
ELEMENTARY SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES

Most syntacticians, no matter their theoretical persuasion, agree that fea-
tures (types or categories) are the most important units of analysis. Within
Chomskyan generative grammar, the importance of features has grown
steadily, and within minimalism, it can be said that everything depends on
features. They are obstacles in any interdisciplinary investigation concerning
the nature of language, and it is hard to imagine a syntactic description that
does not explore them.

For the first time, this book turns grammar upside down and proposes a
new model of syntax which is better suited to interdisciplinary interactions,
and shows how syntax can proceed free of lexical influence. The empiri-
cal domain examined is vast, and all the fundamental units and properties
of syntax (categories, Parameters, Last Resort, labeling, and hierarchies) are
rethought.

Opening up new avenues of investigation, this book will be invaluable to
researchers and students of syntactic theory, and linguistics more broadly.

cedric boeckx is Research Professor at ICREA (Catalan Institute for
Advanced Studies) and a member of the Department of Linguistics at the
University of Barcelona.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


111. samuel d. epstein and t. daniel seely: Derivations in minimalism
112. paul de lacy: Markedness: reduction and preservation in phonology
113. yehuda n. falk: Subjects and their properties
114. p. h. matthews: Syntactic relations: a critical survey
115. mark c. baker: The syntax of agreement and concord
116. gillian catriona ramchand: Verb meaning and the lexicon: a first phase

syntax
117. pieter muysken: Functional categories
118. juan uriagereka: Syntactic anchors: on semantic structuring
119. d. robert ladd: Intonational phonology second edition
120. leonard h. babby: The syntax of argument structure
121. b. elan dresher: The contrastive hierarchy in phonology
122. david adger, daniel harbour and laurel j. watkins: Mirrors and

microparameters: phrase structure beyond free word order
123. niina ning zhang: Coordination in syntax
124. neil smith: Acquiring phonology
125. nina topintzi: Onsets: suprasegmental and prosodic behaviour
126. cedric boeckx, norbert hornstein and jairo nunes: Control as

movement
127. michael israel: The grammar of polarity: pragmatics, sensitivity, and the logic

of scales
128. m. rita manzini and leonardo m. savoia: Grammatical categories:

variation in Romance languages
129. barbara citko: Symmetry in syntax: merge, move and labels
130. rachel walker: Vowel patterns in language
131. mary dalrymple and irina nikolaeva: Objects and information structure
132. jerrold m. sadock: The modular architecture of grammar
133. dunstan brown and andrew hippisley: Network morphology: a

defaults-based theory of word structure
134. bettelou los, corrien blom, geert booij, marion elenbaas and ans

van kemenade: Morphosyntactic change: a comparative study of particles and
prefixes

135. stephen crain: The emergence of meaning
136. hubert haider: Symmetry breaking in syntax
137. josé a. camacho: Null subjects
138. gregory stump and raphael a. finkel: Morphological typology: from

word to paradigm
139. bruce tesar: Output-driven phonology: theory and learning
140. asier alcázar and mario saltarelli: The syntax of imperatives
141. misha becker: The acquisition of syntactic structure: animacy and thematic

alignment
142. martina wiltschko: The universal structure of categories: towards a formal

typology
143. fahad rashed al-mutairi: The minimalist program: the nature and

plausibility of Chomsky’s biolinguistics
144. cedric boeckx: Elementary syntactic structures: prospects of a feature-free

syntax

Earlier issues not listed are also available

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


CAMBRIDGE STUDIES IN LINGUISTICS

General Editors: p. austin, j. bresnan, b. comrie,
s. crain, w. dressler, c. j. ewen, r. lass,
d. lightfoot, k. rice, i. roberts, s. romaine,
n. v. smith

ELEMENTARY SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES
Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ELEMENTARY
SYNTACTIC
STRUCTURES

PROSPECTS OF A FEATURE-FREE

SYNTAX

C E D R I C B O E C K X
ICREA/University of Barcelona

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107034099

c© Cedric Boeckx 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015

Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives plc

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data
Boeckx, Cedric, author.
Elementary syntactic structures : prospects of a feature-free syntax / Cedric Boeckx.

pages ; cm
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 978-1-107-03409-9 (Hardback)
1. Grammar, Comparative and general–Syntax. 2. Minimalist theory (Linguistics) I. Title.
P291.B634 2015
415–dc23 2014014935

ISBN 978-1-107-03409-9 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication,
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


For Youngmi,
my alpha and omega

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of figures page ix
Preface xi
Acknowledgements xv
Abbreviations xvii

1 Biolinguistic concerns 1
1.1 Approaching Universal Grammar in medias res 1

1.2 Infrequently asked questions 4

1.3 Interdisciplinary measures 16

2 Syntactic order for free: Merge α 26
2.1 Bare Merge 26

2.2 Lexical precursor cells 27

2.3 Regulating Merge α: Santa Fe-Style Syntax 35

2.4 More emergent asymmetries 62

2.5 Additional remarks on the present model 79

2.6 Conclusion: syntax as grammatical pre-pattern 88

3 Trusting in the external systems: descent with
modification 96

3.1 Opening remarks 96

3.2 Adding content, or making sense of syntax 99

3.3 Making content public, or how to put syntax into words 109

3.4 Conclusion 118

4 Elaborate grammatical structures: how (and where)
to deal with variation 119

4.1 Parameters: caught between GB and minimalism 119

4.2 If not Parameters, then what? 140

4.3 Conclusion 144

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Contents

5 Interdisciplinary prospects 147

Appendix 1: Déjà vu all over again? 149

Appendix 2: Switching metaphors: from clocks to sand piles 157

Appendix 3: More on the loss of syntactic variation 165

References 174
Index 199

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Figures

4.1 Classical parameter hierarchy page 122
4.2 Parametric web (entangled hierarchy) 124
4.3 Acquisition algorithm 145

ix

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03409-9 - Elementary Syntactic Structures: Prospects of a Feature-Free Syntax
Cedric Boeckx
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107034099
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

At the heart of this book lies a simple and fundamental question – rarely
raised – concerning the human language faculty:

(i) How much does syntactic structuring depend on lexical information?

To facilitate the investigation of this question I propose we adopt the following
idealization:

(ii) Assume that all units providing the input to syntactic structure building
(call these ‘lexical items’ for now) have a common, minimal internal orga-
nization (i.e., lexically speaking, they are indistinguishable, and internally
unstructured, atomic, ‘flat’).

Based on (ii), how much syntax, and of what kind, can we obtain? Put another
way, can syntactic structure emerge in the absence of the usual suspects, the
“words” and their varying properties?

The idea of a completely homogeneous lexicon feeding the syntactic com-
ponent of our language faculty is likely to strike many as untenable, but I
would like to make the rationale behind it clear from the beginning. It is gener-
ally assumed that, aside from relatively narrow phenomena such as haplology
or semantic incongruence, the combinatorial possibilities available in natural
language depend on the specific properties (lexico-syntactic ‘features’) of lex-
ical items and their internal organizations (lexico-syntactic ‘feature bundles’):
verbs typically combine with nouns, and not with other verbs, because verbs
require arguments to meet their lexical thematic requirements, and nouns have
all the lexical ingredients to qualify as arguments, while verbs lack these. This
‘Swiss cheese’ or ‘lego’ model of syntax, where lexical items reach the syn-
tactic component with ‘holes’ in them (aka subcategorization frames), which
other lexical items have to fill with their own specifications, is widely shared
across theoretical frameworks. Gottlob Frege and many other logicians thought
of semantic composition in essentially those terms as well. But I will argue in
the following pages that despite its near-universal adoption, this picture of the
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xii Preface

relationship between the lexical and the syntactic components of natural lan-
guage is mistaken. I will indeed call for an inversion of reasoning and claim
that syntax is completely free of lexical influence, and that it is the lexicon that
depends on syntax and not the other way around. As a reviewer of this book
put it, in such a model, syntax is ‘feature-free.’ And although we are used to
thinking that without lexical instruction syntax cannot even take place, I hope
to demonstrate that in fact syntactic structure building can proceed unhindered.

This fact alone seems to me to be interesting enough to warrant attention,
but I want to make clear the specific reason that pushed me to question the
standard relation between the lexicon and syntax. For as noteworthy as the
absence of lexical influence on syntax may be, if the shape of the feature-free
syntactic component does not change much from the standard, lexically influ-
enced picture, one may well ask, “Why bother?” In fact, behind the technical
discussion of many of the pages of this book lies a more foundational consid-
eration, which one might call the ‘biolinguistic imperative.’ The biolinguistic
imperative has both a pragmatic and a more substantive side to it, which I will
seek to clarify. By ‘biolinguistics’ I intend to refer to the general discipline
aiming at uncovering what Eric Lenneberg called the biological foundations
of our species-specific ability to develop a language. It stands to reason that
this aim requires genuine and sustained interdisciplinary collaboration. Such
an effort is doomed to fail if (among other things) linguists keep insisting on
relying on fundamental properties that are (by definition) so domain-specific as
to make interdisciplinary dialog break down. The pragmatic side of the biolin-
guistic imperative is to do everything one can (without, of course, sacrificing
description and explanation) to facilitate cross-disciplinary interactions. In my
experience, there is nothing as damaging as mentioning modular, information-
ally encapsulated features in the middle of an interdisciplinary exchange, and
insisting on their traditional ‘driver’ role.

The more substantive side of the biolinguistic imperative derives from the
fact that biological reflections on evolutionary novelties – and the human lan-
guage faculty surely is one – strongly suggest that innovations do not find
their origin in the appearance of de novo material. Innovations arise through
recombinations of ‘old’ material, which sometimes give rise to unpredicted,
‘emergent’ properties, but which should never be mistaken for structures that
require radically specific sources. It is generally agreed upon that within
language syntax is the most innovative aspect, but I fear that the standard treat-
ment of syntax in terms of something as domain-specific as lexical instructions
moves us away from biologically plausible scenarios concerning not only the
emergence of syntax, but also its implementation in the brain. In other words,
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Preface xiii

the lexicon as standardly conceived of prevents linguists from meeting their
biology-oriented goals.

The main task of the first part of this book is to expand on the preceding
paragraphs and show in detail how syntax is standardly taken to depend on lex-
ical instruction (a theoretical position I dub ‘lexicocentrism’), and how this has
made it difficult, not to say impossible, for linguistically informed biolinguistic
investigations to flourish.

The aim of the second part of the book is to contrast this state of affairs with
the promises offered by a decidedly anti-lexicalist alternative for biolinguis-
tics. This last qualification is important, for the ‘prospects’ referred to in the
subtitle of the book are meant to be confined to the enterprise aiming at reveal-
ing the biological roots of the human language faculty. This is the descriptive
and explanatory scope for the proposal to be developed in the forthcoming
chapters. Crucially, the goal is not to account for the detailed properties of the
grammars of specific languages – a valuable endeavor in its own right, but quite
distinct, or so I will argue, from biolinguistic inquiry. To highlight this differ-
ence, I have entitled this book ‘Elementary Syntactic Structures,’ which will
be the target of investigation here, as opposed to what one might call ‘elabo-
rate grammatical structures,’ which are the focus of more philology-oriented
approaches.

To articulate the argument just outlined at a reasonable level of explicitness,
I have chosen to contrast the model I wish to put forth with the so-called Princi-
ples & Parameters (P&P) framework, with special emphasis on its minimalist
articulation. There are several reasons why the P&P approach is a desirable foil
to exploit. First, it has been developed in detail over thirty years, and as such
it offers a rich body of doctrines to wrestle with. Second, the framework will
be familiar to many readers, having been taken as point of departure for many
popular textbooks in the field. Third, this is the model that I know best, which
enables me to illustrate certain claims more readily than with other frame-
works. And, fourth, the P&P approach is often portrayed as being concerned
with problems of language development and design, oriented towards the sort
of biological considerations that I am interested in. It therefore constitutes an
ideal testing ground for my claim that lexicocentrism and biolinguistics are
bound to be uneasy bedfellows.

Some readers may well wonder if the argument in the pages that follow is
to be considered minimalist. This is a somewhat tricky – and from where I sit,
rather minor – question. I certainly believe that the core proposal in this book
converges with certain lines of minimalist investigation (especially the idea
of ‘approaching Universal Grammar from below’), but it also departs rather
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xiv Preface

sharply from standard minimalism, which is lexicocentric through and through.
I should say that ultimately whether the approach pursued here is deemed min-
imalist or not is not a major concern of mine. What matters most is that it
advances the biolinguistic enterprise.

Let me take this opportunity to let all the readers of this preface know that
this is primarily a book about the syntactic component of the language faculty.
Although I very much hope that scholars whose fields of expertise lie outside
this particular empirical domain will read on and appreciate the arguments I
make, perhaps even draw conclusions for their own research programs, I real-
ize that some chapters, especially Chapter 2, will be demanding. Even if I have
tried to make the discussion accessible to as many potential readers as I could
think of, at times I have not been able to avoid getting down to the technical
details. Inevitably, this has sometimes led me to add notes that ended up longer
than one might wish. Because the central line of argument pursued in this book
touches on many issues, I have also decided to relegate some material to appen-
dices. A reviewer of this book urged me to incorporate all that material in the
main text, as, according to him/her, readers tend not to read appendices. This
would be a shame, as I think that the material discussed in the three appen-
dices included here bears on central themes of this book. But because I could
not find a satisfactory way of putting it all in the body of the book while at the
same time keeping the main narrative as straightforward as I could, I am left
to kindly ask readers not to ignore the considerations relegated to the periph-
ery. Last, but not least, readers will find very few natural language examples in
the pages that follow. It’s not because I have a disdain for data, but, as I point
out later on, the anti-lexicocentric stance I take forces me to focus on more
elementary considerations than specific sentences in one language or another.
As I wrote at the beginning of this preface, I am asking readers to study the
language faculty before words come into the picture. Syntax is there.
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