Lecture Notes 9 (15.12.2006): Universal Grammar Past and Present
Lecturer: Michael Schiffmann

UG – Past

We started the session by looking at the goals and the methods underlying linguistic theories in general. Chomsky outlines three major assumptions of what the aim of a general linguistic theory should be. The first, and boldest, assumption is that a linguistic theory should provide a discovery procedure. This procedure should enable us to mechanically find a grammar from a given set of utterances (usually a corpus). This assumption is, however, refuted by Chomsky for several reasons: (1) The grammar would essentially be underdetermined. This mainly has got do to with the finiteness of the corpus and the infiniteness of the utterances that can hypothetically be produced by a grammar. This is also one of the basic Chomskyan assumptions: A grammar makes infinite use of a finite set of (linguistic) elements. (2) There will, in principle, never be a mechanical procedure of how to arrive at a complete grammar. How we arrive at the ideas which are later on constitutive of the grammatical system we formulate is not a rigid process. Note the quotation:

“Notice that this theory may not tell us, in any practical way, how to actually go about constructing the grammar of a given language from a corpus. But it must tell us how to evaluate such a grammar; it must thus enable us to choose between two proposed grammars” (C: 54).

Adding later on:

“One may arrive at a grammar by intuition, guess-work, all sorts of partial methodological hints, reliance on past experience, etc” (C: 56).

Note the importance of intuition and creativity in finding a suitable grammar that explains the facts. A mechanical procedure can never meet these requirements.


We adopt the third of the procedures: the evaluation procedure:

“The point of view adopted here is that it is unreasonable to demand of linguistic theory that it provide anything more than a practical evaluation procedure for grammars. That is, we adopt the weakest of the three positions described above” (C: 52).

Thus, a grammar is something like a hypothesis which is later on checked against the real linguistic input and partially adjusted or refuted because another hypothesis fits the data more adequately. There are generally three metacriteria that tell us which grammar to choose: (1) Generality. (2) Satisfying the external criteria. (3) Simplicity, being aware that simplicity as such is a highly contentious notion. Finishing the somewhat methodological chapter six, we can turn to a more practically orientated application of the matter at hand.


What we normally start out in transformations in English is the phrase structure (PS). Then we apply some transformations (T) to them and, voila, we have the finished sentence uttered. Now, T splits into two units: (1) obligatory Tobl and (2) optional Topt. The following equations may comprehensively clarify the point where we stand.

(1) PS + Tobl ( Kernel sentences.

(2) PS + Topt ( Non-kernel sentences.

Where “kernel” means something like “core” sentences. These kernel sentences are always declarative sentences. Especially in more recent attempts of UG, we see that we always start out with declarative sentences and then apply some Topt in order to yield non-declaratives.

UG -  Present            

We again had a look on the operation called movement. We saw that if an element is moved out of a position (also called the extraction site), it leaves a trace behind. Why should we assume that something like a trace actually exists? The evidence for this were already given the last time but I will repeat them just for the purpose of understanding: (1) The emerging trace cannot be filled out by a doubled version of the moved element. (2) Evidence from cliticisation. (3) Children’s language provides us with some evidence: They sometimes tend to say things like: “Was that was Anna?” or “Is the steam is hot?” (R: 324). This shows that there must be some kind of placeholder allowing the child to insert the doubled moved element.


Example (324) (R: 326), shows that there can be cases in which more than one movement is possible. The order of movement is firstly: movement of the modal, which is also called head-to-head movement. Secondly: Movement of the object into the specifier position of C. Interestingly, this is not an instance of head-to-head movement, since the object is the complement of the verb. This instance is called operator movement. To stick to the notions of head and complement, I see no reason why it could not possibly be called complement-to-head movement. This preposing of the object is an instance of topicalization. Topicalization is usually regarded to be a type of emphasize shifting. Looking at page 335 (346), everybody can ask his/her intuition where the real shift lies and maybe what function could be associated with it. I believe that pragmatic and discursive constraints come into play here.


Thinking about traces, there was one question that cropped up: Can you move traces? Another question could be: Why should one move traces? We were not able to think of any instance where trace movement would be necessary but it is generally assumed to be possible. Just as possible as the movement of empty categories. This shall not be of any further interest to the seminar.


One more methodologically important constraint on the movement operation: the so-called economy principle (R: 330 (334)). This is a clear reminder of Ockham’s Razor (1280-1347). If you have a phenomenon of any kind and if you want to explain or even describe it, try to posit as few concepts and relations as you can get away with. I believe this to be minimalism in a nutshell, described by minmal means.              
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