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Basics of Syntax

1.1 Definitions of Syntax

Although syntax is acknowledged to be the center of grammatical
study and a fair training in formal syntax is deemed no less than a
bare necessity for linguistic research, a consensus definition of syntax
is till under debate. Traditionally, syntax “refers to the branch of
grammar dealing with the ways in which words, with or without ap-
propriate inflections, are arranged to show connections of meaning
within the sentence” (Matthews, 1982: 1). In contemporary linguistics,
however, syntax is often used to refer to different sorts of analyzable
rules, principles and parameters that govern the generation of syntac-
tic structures larger than words, i.e. phrases and sentences in particu-
lar. But as it is shown in (1) and (2), we know that in many languages
alternation in word-order of the sentence often results in changes of

meaning,

(1) a. Jack murdered Tom.
b. Tom murdered Jack.

(2) a. John pleased Mary.
b. Mary pleased John.

It seems plausible, then, for us to accept the more inclusive definition
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proposed by the British linguist Radford (2002: 2) that “Syntax is
concerned with the formation and interpretation of phrases and
sentences”. This would land us in a better position to explain the
native speaker’s knowledge about grammaticality, and to capture
people’s intuitions about semantic acceptability as well. But before
more efforts are made to pin down the object for syntactic study, it is
vital for us to clarify the proper notion of language in which such
structures are studied by generative syntax and other linguistic
branches at large.

Chomsky’s distinction between linguistic competence and per-
formance in his early years has become the cornerstone for modern
syntax. According to Chomsky, competence is the native speaker’s
underlying knowledge of language while performance is his actual
use of language in concrete situations. He further developed this dis-
tinction into I[nternal]-language and E[xternal]-language, referring
respectively to the speaker’s internal system of knowledge and exter-
nal behavior of linguistic interaction. For Chomsky and his followers,
the proper object of syntax is linguistic competence or rather,
I-language that enables humans to speak and understand their native
languages (Chomsky, 1965: 4).

It should be noted, however, that the linguistic competence or
grammatical knowledge of the native speaker is often tacit rather than
explicit. Any native English speaker can tell you with his intuitions
that (3a) is grammatical or well-formed while (3b) is not. He can fur-
ther tell you that (4a) is better than (4b) though neither of them is
grammatical. He may also be able to judge that (5a) is nonsensical
while (5b) is ambiguous. But it is unlikely for him to offer any sys-
tematic theoretical explanation for the grammaticality and acceptabil-
ity of such sentences.

(3) a. Mary went to New York.
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b. *Mary goed to New York.

(4) a. *Mary linguistics does.
b. *Does Mary linguistics.

(5) a. !Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.
b. Flying planes can be dangerous.

Syntactic Structure, Chomsky’s first work published in the late
winter of 1957, is generally regarded as the birth of modern syntax.
Several months after its publication a review appeared in Language,
the most prestigious linguistic journal in the U.S,, lauding it as the
mark of a new era for scientific researches. It predicted that lin-
guistics, experiencing a rising status, would soon become a full
theoretical science compatible with physics, chemistry, and biol-
ogy (Lees, 1957: 357-408). Another review claimed that the book
would bring about revolutionary consequences even though only
half of the enlisted goals were realized (Voegelin, 1958: 229-231).
Such predictions sounded like overstatement but did usher in a
stormy theoretic debate sweeping across intellectual fields such as
linguistics, philosophy, cognition, and all other related disciplines
as well.

This so-called Chomskyan Revolution not only gave birth to
modern syntax but also heralded in the spring of linguistic research.
Breakthroughs took place in the theoretical basis and technical means
for syntactic study and thus came into being formal syntax or genera-
tive linguistics as it is sometimes referred to. Linguistic departments
and programs were set up in U.S. universities and colleges, and phe-
nomenal achievements have been made ever since. Over a
half-century development Chomsky’s ideas and influences have
reached far and wide, and his philosophy and methodology for doing
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linguistics has gained worldwide acceptance as a classic. Syntax has in
fact become a fully-fledged subject among the large group of linguistic
disciplines.

1.2 Goals of Syntax

When it comes to goals of syntactic study, it seems impossible for
us to draw up a unanimous list though the enterprise has been pur-
sued for more than half a century. It is still possible, nevertheless, to
sum up one including the following general items most syntacticians
engage themselves with. They are namely learnability, description,
explanation, and universality.

Learnability says that a linguistic theory should be simple enough
for children’s learning of language. Acquisition researches reveal that
children experience a sudden spurt of multiword speech when
18-month old and are able to produce adult-like sentences around the
age of 30 months. Children construct the same grammar for their na-
tive language despite the wide variation in intelligence, exposing con-
ditions, and quality of language input. So uniformity and rapidity in
children’s linguistic development point to the existence of a biologi-
cally innate faculty of language within the human brain.

Given that the speaker’s linguistic competence is reflected in his
intuitions about grammaticality and interpretation, descriptive ade-
quacy should become the primary consideration of any grammar. De-
scriptive Adequacy means that the grammar of a specific language
should correctly describe whether any given string of words in that
language is grammatical, ungrammatical, ambiguous, or semantically
anomalous. Descriptions carried out by linguists across individual
languages mainly concern general rules and common features.
Documenting and describing data from endangered languages is



