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From its inception, the Transformational-Generative tradition has had as its goal that of proposing 

an account of how children acquire language. The acquisition task is deemed so complex that it 

is hypothesized that it must be the case that children do not start with a blank slate, but rather are 

genetically endowed with an innate language capacity that provides the necessary scaffolding, 

with only some details of the specific language being acquired coming from experience. The 

approach taken by the theory is to attempt to define the nature of that scaffolding, commonly 

referred to as Universal Grammar (UG). As the theory has developed over time, the specific 

proposals have become increasingly refined. Thus, early on, it was argued that transformational 

rules cannot change meaning. A subsequent proposed restriction was that all phrase-structure 

rules must accord with the constraints of X-Bar Theory (essentially, they must be binary). In 

Principles and Parameters Theory an array of principles was proposed such that in essence if the 

nature of a lexical item is known, the syntactic facts associated with that lexical item are 

accounted for by the universal principles and restricted parametric settings of the language and 

need not be stated elsewhere in the grammar. With Minimalism (the current version of the 

theory, which this book deals with) the principles themselves have become subject to further 

refinement and, where possible, elimination. The general approach, then, has been consistent 

throughout the historical development of the theory: (1) attribute as much to innate UG as 

possible, leaving fewer details for the child acquiring the language to learn (and thus suggesting 

how language acquisition may be possible); and (2) assuming that linguistics is a science, 

adopting the view that the most desirable theory should have as little theoretical apparatus and as 

little redundancy as possible and still account for the facts. 

This book is presented as a contribution in this regard, advocating that two specific theoretical 

notions can be eliminated because they overlap with other principles that can account for the 

same facts and are thus redundant. It will be of value to linguists working within Minimalism, 

but it will be limited in its relevance to those who are not involved in that tradition because of the 

form of presentation favored by the authors. First, it deals solely with English (contrary to the 

practice of many working within the theory of considering a variety of languages), a research 

strategy seen as a limitation by some but not by practitioners, who argue that English is 

representative of human language generally and thus manifests the nature of Universal Grammar 



 

 

as well as any other language. Second, the tightly reasoned arguments are based upon 

assumptions and proposals not widely known outside this theoretical orientation, relying 

significantly upon disallowing ungrammatical sentences and evoking subtle intuitions where 

grammatical sentences are concerned. Finally, there is in the end an array of hedges erected 

calling for ‘further research’ or ‘clarification of the facts’ or stating other factors of uncertainty 

that make the arguments presented less convincing than they might be otherwise. 

This book sets out to eliminate two specific principles from the inventory of notions characterizing 

Universal Grammar. In this brief review I will attempt to make clear in a simple manner (perhaps 

too simple for some) the nature of the principles to be eliminated, but it is not possible to marshall 

all the supporting arguments; the interested reader is referred to the book itself for details. In 

essence it is argued that there are other ways within the theory to account for the same facts as 

these two principles are intended to do, and thus there is a redundancy to be eliminated. As will 

become clear in the discussion to follow, these two principles are not unrelated to one another. 

The first principle is the Extended Projection Principle (EPP). This is the principle of grammar 

that states: “Every sentence must have a subject.” Consider pairs of active and passive sentences 

like the following: 

(1a)   John is watching Mary 

(1b)   Mary is being watched (by John) 

The relation between Mary and watch is in some sense the same in both sentences (Mary refers 

to the entity that is being watched), and the same is true also of John (referring to the entity who 

does the watching). The theory proposes, then, that at some level the two entities are associated 

with the verb in the same way in both sentences. In the classical Principles and Parameters 

Theory this is handled by proposing that at the deepest syntactic level Mary is the complement of 

the verb in both: 

(2a)   John is watching Mary 

(2b)   Is being watched Mary (by John) 

In order to derive the passive sentence (1b), Mary must be moved, but of course it can’t move 

just anywhere, but must move into subject position. That it is subject position that is the landing 

site can be verified by the fact that agreement with the verb necessarily follows. Cf.: 

(3a)   John is watching the sailboats 

(3b)   The sailboats are being watched (by John) 

In part to insure that subject position is the landing site for the moved constituent, it is proposed 

that there is an empty position, a slot, already available for the constituent to move into 

(represented by e for ‘empty’). It is the EPP that requires such a position to occur, even where 

the verb itself does not call for it. Thus, for (1b) above: 

(4)   e is being watched Mary (by John) 



 

 

The theoretical motivation for the movement of Mary in such sentences is that in English passive 

verbs cannot assign accusative case to their complements, and the principle of the grammar 

known as The Case Filter requires that all overt NPs have case; by moving into subject position, 

the moved constituent can receive nominative case. This is clearer in English if pronouns are 

used, where the actual morphological case carried by the relevant constituents can be seen: 

(5a)   John is watching her (cf. (1a)) 

(5b)   She is being watched (by John) (cf. (1b)) 

Similarly, consider another pair of sentences: 

(6a)   John seems to be watching Mary 

(6b)   It seems that John is watching Mary 
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Again, the relationship holding between Mary and watch is the same in both (clearly evident in 

these examples), and the relationship between John and watch is the same in both as well. The 

proposal for pairs of sentences like this is comparable: 

(7a)   seems [that John is watching Mary] 

(7b)   seems [John to be watching Mary] 

Again the EPP comes into play: 

(8a)   e seems [that John is watching Mary] 

(8b)   e seems [John to be watching Mary] 

For the (8a) sentence the embedded clause has all the content and syntactic structure it needs 

(John is watching Mary by itself is a grammatical sentence). For the (b) sentence, however, some 

change must be effected (John to be watching Mary is not grammatical). For the (8b) sentence, 

then, the same argument is used; John cannot get nominative case from an infinitive, so The 

Case Filter forces it to move to the empty subject position required by the EPP: 

(6a)   John seems to be watching Mary 

For the (8a) sentence no movement takes place, but in addition to the EPP, English requires that 

at the highest level, every sentence must have an overt subject as well. It is the so-called 

‘expletive it’ that English uses in this particular context, and it is the EPP that provides the 

foundation for its occurrence, which otherwise would have no position to occur in: 

(6b)   It seems that John is watching Mary 

Now, of course if these facts (and others) can be accounted for in a theory that lacks the EPP, 

one principle proposed for Universal Grammar can be eliminated. In this way the theory can be 

simplified, and thus the amount of innate linguistic ability necessarily attributed to humans can 

be reduced. Elimination of the EPP is the first goal of this book.  



 

 

The second idea that is argued against in this book is the existence of so-called A-chains
2
. 

According to the constraints of the theory, when a constituent is moved, it leaves a trace (an 

empty category labelled t) that preserves the information of the location from which the constituent 

was moved (in some versions of the theory a copy of the moved constituent occurs rather than a 

trace, an alternative ignored in this review). Thus, for the sentences above, in fact each instance of 

movement leaves such a trace, which is coindexed (generally by a subscript) with the moved 

constituent so that in sentences in which there is more than one movement, there will be no 

confusion about which trace goes with which moved constituent. Incorporating this notion of 

traces, the following are the structures resulting after movement for the sentences illustrated above: 

(1b)   Maryi is being watched ti (by John) 

(3b)   [The sailboats] i are being watched ti (by John) 

(5b)   Shei is being watched ti (by John) 

(6a)   Johni seems ti to be watching Mary 

Each movement thus makes a ‘chain’ of association between the ending point of the movement 

(subject position in these examples) and the beginning point, where the constituent was 

originally configured. (There is a distinction in the theory between A-chains, as seen here, and 

A'-chains, but that distinction need not concern us in this brief review.) Thus chains like the 

following are found: 

(1b)   1b<Maryi, ti> 

(3b)   3b<[the sailboats] i, ti> 

(5b)   5b<shei, ti> 

(6a)   6a<Johni, ti> 

Of course, in some sentences the same constituent may move more than once. For example, 

consider (9): 

(9)   Mary seems to have been watched (by John) 

At the beginning level of structure the form of this sentence is: 

(9a)   seems to have been watched Mary (by John) 

Again the EPP applies, adding two subject positions as required: 

(9b)   e seems e to have been watched Mary (by John) 

As expected, Mary cannot get case from the passive verb watched and moves: 

(9c)   e seems Maryi to have been watched ti (by John) 

This movement does not solve the problem, however, because Mary still cannot get case, neither 

from the infinitive, nor from the verb seem; the NP must move a second time: 



 

 

(9d)   Maryi seems t'i to have been watched ti (by John) 

Now all is well, but the result is a chain with three members: 

(9d)   <Maryi, t'i, ti> 

The first member of the chain corresponds to the final position of Mary and thus is necessary; the 

final member of the chain corresponds to the initial position of Mary and thus is necessary as 

well; but the intermediate member of the chain, represented here as t'i, corresponds to neither the 

beginning nor the ending point of the derivation. The elimination of such intermediate traces has 

been advocated (in earlier works) on the grounds of simplifying the theory, but when they are 

eliminated from a sentence like that above (it is not insignificant that the member that is 

eliminated is that which is governed by English infinitival to), the resulting structure is: 

(9e)   Maryi seems to have been watched ti (by John) 

Now there is only a two-member chain (<Maryi, ti>), but this chain violates the theoretical 

requirement that traces be ‘properly governed’ (that requirement is referred to as The Empty 

Category Principle).  

The problem can be solved if the notion of such A-chains is eliminated altogether (but see f.n. 2), 

providing that the facts regarding the beginning and ending positions of constituents can be 

accounted for on other grounds. It is this notion of A-chains, then, that this book argues against. 

Further of course, if A-chains can be eliminated from the inventory of notions characterizing 

Universal Grammar, the theory can again be simplified, as desired. The proposal in this book is 

to affirm the importance of movement (theoretically, the operation Move), but to deny that such 

movement results in formation of a chain. Thus constituents occur at one level of structure in the 

positions required by the lexical characteristics of their associated constituents, and they move to 

a position where they can be assigned case, or where a constituent can discharge its case. 

However, only the ending points of such movement are necessary because the operation Move 

already by its theoretical definition contains the information that the chain representation is 

purported to encode. Thus, since Move and the notion of A-chains encode the same information, 

one can be eliminated without loss of explanatory power. The operation Move is needed on other 

grounds anyway, so the notion of A-chains is that which is eliminated. 

As mentioned above, for both of these notions, the arguments marshalled to eliminate them are 

very complex and theory-internal, with considerable uncertainty regarding the precise data to be 

accounted for. For all but the Minimalism specialist, therefore, this book is likely to find limited 

value. 

This book is very nicely printed and bound, with very few typographical errors (almost 

exclusively instances where a word or structure cited in the textual discussion of examples is not 

italicized as it should have been). 



 

 

Notes 

1  For the interested reader, the account proposed in this book for such sentences lies in the 

validity of The Case Filter, supplemented by the notion that there are other (generally non-

nominal) categories that have cases that they must themselves discharge in order for the 

sentence to be grammatical. Thus in 2b, 7a and 9 (below) the NP under discussion must move 

in order to be assigned case, and the required presence of expletive it in 6b lies in the fact that 

the case carried by the tense category associated with seem cannot be discharged otherwise. 

But no EPP is required for either instance. 

2  The authors are careful to state, however, that their arguments are limited to the facts of 

English, and only to some specific constructions (see page 5). In other languages, and in other 

contexts in English, such A-chains may indeed be valid. 

 


