless of the individual’s identity.  The simplest answer is that these FCIs are a special class of universals, as suggested in varying forms by De Morgan (1861), Vendler (1967), Dayal (1998), Treddinick (1994), and Iatridou & Varlakosta (1996); however, this solution is ultimately untenable, since both any and whatever can occur with non-universal import as in (1) & (2).  Plus, any and whatever exhibit different scopal properties than every, as evidenced in (3).   

(1) Pick whatever card you want.

(2) Anbody may have come in while we were gone.

(3) Ebenezer doesn’t eat whatever Griselda cooks.

a. = Whatever Griselda cooks, Ebenezer doesn’t eat.

b. ( Ebenezer doesn’t eat everything Griselda cooks.

Loosely following the work of Tovena & Jayez (1997), I suggest that the core feature of FC any and whatever is a causal relation expressed between the complement property and the matrix property.  That is, the unifying principle behind both these free choice items (and theoretically all FCIs) is a principle that capitalizes upon the notion that a given extensional property can be linked to certain other properties by either a direct or indirection chain of dependence, what I call because-linking.  To illustrate, the speaker of (4) indicates that the property of being a student in the room is somehow the cause of being sick. 

(4) Any student in the room is sick.

This may be a direct link if, say, the room is filled with asbestos and this causes all the students to be sick.  In this case, there is a direct causal path between the complement and matrix properties:
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Of course, this isn’t the only possible path that might be taken.  The context determines the appropriate path and how many nodes there are along the way.  Overt descriptive material like “in the room” may imply a possible route, but it is possible to cancel this implicature:

(5) Any student in the room is sick, but not because of being in the room, but because each student went to Toronto and contracted SARS.
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This theory identifies FC any and whatever as because-linkers that consistently establish a causal relation between two properties.  This discourse and representation is on the level of properties and does not make reference to any particular set of individuals.  Accordingly, FCIs are inherently not about the individuals in the current world who might happen to be of the proper type.   Statements containing FCIs are about the intrinsic relationship between two properties, thus making it natural to assume that if a different individual had been in the set expressed by the FC complement, it too would’ve had the matrix property.  


Context provides not only path information, but also decides whether whatever is free choice or not, whether it implicates ignorance, whether any is an indefinite or a universal, and whether any presupposes variation (all under the assumption that these items are not polysemous).   I show that occurrences of complex wh-ever phrase in episodic domains are not, in fact, true FCIs, but merely implicate speaker ignorance.   In a similar vein, I conjecture that episodic environments also require a universal any, type-shifted from its standard indefinite status.  Lastly, many of the properties associated with FCIs, such as wide scope, exhaustivity, NPI licensing, and the role of so-called subtrigging can be naturally explained via the constraints on because-linking.
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