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Introduction

Syntax is perhaps the field of linguistics that has generated the biggest number
of competing theoretical frameworks, to the effect that mutual communication
is often virtually inexistent. It is therefore a big challenge to try and induce
dialogue among researchers and students of different theoretical persuasions.
In this book we present a collection of articles that touch on a wide range of
aspects of syntactic research, with the aim to bring together different theoretical
treatments of partly similar issues. In this way we offer a point of departure for
those who are willing to foster intertheoretical dialogue.

The book is divided into three parts. The first part, which is focused on
methodology, contains papers that discuss the way in which hypotheses are
formulated and tested as well as current practices in data collection, in par-
ticular in field research and by handling electronic corpora. The second part,
which constitutes the bulk of the volume, is an exhaustive collection of papers
that discuss a variety of topics, including constituency and constituent struc-
ture, word order variation and special word order patterns, such as those in
which certain items occur in second position in a sentence, grammatical rela-
tions, verbal voice and transitivity, coordination and subordination, negation,
syntactic change and language acquisition. All these topics are treated from
specific theoretical viewpoints, including formal and functional ones. In the
third part we present some current approaches to syntax which we hold to be
especially promising, and can provide the reader with some insight in the vari-
ety of possible directions for future research. A brief overview of the content of
each chapter is given below.

In Chapters 1 and 2, “Hypothesis formation” and “Hypothesis testing in the
Minimalist Program,” William Croft and Mark Baker take opposite stances on
the issue of how hypotheses are formed and tested when doing syntactic, or
more in general linguistic research. While Croft suggests a distributional analy-
sis as the basis for hypothesis formation, in which linguistic data play a crucial
role in directing the linguist’s theoretical assumptions, Baker favors an approach
in which “one first considers the logical consequences of some theory that one
finds appealing, and then goes on to test whether those consequences match up
with observable data.” Thus Croft favors a bottom up approach, while Baker
suggests that a top down view is more promising. The contrast provides the
reader with insights in two opposite ways of conceiving of the proper object
and methodology of linguistic research.
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The next two chapters, 3 “Field methods in syntactic research” by Marianne
Mithun and 4 “Corpus methods in syntax” by Maria Freddi, go deeper into the
issue of linguistic data, and show that the way in which they are collected is
far from being only a practical matter. In particular, Mithun stresses the impor-
tance of avoiding interference from the linguist’s native language when eliciting
data from typologically distant languages. She shows that even widely used
parallel corpora provided by translations that are commonly considered idi-
omatic, such as Bible translations, may not reflect actual language usage thus
inducing false assumptions regarding language structure. The likelihood of
certain topics to occur in spontaneous discourse has consequences on the type
of grammatical constructions used by speakers and on their entrenchment in
cognition. With data from her own fieldwork, Mithun illustrates a number of
syntactic characteristics of Mohawk, including constituency, topic and antitopic
construction, word order and subordination. She also shows how independent
evidence is gained by the study of intonation, which can help isolate syntactic
units. Attention for actual data and their frequency is not only crucial when
describing “exotic” languages: much to the contrary, making use of wide col-
lections of data changes one’s understanding of language and syntax in general,
by prompting “a novel view of syntax as inherently probabilistic,” “challeng-
ing a categorical modeling of language” and replacing “grammaticality judg-
ments with the recognition of variability, gradience and fuzzy phenomena” as
Freddi puts it. Freddi further shows how research based on distribution and
collocations favors a view of language that refrains from rigid separation of
syntax from other linguistic levels, most notably the lexicon. This view is in line
with recent approaches to constructions as instantiated in various versions of
Construction Grammar (see for example Goldberg 1995, Lancaster 1987).

The second part of the book opens with three papers which view constitu-
ency form different perspectives. Chapter 5 “Constituents,” by Marja-Liisa
Helasvuo, takes a usage-based approach to language, whereby structure is
viewed as emerging form usage in actual discourse, a process she calls “emer-
gent constituentization.” In much the same way as Mithun, Helasvuo also
stresses the importance of prosody and intonation as means for singling out
units in discourse. Based on data from speakers’ repair practices and produc-
tion of co-constructions in languages such as English, Japanese and Finnish,
she further shows how researchers can observe the way in which speakers
monitor the emergence of syntactic structures. Jairo Nunes discusses “X-bar
Structure and Minimalism” in Chapter 6, thus following what Baker would
call a typical top down approach to constituency. Under the assumption that
“words combine into larger units with hierarchical structure,” Nunes shows
how the Minimalist Program has provided and is currently providing new
insights to the issue of constituency as treated within the generative grammar
framework. Chapter 7 “The Structure of NPs: Some insights on Case, empty



