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Preface

Why do we need a new textbook on syntactic theory? One answer is that new
textbooks are always necessary in a field that is alive and developing, and
syntactic theory is undoubtedly such a field. There is, however, a more specific
answer that can be given in the present context. This is that there are no~
textbooks of the kind that I have tried to produce here. In this book, [ attempt
to introduce a body of ideas that are at the heart of morg or less all approaches
to syntax and to consider how they have been de\(egapqd within two broad
frameworks: the. Government-Binding theory (GB) and Phrase Structure
Grammar (PSG), by which I mean Generalized Phrase Structure Grammar
and Head-driven Phrase Structure Grammar. The book introduces the two
approaches more or less simultaneously. Each chapter focusses on a specific
theoretical topic, and considers what both GB and PSG have to say about it.
Other textbooks are either concerned with just one approach, or they look at a
number of approaches, one at a time. The first type is unsatisfactory if one
thinks that there is more than one approach that merits the student’s attention.
The second type is likely to make the various approaches seem more different
than they really are and to give the impression that they are neat self-contained
packages of ideas which you have to ‘buy’ in toto or not at all. - !

The book is an introduction to current syntactic theory and refers extensively
to the recent literature. It places considerable emphasis, however, on ideas
which antedate the emergence of current approaches and which are likely to
remain when current approaches have been revised in major ways or aban-
doned. The organization of the book is designed to highlight these ideas. Most
of the chapters focus on one of them. For example, chapter 10 highlights the
idea that there is a class of raising sentences with a specific array of properties.
This idea is unlikely to be abandoned even if both GB and PSG analyses of such
sentences prove to be untenable.

I say little here about the history of the ideas that I am concerned with. The
history of syntactic theory is a topic of considerable interest, but I do not think
that knowing how the ideas developed necessarily makes it any easier to
. understand them. Moreover, there are good discussions of the history
elsewhere, notably Newmeyer (1986). I do, however, make a point of indicaj-
ing when and where various ideas emerged. I think it is important to give some
sense that syntactic theory has a history, and that it did not appear fully formed
the day before yesterday. Of course, readers who are not interested in these
matters can ignore all references to them. ’ .

Each chapter in the book includes notes and exercises. The notes are not just
an adornment to the basic text. They qualify and elaborate on the discussion in
the text, provide further information and raise further issues, and give relevant

¢



xii  Syntactic Theory: A Unified Approach

references, Many of the references are not at all easy to read. I make a point,
however, of referring to other textbooks - I do not assume that this is the only
syntax textbook that anyone could wish to read. The exercises reinforce the
points made in the text and in some cases raise various questions. The book also
includes a glossary bringing together the most important terms used.

The book introduces a lot of ideas in a relatively small space, and is therefore
quite demanding. However, it presupposes very little knowledge of syntax.
Essentially, all 1 assume is that the reader understands that linguistics is
concerned with description and not prescription, and that she or he has-some
acquaintance with the traditional parts of speech. Of course, the book will be
more accessible for readers with more extensive knowledge of syntax, but
further knowledge is not strictly necessary.

1 am grateful to a number of people for the help that they have given me in
connection with this book. 1 am particularly grateful to Dick Hudson (Univer-
sity College London). who provided detailed comments on a draft of the book,
and to Andrew Radford (University of Essex) who commented at Iength on
most of the chapters. I have also had valuable comments from Geoff Hor_rocks
(University of Cambridge). The comments that T have received haye" led to
many improvements in the text. All remainifig shortcomings are my Téspon-
sibility. I am also grateful to the staff of Edward Arnold for their assistance,
encouragement and patience. Finally, I am grateful to my wife, Ewa Jaworska,
for encouragement and for various Kinds of assistance, .

DRI e s e cdeatife Ut s g
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1

Preliminaries

1.1 ]ntrodrlction D

There are many aspects of language that one might be interested in. One might
study the systems of sounds that they employ. the way language reflects the
structure of socicty, or the way it is used in literature or in propaganda of
various kinds. Syntactic theory is concerned with the ways words are combined
to form sentences. This might sound like a dry and unglamorous study and it
has to be admitted that some people find it so. It is clear, however, that it is full
of intellectual challenges. It is also a potential source of insight into the human
mind. Itiseven potentially useful. In this chapter. we will consider a number of
preliminary matters, and then in the next chapter, we will begin the real work.

1.2 The Goals of syntactic theory

Syntactic theory, as the term is used here, has its origins in Noam Chomsky's
1957 book Syatactic Structures and is wrdely seen ds the heart o,f modern
theoretical linguistics. It can be said to have fwo goals. On the one hand. it is
concerned to develop grammars, i.e. precise descriptions of the syntax of
various languages, the ‘ways in which they combine words to.form sentences.
On the other hand, it aims to develop a general framework for spemfymg what
languages have in common in this area and how they <£an. vary. Thns is. often
known as a theory of universal grammar,

One point that should be stressed immediately i is. that the fwo goals are not
pursued separately. It is not a matter of first describing.individual Ianguages
and then developing a theory of universal grammar.. Ragher, syntactigians are
always concerned both with individual languages and withJanguagéiin general.
Investigations of individual Janguages are guided: by ideas about; what lan-
guages are like and how they should be:described.and in turn contnbute
towards the evaluation and, ref nement. qf mpse ideas; .

The sqcond of thesé aims cnta\lsa rejection of the:vigw expressed by one
linguist in thé 50s that ‘languages can vary without limit." (Joos, 1957). If
languages really could vary without limit, there could.be no theory. of universal
grammar. We coul¢have atheory of Enghsh syntax;d theory of Wejsh syntax,
and so on, but no general theory. It is in fact fairly clear that languages do not
vary.without limit in their syntax. Differences between Ianguages which seem
massive to the learner of forergn language can be seen to be rather minot when

L v If_ : . '1



2 Syntactic Theory: A Unified Approach

one has a sophisticated descriptive framework that can ideantify all the
similaritics.

One thing that is clear is that there are all sorts of situations that do not occur
in languages. For example, it is clear that there are no languages in which
questions arc formed from statements by turning the whole statement back to
front. In other words, there are no languages where the question related to (1)
would be (2).

(1) The boy ate the beefburger.
(2) Beetburger the ate boy the?

Perhaps more interestingly, it is fairly clear that there are no languages where
questions are formed from statements by moving the second word of the
statement to the front. English might seem to be such a language if one looks at
a pair of sentences like the following: :

(3) Stefan will be here.
(4) Will Stefan be here?

Notice, however, that the question related to (5) is (7) not (6). '

(5) The boy will be here.
(6} + Boy the will be here?
(7) Will the boy be here?

Following standard practice, I use an asterisk in (6) to mark an ungrammatical
string.

Of course, it sometimes happens that things that wese thought to be
impossible do in fact occur. For example, it was widely assumed in the 70°s that
there are no languages whose normal order is object-verb-subject or object-
subject-verb, no languages, that is, where the meaning of (1) is expressed by a
sentence like (8) or a sentence like (9). ' o .

(8) The beefburger ate the boy.
(S} The beefburger the boy ate. ‘ _
In the late 70s, ‘however, it became clear that there die languages with these
word orders, especially in the Amazon basin. =~ vt
There is perhaps a mdral here. In'general, it séems likely that proposed
universals which relate to relatively concreté and superficial features of lan-
guages are unlikely'to be ‘ténable.. Viable universals are likely to be rather
abstract. The various concepts and’ prinitiples’ discussed in the  following
chapters are plausible cafididates for universals. It may be; however, that the
take a somewhat different form in differefit fanguages. Hence, as Chomsky-has
stressed, syntactic theory should not just sec¢k’a body of universal principles but
should also try to identify the parameters within which' these principles can
vary‘ . Tt It . L Foveo ,
A final point that we should note here is that the following pages will largely
ignore languages other than English. The ideas that we wilkbe concerned with
will generally be illustrated with data from English. This is simply because
English exarplgs will be more accessible to most readets than examples in
other languages. i AN R L



Languages 3

1.3 Languages ‘ .

We have used the term ‘language’ a number of times in the preceding
discussion. It is appropriate, then, to ask what exactly a language is. When we
usc the term in ordinary conversation, we normally think of something that is
shared by a group of people, possibly a very large group. This concept is quite
problematic, however. Suppose we say we want to describe the English
language using this term in its ordinary sense. What exactly do we describe?
The English spoken by a Yorkshire miner is not the same as the English spoken
by a Surrey stockbroker. Similarly, the English spoken in the West Indies is
different from the English spoken in Australia. If we say we are interested in all
varieties of English, what exactly do we count as a variety of English? Did
Chaucer speak a variety of English or a variety of something else, say Middle
English? '

l§ecause of problems like these, many linguists prefer to see a language as
something essentially individual. Individuals have languages and in all prob-
ability no two individuals have exactly the same language'if only because no
two individuals use exactly the same set of words. We still need, however, to
say what a language is. In Syntactic Structures, Chomsky defines a language as a
set of sentences. Building on this, we might suggest the following:

{10) A language is the ket of sentences that some speaker uses.

There is, however, no fixed set of sentences that an individual uses over and
over again. Speakers regularly use new sentences that they have never used
before. We might, then, replace (10) by the following: ' i

“{11) Alangugge is the Set of sentences.that some-speaker: crou.‘ldb use.

There are, however, many sentences which a speaker, for non-linguistic
reasons, could never use. Presumably, no one is going touse a sentence over a
thousand words long. That, however, is not a linguistic matter. Rather, it has to
do with the limitations of human powers of concentration, which are séen in all
sorts of humian behaviour and riot just in the use of langaage. In view of this, we
might revise (1) as follows: - B '
(12) Alanguage is the set of sentences that some speaker could use if no non-
. linguistic factors were operative. DRI o

This is probably a defimition ‘that'many syntacticians would be happy with.
Chomsky, however, has advanced a rather different cotiception of language in
recent work. We can formulate this conception as follows: .

(13) A language is the set of rules and principles in the mind of a speaker specifying
the set of sentences which he/she could use if non-linguistic factors were
operative. PUEME LA AT el

Chomsky (1985) calls language as defined in(12) E-linguage (externalized
language) and language as defined in (13) I-langauge (internalized language)
and argues that it is the latter that syntacticians should study. In his earlier
work, particularly Chomskygk1965), he uses the term fingistic competeénce in

essentially the same senise a®l-1dnguage: . ¢ ' ! oz hahi
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4 Syntactic Theory: A Unified Approach

On the face of it, these are two very ditferent conceptions of fanguage. It is
not clear, however, that it really matters as far as the practice of syntactic
theory is concerned which conception one assumes. Chomsky and his critics
disagree on many details of syntactic theory, but it is doubtful whether any of
these differences stem from the fact that they subscribe to different conceptions
of language. )

One point to note about Chomsky’s conception of a language is that it makes
syntactic theory a branch of psychology. and especially of cognitive psy-
chology, the.psychology of systems of knowledge and belief. Chomsky in fact
argues not just that a language is a body of rules and principles in the mind of
the speaker, but also that universal grammar is a body of principles and
par-.meters which is an innate component of the mind. Thus, for Chomsky,
© pat syntactic theory is ultimately about is the human mind. But even if one
isn’t prepared to go all the way with Chomsky, it is reasonable to assume that
syntactic theory can offer. some insight into the workings of the human mind.
For many people, this is a major attraction of syntactic theory. '

1.4 Acceptability and Grammaticality

Whichever view of language we adopt, it is necessary to specify what sentences
a speaker could use if no non-linguistic factors were operative, or, as we will
say, what sentences are grammatical for the speaker. We do this by eliciting
speaker’s judgements or intuitions about sentences. These intuitions establish
that certain sentences. are acceptable for unacceptable. Acceptability,
however, is not the same thing as grammaticality. This is mainly because
sentences can be unacceptable for a variety of reasons.:

Sentences can be unacceptable “because. they cause problems for the
perceptual mechanisms. We can look first at the following example:

(14) The horse raced past the bam fell. . ..

This is qn@cpgptgbje, but it (isfckl.ea’r that this 1s because jt'léads.the,perceptual
mechanisms astray, To use the.standard términology, it is a ‘garden path’
sentence. This view is supported by the fact that the very similar sentence. (15)
is perfectly acceptable. : )

{(19) The horse ridden past the barn fell.

Notice alsa;
(15) is afeduced version of (17).. ;. . 1. ..

EEVEER FEE S L

that (14).is areduced version of 416) in essentially the same way.as

. P C L SR S0 PO SR

(16} The horse which was raced}past" the barn fell.

17) The horse which was ridden past the bam fell,. ...
We can also consider the following; o

(18) The man the gir the boy knaws likes ishere.. . .., ¢+ - .., .. .

This too'is upacceptable, but it is clear that this is because it is just tog complex

for the perceptijal mechanisms, This view is, supported. by the fact, that the
relatéd's’é}iteh’qt}é?s?”:ﬁ,(l' ) and (20) are gg;gggg@‘éﬁ;;&p@lq, B
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(19} The man the giri likes is here.
(20) The girl the boy knows likes the man.

Sentences can also be unacceptable because they involve contradictions or
because they conflict with our views of how the world is, (21) illustrate the first
of these possibilities and (22) the second.

(21) Stefan succeeded in seeing Maja but he didn’t see her.
{22) My lawnmover thinks that I don't like it.

Thus, there are a variety of ways in which sentences can be unacceptable
without being ungrammatical.

All the unacceptable examples that we will consider in subsequent discussion
will be ones which as far as anyone knows are unacceptable because they are
ungrammatical. 1t is important, however, to remember when looking at data
that sentences can be unacceptable without being ungrammatical. ,

A natural question to ask here is whether sentences can be acceptable when
they are ungrammatical. It is questionable whether there are any such
sentences. It has been suggested, however, that the phrase in (23) is un-
grammatical-although it is acceptable. - - .

(23) a not unintelligent person

Not cannot generally combine with a pre-nominal adjective, but it can combine
with the adverb very, as the following illustrate:

(24) +.a not-intelligent person
(25) a notvery intelligent person

Itis suggéstq_d that speakers hear an example like (23) as if it involved an adverb
like very and not the prefix -un and find it acceptable although it violates the
~ rules’they have internalized. B e S

1.5 Syntactic theory and traditional grammar
Although syntactic theory, asthe term isised her&; dafes from 1957; this does
not mean that it is completely unlike earlief work on' $yitax ~ wharwe thight
call “traditional grammar’. There are; iowever, some frnpbrtant diffétences: It
is appropriate to look briefly at these differences here. Subsequent chapters
will flesh out the picture. S : e
Firstly, syntactic theory places great emphasis on the precise spetification of
analyses. It is often referred to as ‘generative’, which means precise and
explicit. Irr this it is quite different from tratitional graifitiar, which' i tharad-
terized by a general fack of precision. The stress on precision is really just a
matter of good scieritific practice. If an analysis is nbt pretisely formylated, we
cannot determine what exactly it says. Afd if we ‘cannot determine what
exactly it says, we cannot evaluate it. In practice: the stress on precision means
that syntacticidns use various kinds of formalism’ sométhing largely ‘absent
from traditional grammar. (l:‘r(;é example, ad of the s nt.in :

syntacu?[ gh}tse(&te b ‘!aﬁ?‘:%‘ri;g%&: (mifql feadet b Afon g,
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(26) A sentence can consist of a noun phrase followed by a verb phrase.
(27} S— NP VP

As aresult, work in syntactic theory has a somewhat mathematical appearance
— at least to those with little background in mathematics.

Secondly, there is a stress in syntactic theory on the justification of analyses.
This means that syntacticians seek to demonstrate that their analyses work well
and especially that they work better than the obvious alternatives. In contrast,
in traditional grammar, constructions are often analyzed in a particular way for
no better reason than that they have always been analyzed that way.

Finally, as we have already indicated, syntactic theory is unlike traditional
grammar in being concerned not just to describe specific languages but also to
develop a general theory It means that other languages are always potentially
relevant when one is desciibing a particular language.

1.6 The usefulness of syntactic tlleory

It is probably true to say that most syntacuaans are interested in syntax for its
own sake and not because of any practical applications that an understandmg of
syntax might have. It has sometimes been suggested that syntactic theory is of
no practical use. In fact, this has never been true. It has:always been'potentially
useful in a number of areas. In particular, it has always had considerable
potential in connection with language teaching (although' attempts to exploit
this potential have not always 'begn wery successful).-Over the last ten yéars,
however, an |mportant development has made it much clearer than it once was
that syntactic theory is useful. This is-a major expansion in attempts to get
computers to use ordinary language. Precise descriptions of languages are
essential here because computers, unlike people, will not tolerate i imprecision.

“Among' the things that it wodld: bé useful if computers could-‘do are
recognizing and producing speech. By the former we mean’ ‘converting speech
into writing, and by the latter we mean converting writing into speech:. ‘Getting
computers to do these things is very difficult, and current achievements are
quite limited. It is easy to show, however. that syntactlc mformatlon is
important in both cases. ... o SR LI S T

We can look first at speech recognmon An nbvnous source of problems here
is that different. wards : with. different spellings sometimes have the.same
pronunciation. Consider, for. examplp the verb meet and the noun meat. How
can a computer. kuow tl: it.is tlw former m (28) and the, latter in.(29)?

(28) Can you meet me tomorrow? o ! o ‘ P
29) | bought some meat .‘

- -;:35"

Lt

The answer is tha i, nequ to '-avc acqess to the followu;g "\foma“o"r G

(30) Only the ba;lc for ot verb possobl‘ e in the. cqmexxi- (:an y—me
31 Onrya mun;smstgmém,mgmn Iboughtsome._ - W

Only if 1t mcorporates a prectse analysls of the relevant aspects of Englnsh
syntax will this be the cgse . There are lrt:;any othcr pau's Qf wor s that we. m;ght

mention. One is the verb write ‘and thé adject ve u
syntactic mformatnon to lmow thqt kﬂ;e' ;ct? 532)’ Wt%eoq;gler §




The usefulness of syntactic theory 7

{32} | made him write a letter.
(33) tgave him the right Igtter.

Other examples will be found in the exercises.

Problems may also arise where pairs of expressions have similar pronunci-
ations. Consider, for example, the very oil and the determiner all. Although
they have distinct pronunciations, the computer may be unable to decide on the
basis of the acoustic evidence which word has actually been produced. If so, it
will need syntactic information to work out that it is the former in (34) and the
latter in (35). '

{34) | tried to oil the wheels.
(35) | talked to all the girls.

Specifically, it will need to know that the verb tried combines with what is
known as an infinitive whereas the very talked combines with what is known as
a prepositional phrase. Again, it is only if the computer incorporates a precise
analysis of the relevant aspects of English syntax that this will be the case. A
similar pair of words are the verb reach and the adjective rich, illustrated in the
following examples: BT o

(36) | saw her rich aunt.
{37) | saw her reach out.

Here again, if the computer is unable to decide on the basis of the acoustic
evidence which word has been produced, it will need syntactic information to
reach a decision. A o

We can turn now to speech synthesis. Hete, the main problem is that
different words which are pronounced differently are sometimes spelt in the
same way. Consider, for example, mouth. This may be éither a noun, in which
case the th is pronounced as in thin, or a verb, in which case it is pronounced as
in then. In (38) it is a noun, and in (39) itisaverb. = -

-

(38} | saw her mouth move.
{39) 1 saw her mouth the answer.

A computer, however, will only know this if it knows something about English
syntax. Mouth is not a unique example. There are thany similar examples: The
following illustrate just one: T S SR e

{40) They made the councit house filthy.
(41). They made the council house the family.

In (40), house is a noun and rhymes with mouse while in (41) it is a verb and

rhymes with cows. Another interesting example isread. This can be what can

be called the non-third person singular present tense form, the form:used

where the subject is anything other than the pronouns he, she and it or singular

expressions like the boy, and it can be the past terise form. In the forimer case; it

is pronounced like reed. In the latter case, it is pronounced like red.
Consider now the following examples:

(42) The boy read the paper.
(43) The boys fead the paper.




