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Syntax = where words get combined in larger units (build up of units – hierarchical structure); combinations 

of words – phrases and sentences ( the domain of syntax). 

Just as morphological theory concerns the rules and principles that distinguish the possible words in a LAN 

from the impossible ones, syntactic theory is about the rules and principles that determine how people 

speaking a particular LAN know how to distinguish the possible word orders in that LAN from the 

impossible ones 

 

A. Constituency 

 

A.1. Structure 
The first thing to realize when we start looking at the kind of principles that distinguish possible word orders 

from impossible ones is that sentences are not just linear strings of words. Just like complex words, 

sentences have an internal structure. The syntactic rules of a grammar always seem to be structure-

sensitive. The example of yes/no-questions, which are quickly figured out by kids, illustrate this structure-

dependency of syntactic rules. YNQ don’t contain a specific question word. 

The girl is tall. - Is the girl tall? 

The tall girl can see the boy who is holding the plate. Can the tall girl see the boy who is holding the plate? 

If sentences are just strings of words, without any internal structure, an entirely plausible hypothesis for this 

person to entertain is that these data indicate that YNQ in E are formed by applying the following rule: 

 Find the first auxiliary verb in the clause and put this up front 

However, the result of this rule would be that the YNQ counterpart to a sentence like  

The boy who is holding the plate can see the tall girl. 

would be *Is the boy who holding the plate can see the tall girl? – a word salad! 

Can the boy who is holding the plate see the tall girl? 

This grammaticality indicates that the actual way in which YNQ are made in E is: 

 Find the first auxiliary verb after a particular group of words belonging together, namely the 

subject of the sentence, and put this up front. 

The example shows that the rule of YNQ formation does not simply count words (what is the first auxiliary), 

but is sensitive to the fact that a sentence is divided into groups of words such that the connection between 

the words within a group is tighter than the connection between words belonging to different groups. Such a 

group of words that cling together is called a constituent of the sentence. The consitutent structure 

contributes to the meaning of a sentence (see ambigious examples!) 

 

A.2. Determining Structure: How can we determine whether a string of words in a sentence is 
a constituent? 

 

a) Replacement: A constituent can be replaced by a single word 
 

 Noun phrases, NP 
The consitutent is built around a noun, i.e. the noun is the most important element of a NP because you can’t 

leave it out. So the noun is the head of the phrase. (morphology: element in a compound that determins 

lexical category of it is the head of that compound) 

[Cats] are lovely. [Intelligent cats] are lovely. [Intelligent cats with long tails] are lovely. 

*[Intelligent] are lovely. [Intelligent with long tails] are lovely. 

A NP can be recognized as such because it can be replaced by a pronoun. (Pronouns replace noun phrases 

NOT nouns!) 

I saw [the boy who fed the cat]. I saw [him]. *I saw him who fed the cat. 

I saw [the boy] while he fed the cat. I saw [him] while he fed the cat. 

 

 Preposition phrases, PP (in, to, under...) 
PPs have a preposition as their head; the P can’t be left out! (can be NP, but in it can be PP!) 

The man [in the room] * The man [the room] 

An indication that something is a constituent of the PP type is that it can be replaced by certain adverbs: 

She went [to the UK]. She went [there]. I’ve seen that [in a place like London]. I’ve seen that [here]. 

Ambiguous: He was [in the theatre with the old chairs] vs He was [in the theatre] with the old chairs. 
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 Adjective Phrases, AP 
The head is an adjective and can’t be left out. 

Marian seems [very ill] *Marian seems [very]. 

Such APs, can be replaced by the word so (, too) 

Marian seems [very ill] and Louise seems [so, too]. 

This test indicates that in Harry is rather weird, rather weird is an AP and that just weird is not a constituent, 

because Harry is rather so, too is impossible. while the impossibility of (14c) 

Note that this test only works when the AP is used predicatively, not when it is used attributively (modifies 

noun): *a rather weird man and a so woman, too 

 

 Verb Phrases, VP 
Phrases that have a V as their head can be recognized as such by the possibility of replacing them by do so. 

Mary will [rent some dvds tonight] and Bill will [do so as well]. 

Shane has [given money to that charity] and Jane has [done so, too]. 

 

b) Redistribution/Movement: A consitutent can be placed in a different position in the 
sentence 

 

The second test that identifies constituents as such is based on the observation that the word order of a 

sentence can be altered in certain ways such that the result is still a possible sentence. You can recognize a 

constituent by its staying together as a unit in such a redistribution process. Put differently, a constituent 

can be recognized as such because it can be placed in its entirety in a different position in the sentence, while 

the meaning of the sentence is not significantly changed. The first position in the sentence typically is such 

an alternative position for constituents. A string of words that do not form a constituent cannot be put into 

this position, whereas a constituent can. 

Mary will never read that novel by Robinson. 

That novel by Robinson Mary will never read. (context!) vs. *That novel Mary will never read by Robinson. 

– so “that novel by Robinson” is a constituent. 

 

c) Wh-Questions and their answers 
A combination of the replacement test and the redistribution/movement test involves trying to question 

the string of words for which you want to determine if it is a constituent. If you can replace the string by a 

question word like who or what, and put this question word into the first position of the sentence, then you 

are dealing with a constituent: 

Ruby ate a sandwich with cheddar. What did Ruby eat? Answer: A sandwich with cheddar 

*What did Ruby eat cheddar? Answer: A sandwich with 

Conclusion: a sandwich with cheddar is a constituent (namely an NP) a sandwich with is not a constituent of  

In the case of questioned VPs, a form of do must appear in addition to the moved question word: 

Beatrice will [VP read that book]. What will Beatrice do? Answer: Read that book. 

 

d) Clefts 
Another test for constituency in E is based on a type of sentence known as the cleft-construction. 

Schematically, a cleft sentence looks as follows:  

It – form of to be – X – that – Y. X is something of which we want to stress that it is the important 

information in the sentence, and is contrasted with something else. X is the so-called focus of the cleft 

sentence. 

It was Messi that scored the goal. It is the female that has yellow feathers. 

Crucially, only constituents can be the focus of a cleft, so be the ‘X’ part in the scheme . Hence, something 

is a constituent of a sentence if we can turn the sentence into a cleft that has the relevant string as its focus: 
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B. Phrase structure 

 

B.1. Heads, complements and specifiers 
Previously, we distinguished phrases due to their difference determined by the 

lexical category of the most important word in the phrase, the head (all phrases must contain one!) 

The head in a phrase can be recognised as such by the fact that the head can’t be left out, whereas other 

things can (note that functional elements can’t always be left out; e.g. a definite NP must contain a definite 

determiner) 
 

Besides a compulsory head, other things can be present in a phrase, too. 

Heads can combine with an optional complement (in E to the right of the head. the head forms with it a 

constituent to the exclusion of everything else in the head’s phrase) 

Heads can combine with one or more optional specifier(s) *additional words/phrases that give extra 

information about the head or about the head complement constituent if there is a C present as well. In E, 

specifiers occur to the left of the head) 

 
a) Verb Phrases 

It depends on the verb what kind of phrases can appear in its complement position. 

e.g. as can take NPs and S  wonder can only take S 

Affixes can impose certain demands on the host that they combine with. (Morphology: affixes can select a 

particular host) – verbs (e.g. wonder) select a complement (e.g. S). This “selection” is also called 

“subcategorization” (you can divide verbs into subcategories according to which type of compliment(s) 

they take) 

 

 NP constituent 
John will never [NP read a book]. 

read a book = NP constituent (test: Read a book John will never do/John will never read a book but Bill will do so.) 

o Tree diagram 
Use a tree diagram to represent the constituent structure of phrases (see the 

internal structure of a phrase) 

Constituent (BAR) consists of head and complement 

Specifier is the sister of BAR 

 

 PP constituent 
The complement of a verb need not always be a NP, a PP can also appear in this position: 

Betty went [PP to Mali]. 

 

 Sentence constituent 
Kate asked [S if Lenny had listened to that cd]. 

 

b) Noun phrases 
Similar basic structure as VP Head, can combine with 

complement (in E on the right) and to the head-complement 

combination specifiers can be added. 

 

e.g. the quick inspection of the patient 

 

BAR can be replaced by ONE. the quick [inspection of the 

patient] = the quick one 

A specifier and the head cannot be replaced to the exclusion of the complement. 

the quick inspection of the patient = *the one of the patient 

 

In E, nouns typically select a PP as their complement, rather than a NP (an inspection [of the patiens] vs * 

an inspection the patients) and sometimes a sentence (NP the hypothesis [S that the moon is made of green 

cheese]) 
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 Recursion (phrase contains same phrase type) 
a phrase contains another phrase of exactly the same type as the containing phrase 

e.g. an inspection of the patient {NP an inspection [PP of (NP the patient)]} 

so here, the PP complement to the noun itself contains another NP as its complement – so as whole, the NP 

contains another NP! This NP could take a PP-complement leaving us with a PP inside PP. 

{NP an inspection [PP of (NP the patients (PP with red pyjamas))]} 

 

This illustrates an important property of human LAN. It is clear that phrases can contain other phrases. 

Crucially, one possibility is that a phrase can contain another phrase of exactly the same type as the 

containing phrase. This phenomenon is called recursion. The existence of recursion gives rise to the 

possibility of making endlessly long phrases and sentences, as some phrase can contain a phrase of the 

same type, which therefore in turn can contain a phrase of the same type, which therefore in turn can contain 

a phrase of the same type...  

 

For example, another type of phrase that allows for recursion is the sentence. A sentence can contain a 

smaller sentence as one of its constituents, within the smaller sentence the same thing is possible, and so on, 

ad infinitum: 

 
There is no principled limit to recursion. Of course, for practical reasons any sentence will come to an end in 

actual conversations – but grammatically speaking there is nothing wrong with endlessly recursive 

structures. 

 

c) APs 
Can APs have a complement? That seems to be the case. At least some adjectives can be transitive, at least 

as an option: 

They are [AP proud of their daughter]. 

They are [AP mad about dogs]. 

And fond even obligatorily takes a complement: 

They are [fond of their daughter]. *They are fond. 

These examples illustrate that, when an AP takes a complement, it is typically a PP 

Can APs have contain a specifier? Within an AP, the adjective can be preceded by specific elements that 

provide some extra information about the adjective, especially by degree words such as very, rather, quite, 

extremely, too… 

In winter the city is [AP very cold]. 

That shirt is [AP too red to go in the washing machine with the white shirt]. 

(- also interesting because it shows that, when the adjective is preceded by the degree word too, it can 

suddenly take a different type of complement than a PP, namely a VP with an infinitive as head) 

 

d) PPs 
Finally, consider phrases that have a preposition as their head. 

It certainly seems plausible to say that a P can take a complement. Many prepositions are in fact 

obligatorily transitive. (Note that this shows that, while the head of a phrase is obligatorily present in that 

phrase, there can sometimes be other things that must be present as well). 
This will last [PP until Doomsday].  *This will last [PP until]. ● a piece [PP of cake]  *a piece [PP of] 

As with the other lexical categories, there are also members of the category that do not or not necessarily 

take a complement. Examples of prepositions that can be used without a complement include the following: 

I’ve never met him [PP before today].  I’ve never met him [PP before]. 
The paint came [PP off the wall].  The paint came [PP off]. 

Note that when a preposition takes a complement it is most usually an NP. However, sometimes a P can 

select a sentence as complement: 
[PP After [S they went to America]] they started a new trade. 

and sometimes it can even select another PP as complement: 
[PP From [PP under the bridge]] came a herd of strange creatures. ● This play lasts [PP till [PP after 8]]. 

The following examples illustrate that Ps can be preceded by a specifier in the PP as well: 
They went [PP [all the way] down the mine shaft]].  They found it [PP [ten meters] under the ground]]. 



  Syntax 

Gina  5 

B.2. Generalizing the structure of phrases 
The general basic schema for the internal structure of all types of phrases thus seems to be 

‘X’ stands for any lexical category (V, N, A, P). 

X’ =X bar; constituent BAR is in-between sentence and word level 

specifier adds info to the head 
a complement combines most directly 

if, that, whether introduce sentences (complementisers) 

 

a) Sentences 
If the idea is correct that all phrases have a head, which determines what type of phrase we are dealing with 

and what its syntactic behaviour will be, then how do the biggest phrases, namely sentences, fit into this 

picture? (Continued) A sentence usually consists of an NP and VP. But if a sentence would have an internal 

phrase structure: then it does not seem to have a head on its own (note that the NP and VP in the S 

have a head, but that is the head for that NP/VP, not for the sentence). That would mean the 

sentence would be the only type of phrase that is headless. 
 

Could sentences have a head? Recall that another question about phrase structure was left unresolved above 

as well: if the main verb read in a sentence like John will never read a book is the head of the VP in that 

sentence, then what about the modal verb will? Does that not head some sort of verbal phrase as well? So we 

have a phrase that does seem be headless (namely the sentence), and a verb that does seem to be phraseless 

(i.e. seems to be not the head of any phrase, namely the modal). This rather suggests there is a single 

particular answer to both questions – an answer that will be spelt out in a later lecture. 

 

B.3. Phrase structure crosslinguistically 
Returning to the general scheme for phrase structure. 
 

This schema describes the structure of phrases in E. It is not universal though; specifier can be on the right 

side of bar and in bar, the head can be on the right side of the complement 

E.g.; consider a noun phrase containing three specifiers: a determiner, a numberal and an attributive 

adjective. In E, they happen to be to the left of the head noun: these three big books. In Thai, however, the 

specifiers follow the head and, moreover, the ordering between them is different, too (in fact, it’s the exact 

mirror image of the order in E): nangseuu jaj saam lem nii (book big three CLASSIFIER this) 

 

a) Universals and implicational universals 
when speaking of “universal”, we’d expect something to apply to all LAN. However, many universals turned 

out to be tendencies. X=LA = absolute tendency. So LAN tend to have the same order between head, 

complement and specifiers in phrases of different types. Thus, we find that there are correlations such as: 

 LAN in which V precedes its complement tend to have prepositions (so P precedes its complement, too) 

 LAN in which V follows its complement tend to have postpositions (so P follows its complement, too) 

Such statements are sometimes referred to as implicational universals. A universal is a principle that is 

supposed to hold of all LAN. An implicational universal is a universal that has the general form “if a LAN 

has property X, then it will also have property Y” 

In fact, the statements, or the more general idea that phrases of different types all have the same order 

between head, complements and specifiers within a LAN, is far from exceptionless. (This is why the word 

‘tend’ is used) – people therefore also speak of a ‘statistical’ universal in this case, rather than an ‘absolute’ 

one. It is certainly not necessary for a LAN to give all its phrases either head-complement order or 

complement-head order. It can even be the case that the same head sometimes occurs before its complement 

and sometimes after it. Such behaviour is shown, for instance, by prepositions in Dutch: 
Ze zwommen [in het kanaal]. Ze zwommen [het kanaal in]. 

they swam in the canal they swam the canal in 

They were swimming in the canal. They swam into the canal. 

Similar variation can be found with respect to the order between a head and its specifiers. Thus, in French, 

attributive adjectives sometimes precede the noun in an NP, whereas in other cases they must follow the noun: 
une nouvelle maison un livre noir  

Interestingly, the order between a head and its complements and/or specifiers in a LAN can change over 

time. For example, Old and Middle E showed both complement-verb and verb-complement orders, rather 

than the consistent verbcomplement order we see in E today. But more on such syntactic changes in the 

historical linguistics module in Linguistics 1B. 
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C. Grammatical functions (different perspective on syntactic positions; combines syntax and 

semantics) 

In the previous lectures we have seen that sentences can be partitioned into constituents and that these 

constituents have a particular internal structure. It is probably intuitively clear that the constituents in a 

sentence all fulfill a different function in it. In this lecture we will make this idea a bit more precise. We 

will consider some of the basic grammatical functions that syntacticians usually distinguish. We will also 

take an initial look at the ordering between the constituents with differing grammatical functions. 

 

C.1. Sentences as subject+predicate 
It is a Very Ancient Idea (it goes back at least to Aristotle) that sentences can be divided into something that 

the sentence ‘is about’ (the moon) = SUBJECT and a ‘rest of the sentence’ (is made of blue-cheese) = 

PREDICATE that says something about the thing that the sentence is about. 

(“is about” and “rest of the sentence” are notions related to meaning = semantics!) 

We are now talking about a syntactic notion of ‘subject’ and‘predicate’, namely as 

the two syntactic constituents into which a sentence can be divided.  

this is how the phrase structure of a sentence in general looks like 
 

Of course, syntacticians should provide some motivation for distinguishing these two parts of a sentence that goes 

beyond the semanticky notions of ‘what the sentence is about’ and ‘providing some information about that’. This is what 

we will now discuss... 

 

a) Subjects 
In E and many other LAN, S can be recognised syntactically as follows: the subject is the element in a 

sentence that the finite verb in the sentence agrees with (recall what agreement involves from morphology). 

In E, there is person and number agreement between subject and finite verb. 

 

 Normally the subject precedes the verb in E. It is often an NP, but not always. In some sentences with a 

copula it is possible to have a PP as subject: 

[Under the bed] is a good hiding place. ● [Via Liverpool] is a shorter route. 

 

 It is even possible that the subject of a sentence is itself a whole sentence. We already saw in the 

previous lecture that recursion of phrases is allowed, and that that includes recursion of sentences: a 

sentence can contain another instance of a sentence inside it. One of the grammatical functions that an 

embedded sentence can have inside the larger sentence is that of subject. (embedded sentences can be 

linked to the higher sentence by using a special word to introduce them, a so-called complementizer, in 

these cases the complementizer that.): [That Jodi smokes] worries Nicola.  

 

 Another important property of subjects in E is they are obligatorily present. Sentences in E want to 

have a subject, and you cannot just leave it out: The man shouts. *shouts. ● It rains. *rains 

Pro-Drop-LAN 

This is different in some other LAN. In particular, it seems to be the case that in LAN with a rich 

agreement paradigm, such as It and Sp, you need not realize the subject of a sentence if this is a 

pronoun (at least if that pronoun is not emphasized).  

This difference between E and Italian is seems unsurprising in some sense: if the agreement morphology 

already unambiguously tells you whether you are dealing with any person/number of the subject, using a 

pronoun as subject seems superfluous. In islandic, however, there is a lot of morphology but you can’t 

drop anything out that is useful (may drop out “it” in “it rains” because it’s rather useless). Also, it turns 

out, drop-out is even possible in some LAN that don’t have any agreement morphology at all, e.g. 

Chinese. 

 

 

b) Predicates 
Predicates come in two types. 

 The V of the VP in [S(NP)(VP)] provides the lexical content of the predicate. This verb can be 

intransive and no other material needs to be present in the predicate (e.g. the woman laughed) 

 The V is a meaningless copula and the lexical content of the predicate is provided by an NP, AP or PP. 
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 Direct objects DO 
The predicate can contain other constituents inside it as well (rather than just having an intransive verb). 

In case the predicate is headed by a transitive verb, there can be a constituent that is like the subject in one 

respect: it expresses a participant in the event or state that the predicate expresses. While the subject often 

expresses the ‘doer’ of this event, the direct object of a sentence can express the ‘undergoer’ of the event.  

The hungry boy ate a hamburger in the park. ● Why do you like that kind of tv? ● I would do that if I could. 

In E, direct object NPs are in a complement position in the VP. In particular, they must be the first 

complement of the verb if there are other phrases following the verb as well (with one exception, to be 

discussed shortly): The hungry boy ate a hamburger in the park. *He ate in the park a hamburger. 

Like subjects, DO need not always be Noun Phrases. An embedded sentence can also function as DO. 

I know [that the museum will be closed on Monday]. ● I wonder [if the post office will be closed as well]. 

 

 Indirect objects 
Some verbs can combine with yet another constituent that expresses a participant in the event expressed by the 

verb, namely in case the verb expresses an event in which there is someone or something towards who/which 

the action is directed: Bill sent a letter to Kenny. ● They dispatched the parcel to the customer yesterday. 

The IO is called so because rather than being directly combined with the verb, it is combined ‘indirectly’ 

via a preposition. In this construction, the DO must still be the first complement of the verb in E, while the 

IO follows the direct object. Compare the following examples: 

*Bill sent to Kenny a letter. ● *They dispatched to the customer the parcel yesterday. 

Interestingly, some verbs allow an alternative way of realising their IO, namely without the use of the 

preposition. In this so-called double object construction the order between direct object and indirect object 

must be reversed: now it must be the indirect object that is the first complement of the verb: 

Bill sent Kenny a letter. *Bill sent a letter Kenny. ● Mary gave me a book. *Mary gave a book me. 

Not all verbs taking an IO can appear in the double object construction: 

They donated some money to the church. *They donated the church some money. 

The chemist demonstrated the experiment to her students. *She demonstrated her students the experiment. 

Some LAN, such as French, Italian and Spanish, do not allow the double-object version of a predicate 

containing both a direct and an indirect object at all. 

 

 Prepositional objects 
IO are not the only objects that can be introduced by a preposition. Some verbs have the idiosyncratic 

property that they select a particular preposition to introduce what looks otherwise like their DO. The 

preposition in these cases is semantically bleached: it does not express a location, time, direction, or anything 

like that anymore, but is really meaningless. The choice of preposition with a particular verb is also 

unpredictable. 

He counts on Carol to do the job. ‘on’ changes the meaning. The verb selects the preposition! 

Our firm strongly believes in good customer service. 

I looked at the picture for a long time. 

 

 Modifiers/adjuncts 
Predicates can contain many other phrases besides the various types of object. These other 

phrases do not express a participant in the event or state described by 

the predicate, but rather provide some additional information about 

the time when it happened, the place where it happened, why it happened, how 

long it took, and so on. Whereas (in E) subjects are obligatory and with some verbs direct 

objects are as well, such phrases typically are optional additions to the sentence. (You will 

hear more about the difference between ‘participants in an event’ and ‘modifiers of an event’ in the semantics 

module) 

They ate lunch in a pub. ● They met the other day. ● Almost immediately he dropped it. 

You should never clip the hedge drunk. ● The band played only covers because they hated their own songs. 

For now, we will assume that an adjunct in a VP is attached just like a complement although further 

toward the “edge” of the phrase (in the end this will turn out to be an oversimplification). So the structure 

would be as follows: 
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C.2. Order of the major grammatical functions 
Now that we have seen the various grammatical functions that the constituents in a sentence can have, let’s 

take a closer look at the order between them. From the discussion so far, the following generalizations about 

word order in E have emerged: 

 The subject is the phrase immediately preceding the VP 

 The object (if there is one) is the first phrase immediately following the verb 

 If there is an indirect object, this immediately precedes the direct object if it (the IO) is an NP, 

and it follows the direct object if it is a PP. 

It is important to note that these orderings hold for ‘neutral’ declarative sentences. These are sentences that 

can in principle be uttered ‘out of the blue’ and do not need any special context to be felicitous. For example, it 

is perfectly possible in E to have the DO in the very first position of a sentence, rather than immediately 

following the verb, as in The newspaper Mary has read already (BUT strange effect! – it needs a context!) 

 

a) SVO LAN 
In the next lecture we will discuss the possibility of having alternative word orders, besides the neutral one, 

in more detail. What we will now consider is the cross-linguistic variation in the neutral order. The first 

two generalizations in the bullet piont can be captured in a nutshell by saying that E is an SVO LAN. There 

are many such LAN but this order is certainly not universal (we already saw that the order btw heads, 

complements and specifiers within phrases is not the same across LAN, so it is to be expected that there is 

such cross-linguistic variation in ordering in the largest phrase, the sentence, as well). 

 

b) SOV LAN 
There are also SOV LAN. These have their subjects in the same place as E, but their objects also precede the 

verb, rather than following it as in E. E.g. Japanese: Hiromi-ga tegami-o Naoko-ni kaita.  Hiromi 

NOMINATIVE letter ACCUSATIVE Naoko DATIVE wrote  ‘Hiromi wrote a letter to Naoko.’ 

Typically, SOV LAN do not just have the V following its complements and specifiers, but heads in other 

phrases follow their complements and specifiers as well; they are head-final. E.g., whereas in E a sentence 

that functions as complement to a noun in an NP follows that noun, as in (I heard [NP the rumour that Taro 

bought that house]), in Japanese the noun follows the complement clause, as in ([NP Taro-ga ano ie-o kat-ta 

toiu uwasa-o] kii-ta. Taro that house bought that rumour heard). Note also that the complementizer that 

precedes the complement clause in E, follows the complement clause in Japanese. 

 

c) OVS, VOS, OSV, VSO LAN 
Of the other four possibilities of ordering S, O and V (besides SVO and SOV), three appear to be rare: some 

instances of OVS, VOS and OSV LAN have been reported, but not many. VSO LAN, however, are rather 

easier to come by. They include the Celtic LAN (Scottish Gaelic, Irish, Welsh, Breton) and Arabic. E.g. Scots 

Gaelic: Sgrìobhadh iad an leabhar. write-CONDITIONAL they the book ‘They would write the book.’ 
 

Apart from variation in the basic order between V, O,S, LAN can also show other types of word order 

variation. For example, some LAN seem to show more word order possibilities than others. This may be 

related to a morphological property, namely to how much case morphology there is on NPs in the LAN. 

Very generally speaking (meaning that there are all sorts of exceptions), LAN with a lot of case morphology 

have a freer word order than LAN without. Intuitively, it does not seem hard to understand why this would 

be so. Case morphology indicates what the grammatical function of a Noun Phrase is. In the absence of such 

morphology, a LAN must use an alternative way to indicate which constituent is the subject, which is the 

direct object, which the indirect object, and so on. Using a stricter word order between these is such an 

alternative way. As an example, consider German and Dutch. German has retained some of the case 

morphology that was more abundantly present in the older stages of the Germanic LAN.  

Dutch, in contrast, has (like E) lost all case morphology. Note the same form for the determiner here, 

regardless of the grammatical function of the NP. 
Der Mann gab der Frau den Hut. De man gaf de vrouw de hoed.  Die Frau gab ihm den Hut. De vrouw gaf de man de hoed… 

Consider now the possible word orders in the double object construction in both LAN. As the examples 

illustrate, both German and Dutch allow the order IO – DO in this construction (like E). However, in 

addition to this, German also allows the order DO – IO: Der Mann gab den Hut der Frau... In contrast, the 

word order in Dutch is stricter, and this alternative order between the two objects is ruled out. 

When we look at older stages of both German and Dutch, in which more morphological case was present, we 

see even more word order possibilities in the sentence. Such syntactic and morphological changes in the course 

of a LAN’s history will be discussed in more detail in the historical linguistics module in Linguistics 1B. 
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D. Deviations from neutral word order 

D.1. Wh-questions Movement 

Recall the following generalizations about word order in E ‘neutral’ sentences:  
 The S is the NP immediately preceding the verb 

 The O (if there is one) is the first NP immediately following the verb 

 If there is an IO, this immediately precedes the DO if it (IO) is an NP, follows the DO if it is a PP. 

In the previous lecture it was already noted that certain deviations from this neutral word order are possible. 

Consider for instance the following sentences: 
a) Who(S) will go the cinema tonight? 

b) Which film (DO) did (agrees with S (he), not O!) the critic review yesterday? OSV order; finite verb agrees with S 

c) Who (IO) did Sean give the tickets? (auxil.+main V, 1st one agrees) 

The fact that the objects in b) and c) appear in the first position appears to be related to the fact that they are 

questioned in these sentences. In E, you have to do two things if you want to question a particular 

constituent. First of all, you have to use a special form for the questioned phrase, a form that most often 

starts with wh (who, what, why, where, when, which film, what kind of book, whose jumper etc.). Questioned 

phrases are, therefore, generally referred to as wh-phrases (but note that this term also covers those 

interrogative phrases that actually do not start with wh, such as how, and is also used for questioned phrases 

in LAN where these forms do not start with wh at all). Second, a wh-phrase must go into the first position 

of the sentence, regardless of its grammatical function. Whether it is the S, an O, or a modifier, a wh-

phrase appears in the first position. This means we can stick to the generalizations in a), if we add the 

following rule to E syntax: Wh-phrases must be in the first position of the sentence. This rule ‘overrules’ 

the generalizations first stated. Thus, the normal position for a DO in E is immediately after the main verb in 

the sentence, but if the DO is a wh-phrase it vacates this position and goes into the first position of the 

sentence. We will use the term ‘movement’ to describe the phenomenon that a constituent with a particular 

grammatical function does not appear in its usual position but instead goes into another position in the 

sentence because the constituent has a particular property such as being questioned. The idea is that a DO 

that is questioned is actually put in the regular post-verbal DO position, in accordance with the 

generalisations, but subsequently is ‘moved’ to the first position in the sentence because it is a wh-phrase. 

WH-movement example:  [Which film] did the critic review --- yesterday 
                                                                                                                  ↑_________________________________________________ 

The movement leaves the DO position empty. Indeed, there cannot be another phrase in a position that has 

been vacated by movement. In the eg.g., there cannot be another phrase in the DO position: *Which film did 

the critic review The Intruder. This sentence could conceivably have the meaning ‘Which film did the critic 

review, besides reviewing The Intruder’, but clearly it is not well-formed. In what follows, we will indicate 

the empty position that a moved constituent evacuates with the letter e for ‘empty’. Thus, when, say, an IO 

moves to the first position in the sentence, the regular IO position will contain the e: 

[To which man] did you give your tickets e yesterday? 

 
a) Where does the moved phrase go? (i.e. WH-phrases and complementizers) 

Although it is clear that wh-phrases move to the ‘first position’ in the sentence, this statement is 

actually not unproblematic when we consider the structure for sentences we have been assuming so far. 

(NP is the S and VP is the syntactic predicate) 

The problem is that this structure does not have a position available for any phrase that precedes the subject. 

This structure must be expanded, then, to accommodate constituents that have been moved to the front of the 

sentence. Such an expansion is necessary for another reason as well. Most main sentences will fit into the 

normal scheme in (as long as there is no wh-movement). Many embedded sentences will not, however. This 

is because, as noted in the previous lecture, embedded sentences are often introduced by a particular word 

that indicates their relation to the main sentence. These so-called complementizers ( as that, if, and because) 

One way to accommodate the presence of complementizers in front of embedded sentences is to 

assume that complementizers are the head of their own particular phrase, the Complementizer 

Phrase or CP, and have the property that they take sentences as their complement  

The nice thing about this idea is that it also solves our problem with the lack of a position for wh-

phrases to move to. Recall from the previous lecture that all phrases have a similar internal 

structure: they contain a head, which can take complements to its right and specifiers to its left (in E). So if C 

is the head of a CP phrase, then in addition to combining with its S complement (), it 

should also be able to combine with a specifier to its left. This specifier-of-the-CP position, 

then, can be taken to be the position in which moved wh-phrases land  
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Empirical evidence for the hypothesis that wh-phrases are in the specifier position of the complementizer 

comes from some other LAN that also have wh-movement to the first position. In E, embedded interrogative 

sentences cannot contain both a moved wh-phrase and a complementizer; if there is wh-movement, the 

complementizer must be left out: 
*I wonder [if who ate all the cakes].  *I wonder [who if ate all the cakes].  I wonder [who ate all the cakes]. 

But in (informal registers of) Dutch, embedded interrogative sentences can contain a complementizer, 

and as it turns out the wh-phrase appears directly in front of that complementizer. The wh-phrase cannot 

appear after the complementizer, for instance in the empty subject position in the e.g.: 
Piet vroeg [wie of e die film gezien had].  Piet asked who if that film seen had (Piet asked who had seen that film) 

Although it is bad in E to have both a complementizer and a moved wh-phrase within the same sentence, 

there is no reason to assume that wh-movement targets a different position in this LAN. In other words, wh-

movement in E goes to the specifier-of-CP position as well, but in an embedded sentence the C position itself 

must be left empty in case there is such movement. If there is wh-movement in a main sentence, as in [To 

which man] did you give your tickets e yesterday?), we suddenly see the finite verb (did) appearing in the C 

position – but more on that in the next lecture. 

b) Wh-in-situ 
It is not a universal property of all LAN that wh-phrases move to the first position in the sentence. There 

are LAN in which subjects stay in the subject position even when questioned, objects stay in the object 

position even when questioned, and so on. An example of such a wh-in-situ LAN is Chinese: 
Ni xihuan shei? you like who  (Who do you like?) 

Wo xiang-zhidao [Lisi mai-le sheme].  I wonder Lisi bought what  (I wonder what Lisi bought.) 

So there are LAN with wh-movement to the left and there are LAN without wh-movement (wh-in-situ LAN). 

There do not seem to be LAN with wh-movement to the right, at least no spoken LAN; it has been argued 

that there is wh-movement to the right in American Sign LAN. Although E has wh-movement, it is, in fact, 

partly a wh-in-situ LAN as well. This becomes clear when we consider questions containing more than 

one wh-phrase. In such questions, only one (furthest to left) of the wh-phrases undergoes movement to 

the specifier-of the- CP position. The other(s) do not undergo movement, but remain ‘in situ’: 
Who e has given what to whom? (*Who what e has given e to whom?  *Who what to whom e has given e e?) 

Note that, next to these e.g.s, the alternatives in below, where the DO or the IO rather than the S has 

undergone wh-movement, are bad. This shows that the wh-phrase that moves to the specifier-of-the-CP is the 

one that is closest to that position to begin with, rather than one that is further away from it. Another way of 

stating this is that a wh-phrase cannot ‘skip’ another wh-phrase when it undergoes wh-movement. (Thus, 

there cannot be another wh-phrase in between the moved wh-phrase and the e position in the sentence). This 

phenomenon is known as Superiority. *What has who given e to whom?  *To whom has who given what e? 

c) LAN with multiple wh-movement 
Again, this behaviour of E with respect to questions with more than one wh-phrase is not universal. Not 

surprisingly, a LAN like Chinese, which does not show wh-movement even if there is just one wh-phrase, 

leaves all the wh-phrases in situ. However, next to the options instantiated by E and Chinese, there are also 

LAN in which all wh-phrases move to the left in a multiple question. Some Slavic LAN are of this type, as 

the following Bulgarian and Czech data illustrate (note that both these LAN are SVO LAN, not SOV LAN): 
Koj koga e vižda e ? (who whom sees)  *Koj e vižda koga ? (who sees whom) 

Kdo koho e viděl e ? (who whom saw)  *Kdo e viděl koho ? (who saw whom) 

d) Long distance movement 
So far, we have only seen cases in which a wh-phrase moves to the specifier-of-the- CP position inside its 

own sentence. (From now on, to save some space, we will refer to the specifier-of-the-CP position as ‘spec-CP’). 
Thus, the object in a main sentence can undergo wh-movement to the spec-CP position of the main sentence, 

as in (a), and the object in an embedded sentence can undergo wh-movement to the spec-CP 

position of the embedded sentence, as in (b). 
a. Whom did Marian tell e [that Fiona had read Ulysses]? 

b. Marian told Gerry [what Fiona had read e]. 

But these are not the only possibilities. Wh-movement can be nonlocal, in the sense that a wh-phrase 

can escape its own clause and move to the spec-CP position of a higher sentence. e.g.: 

What did Marian think [that Fiona had read e]? 

Here, the O of the verb read, which is the verb in the embedded sentence, has 

undergone wh-movement to the spec-CP position in the main 

sentence. (Note that the reverse never happens: an object of the 

verb in the main sentence never moves to the spec-CP position 

of an embedded sentence – that would give results such as: 

*You asked e [whom John got fired]). 



  Syntax 

Gina  11 

e) Constraints on wh-movement 

 

 Embedded (indirect) Q (interrogative) 

Wh-movement can cross arbritarily long distances but it turns out that this is not always the case. One type 

of constituent is an embedded sentence that itself has a wh-phrase in its spec-CP position. You cannot 

move another wh-phrase out of such a sentence to the spec-CP position in the main sentence: 

*What did Marian wonder [whether Fiona had read e]? vs What did Marian think [that Fiona had read e]? 

This looks like another instance of a phenomenon we already observed before: a wh-phrase cannot skip 

another wh-phrase when undergoing wh-movement. 

 

 Coordination 

Another curious instance of wh-movement being blocked occurs in cases of two coordinated phrases, as in: 

Frank [bought shares in Apple yesterday] and [sold futures in Dell today]. 

*What did Frank [buy e yesterday] [sell futures in Dell today]? 

*What did Frank [buy shares in Apple yesterday] and [sell futures in e today]? 

It turns out that it is impossible to question a constituent in one of the coordinated phrases but not question 

the equivalent constituent in the other coordinated phrase. To make matters stranger, what is possible is to 

wh-move a constituent of the first sentence and wh-move a constituent of the second phrase simultaneously:   

What did Frank [buy e yesterday] and [sell e today]? 

This is called across-the-board movement: it contains one moved wh-phrase, which simultaneously 

functions as the DO of the verb in the first sentence and as the DO of the verb in the second sentence. 

 

D.2. Other kinds of movement 

There are various other types of movement besides wh-movement. There is one that closely resembles wh-

movement. In fact, we encountered this movement already in the previous lectures, where it was mentioned 

that a constituent can be put in the first position of the sentence in case the constituent is emphasized and 

contrasted with something else: Beans I like e (but I don’t like sprouts). This illustrates, the object doesn’t 

appear in the regular postverbal object position, but has undergone movement to the sentence-initial position. 

This movement has been given different names, we’ll refer to it as “topicalization” 

Topicalization is remarkably similar to wh-movement to first position. It obeys the same restrictions. For 

example, although the fronted phrase in That book I think [she’ll never read e] is not a wh-phrase, it still can’t 

skip a wh-phrase when it undergoes movement, as shown by *That book I wonder [whether she’ll read e]  

We may therefore assume that topicalization and wh-movement are the same sort of movement, namely 

movement that goes to the spec-CP position of the sentence. In fact, the only difference between 

topicalization and wh-movement in E seems to be that wh-movement is obligatory whereas topicalization 

is optional (you can emphasize sth without moving it to 1
st
 position by phonologically stressing it). There are LAN 

in which something that resembleds topicalization is in fact obligatory. The movements discussed so far 

move something to the left in a sentence, in fact, to the very left. There is a type of construction which may 

show that movement to the right is also possible to some extent. This involves constituents that are focused. 

Consider for example the direct object NP in the following sentences. When this is not emphasized, this must 

appear immediately after the verb, in accordance with the generalisations. This is illustrated by 

(c.letters=stress): 

Mary gave the book about painting to HENRY yesterday (not to JANE). (IO is emphasized) 

* Mary gave to HENRY yesterday the book about painting (not to JANE). 

When the DO is emphasized, it can (optionally) go into a position further to the right: 

Mary gave the book about PAINTING to Henry yesterday (not the book about MUSIC). 

Mary gave to Henry yesterday the book about PAINTING (not the book about MUSIC). 

This sort of movement is often referred to as Heavy NP Shift, where ‘heavy’ should be understood in the 

same way as we use ‘focused’ or ‘emphasized’ here. 
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E. More on sentence structure 

We’ve left 2 problems unsolved that relate to phrase structure: It was assumed that all phrases have a head in 

them that determines which type of phrase we are dealing with: whether it is an NP or a VP or an AP, and so 

on. The problem was that the biggest phrase there is, (1) the sentence, does not seem to have a head if we 

adopt this structure   (NP=subject, VP=predicate). The NP has N as head, the VP has V as head – but 

what is the head of S? 

(2) The second problem relates to the fact that some sentences can contain more than one verb. There can 

be auxiliary verbs, next to the main verb: Willy might go to Berlin. 

If a phrase such as a VP can only have one head, and the main verb functions as this head, then where is the 

auxiliary verb in the structure? One hypothesis would be that auxiliaries and main verbs somehow form one 

complex V that acts as the head of the VP. But at least for E that hypothesis is not so likely, because it turns 

out that, crucially, auxiliary verbs in this LAN occupy a different position in the sentence structure than 

main verbs occupy. There is a special position in the sentence structure that is reserved for auxiliaries. This 

position is slightly further to the left than the position of the main verb, which is (as assumed before) the V 

position inside the VP. That in E auxiliaries are not in the V position of the VP but are further to the left can 

be shown in the following way. There is a certain class of adverbs that act as specifier of the VP, and 

which therefore occur to the left of V in E. Examples are negative adverbs like not and frequency adverbs 

such as often. Main verbs must follow these adverbs, but auxiliary verbs can precede them: 

Sara does not watch that program.  *Sara watches not that program. 

Sara will not watch that program.  *Sara not will watch that program. 

If the adverbs in question are specifiers of the VP, then these data indicate that auxiliary verbs do not occur 

inside the VP, but rather in a position in front of the VP. Apparently, then, there is a special position in the 

sentence where auxiliary verbs go. We can now solve both problems mentioned above in 

one go by assuming that this special position is actually the head position of the sentence. 

In other words, the auxiliary acts as head of the sentence. If so, sentences, just like all other 

phrases, comply with the general schema for phrase structure  

Sentences, too, contain a head (namely the auxiliary verb) which can take a specifier to its left 

(namely the subject) and a complement to its right (namely the VP)  

Modern E modal auxiliary verbs have a second special property, besides the property of 

occurring in a position in the sentence structure that is specifically reserved for them. This is 

that they are obligatorily inflected for tense and agreement. Modals cannot occur as 

infinitives, as shown by a), or as participles, as shown by b). a. *The carpenter hopes to can build the house. 

 b. *She has could reading that book. 

Because of this connection between modals and (tense and agreement) inflection, the position that auxiliaries 

(Aux) occur in is usually referred to as the Infl/I position. If we also take into account that an S, as in the last 

graph, can be the complement of a complementizer inside a larger CP structure, this gives us 

the following picture for the general structure of a complete sentence (in Modern E)  

In sentences with an auxiliary verb, this auxiliary fills the Infl position in the graphic. 

However, not all sentences have an auxiliary verb. So what happens in case there is no 

auxiliary? In E, the answer is: nothing. The Infl position in a sentence with just a main verb 

is simply left empty. (Note that this does mean that the Infl position is rather different from the 

head position in phrases such as NPs and VPs, which cannot normally be just left empty): 

John will never read the paper in the afternoon. 

John        never reads the paper in the afternoon. 

In some LAN other than E something curious happens when there is no auxiliary, however. 

Let us look at French, for example. For sentences that contain an auxiliary verb, French 

arguably has the same sentence structure as E. In particular, the subject comes in front of the auxiliary, the 

auxiliary comes in front of specifier-of-VP adverbs like souvent ‘often’, the main verb comes after these 

adverbs, and the complement of the main verb follows the verb. Thus, a sentence as has exactly the same 

word order as its E counterpart: 

Jean a souvent donné une pomme à Marie. (John has often given an apple to Mary) 

So, the last graph can be taken to be valid for French as well. But consider now what happens in sentences 

without an auxiliary. Here, the main verb suddenly has to show up in front of the specifier-of-VP adverbs: 

*Jean souvent donne une pomme à Marie.   Jean donne souvent une pomme à Marie. 
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What this indicates is that in French, in case there is no auxiliary, the main verb goes into the position that 

would otherwise be occupied by the auxiliary. Instead of appearing in the V position in the graph, the 

main verb appears in the Infl position. Here we have another instance of movement, then, but instead 

of movement of a complete phrase, there is movement of the head of a phrase. In Jean donne 

souvent une pomme à Marie the head of the VP (main verb) moves out of the VP, across the 

adverb, to another head position, namely to the Infl position.  Such movement occurs in F 

and a number of other LAN in case the Infl position would otherwise be left empty. 

 

We may wonder if E has any verb movement like this at all. For main verbs the answer is clearly 

negative: a main verb never moves out of the V position in E. As it turns out, however, there is 

movement of auxiliary verbs in some contexts. Above, it was argued that auxiliary verbs occur in 

the Infl head position of the sentence. Since the subject is the specifier of the InflP, there usually is subject-

auxiliary order in E. But now consider questions. Here, the auxiliary must occur in front of the subject 

(except if the subject itself is questioned): 

What has Geraldine read?  *What Geraldine has read? 

Why would you do a thing like that?  *Why you would do a thing a like that? 

In questions, then, the auxiliary verb does not occur in its usual Infl position to the immediate left of the VP, 

but rather it shifts even further to the left. If we look at the structure in ‘the graph’, we see that there is 

indeed a head position available in front of the subject: the C position, which in embedded clauses hosts 

complementizers. Apparently, in E question sentences there is movement of the auxiliary from the Infl 

position to the C position, with the result that there is subject-verb inversion (the finite verb 

occurs in front of the subject, rather than following it) if anything else than the subject is the 

questioned Wh-phrase in the spec-CP position of the sentence. Schematically illustrated  

 

It can be shown that it is really the C position, the position reserved for complementizers in 

embedded sentences, that the auxiliary moves to in the e.g.s above. Just as in French a main verb 

cannot move to Infl if that position is already occupied by an auxiliary, an auxiliary in an E question 

cannot move to C if that position is already occupied by a complementizer. This is shown by the 

embedded question (in embedded questions, there is no subject-verb inversion): 

I wonder [if Frederick has ever heard that song].  *I wonder [if has Frederick ever heard that song]. 

Thus, fronted auxiliaries and complementizers are in complementary distribution (this means that you can 

have either one or the other but not both at the same time). This can be explained if a fronted auxiliary does 

indeed go into the same position as a complementizer in the sentence structure, to wit the C position in ‘the 

graph’. A head position, such as the C position, can contain exactly one head, so if a complementizer already 

fills up this position in an embedded sentence there is no room anymore for an auxiliary to go there as well. 

As noted, in E verb movement to the C position is (i) limited to question sentences, and (ii) limited to 

auxiliary verbs. If there threatens to be no auxiliary in a question sentence, the meaningless auxiliary do is 

used in order to fill up the C position: *Which string quartet heard George yesterday?  Which string quartet 

did George hear yesterday? 

Interestingly, when we look at all the other Germanic LAN besides E, it turns out that the process of verb 

movement to the C position in the sentence is much more pervasive in these LAN. It is, first of all, not 

limited to auxiliaries. Main verbs can move to this position just as well, thereby making the use of a dummy 

auxiliary like do unnecessary: Was kostet das Buch? *Was tut das Buch kosten? 

Moreover, verb movement to C is not limited to question sentences in these LAN. In fact, the tensed verb 

moves to C in all main sentences, that is, in sentences that do not contain a complementizer already in C. 

This is shown by the fact that, if you have anything else than the subject in first position there is subject-verb  

inversion in these LAN. Compare the word order in the Danish sentence below with the word order in its E 

counterpart: This film the children have seen (rather than another one) 

Denne film har børnene set. (this film have children-def seen  The children have seen this film)  

*Denne film børnene har set. (this film children-def have seen  *This film have the children seen.) 

The DO has moved out of the object position to the specifier-of-CP position by an 

application of topicalization. The tensed verb, in this case an auxiliary, has moved to the C 

position, because of the general rule in Germanic (except E) that says that verbs must go to C 

if there is no complementizer in that position. The idea that the finite verb always moves to C 

in main sentences but not in embedded sentences (which start with a complementizer in the C 

position) also accounts for the difference in the position of the verb with respect to its object in the 

German sentences above (exactly parallel sentences in Dutch, Frisian and Afrikaans). The word order in the 
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embedded sentence a) below appears to indicate that German is an SOV LAN. But in the main sentence in 

b), the verb suddenly appears in front of the object, making it look as if German is an SVO LAN. 

a) Er glaubt [CP dass sein Vater diese Idee hatte]. *Er glaubt [CP dass sein Vatter hatte diese Idee]. 

b) Sein Vater hatte diese Idee. *Sein Vater diese Idee hatte. 

If we take a closer look at all relevant data, it turns out that German really is an SOV LAN, rather than an 

SVO LAN. In particular, it is only the tensed verb that can appear in front of the object in main 

sentences; all other verbs, whether they be participles or infinitives, must appear after the object: 

c) Sein Vater hatte diese Idee gehabt *Sein Vater hatte gehabt diese Idee 

d) Sein Vater würde diese Idee haben *Sein Vater würde haben diese Idee 

This means the word order in c), in particular the different placement of the finite verb when compared with 

the embedded sentence in d), can be accounted for by assuming the verb in b) is not in its basic V position 

inside the VP, but has undergone the general rule “move a finite verb to C if there is no complementizer in 

C”, which holds in German (and Frisian, Dutch, Afrikaans, Scandinavian LAN). The structures of the 

embedded sentence in a) and the main sentence in b) hence are as in the graphs below respectively. 

 
 

 
 

Note that here the subject has undergone topicalization, just like the object had undergone topicalization in 

the Danish main sentence above. Such movement can be applied to any constituent in the sentence, with the 

effect that any constituent can end up in front of the finite verb in C.  


