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This book is crucially concerned with the role of the lexicon in the grammar of a 

language.  In the early days of generative syntax, the lexicon was assumed to be 

essentially a static listing of irregularities: specifically, a list of the morphemes of the 

language (unpredictable correlations of sound, meaning, and certain basic grammatical 

features such as syntactic category) together with any information that could not be 

predicted by regular rule. 

In 1970, Chomsky argued that certain derived forms, including English 

nominalizations like destruction, must be listed in the lexicon, rather than being created 

in the syntax.  But since many such forms are created by regular derivational rules (e.g. 

promote + -tion > promotion), that means that some rules of the grammar must actually 

apply “inside” the lexicon.  These LEXICAL RULES were sometimes referred to as 

“redundancy rules”, since they were not thought of as generating new forms but rather as 

expressing regular patterns of correspondence between pairs of lexical items (e.g. 

promote ~ promotion), each of which had its own lexical entry. 

Once the concept of a Lexical Rule was introduced, people began to use this 

mechanism to account for a wide variety of constructions, including some which had 

previously been assumed to be purely syntactic.  For example, Bresnan (1982) presents a 

strong argument for treating passivization as a lexical process. 

An enormous volume of research and debate has been focused on determining the 

boundaries between the lexicon and the syntax: which grammatical processes should be 

analyzed as involving lexical rules, and which should be treated as part of the (post-

lexical) syntax?  The strongest version of the LEXICALIST HYPOTHESIS holds that all 

morphological processes are lexical; rules of syntax may not create words (e.g. by putting 

morphemes together), nor can they refer to internal morphological structure of words.  In 

other words, the lexicon produces complete words and the syntax must treat them as 

atomic (indivisible) units.  A weaker version of the Lexicalist Hypothesis holds that 

derivational processes must be lexical, but that inflectional morphology is added and 

manipulated by the syntax. 

Some kinds of language data pose serious problems for any lexicalist approach.  For 

example, there are many languages in which phrasal units, which are presumably created 

by syntactic rules, may serve as the input for derivational (word-building) processes.  

Some examples are given in (1). 

(1)  a. Malay ke- -an nominalization (Nik Safiah et al., 1992) 



 tidak + hadir > ke-tidak#hadir-an 

not  present  ‘absence’ 

 tidak + se-imbang > ke-tidak#se-imbang-an 

not  one-balance  ‘state of being unbalanced, disproportionate’ 

 b. Tagalog verbal derivations (Schachter and Otanes, 1972, p. 361) 

 wala + bisa > mag-pa-wala=ng#bisa 

not.have  effect  ACTIVE-CAUS-not.have=LNK#effect 

      ‘to render ineffective’ 

 maganda + gabi > mag-maganda=ng# gabi 

good  evening  ACTIVE-good=LNK#evening 

      ‘to wish (someone) good evening’ 

In these examples, a syntactically complex phrase is treated as a single word (in fact, 

a stem) by the morphology.  This leads to an ordering paradox under lexicalist 

assumptions, which predict that all morphological processes should apply before any 

syntactic rules, including those which would be needed to create the phrasal base forms 

in (1).  This kind of data has led some linguists (e.g. Lieber, 1992) to revert to the earlier 

model of the lexicon as a list of morphemes, arguing that the same rules which build 

phrasal constituents are also used to build words.  In other words, there are no special 

morphological processes; the syntax does all the work. 

Another type of challenge to the Lexicalist Hypothesis comes from COMPLEX 

PREDICATES like the following: 

(2)  a. Hindi (T. Mohanan, 1994) 

 raam-ne mohan-par b
h
arosaa kiyaa. 

Ram-ERG Mohan-LOC reliance-NOM do-PERF 

‘Ram relied on Mohan.’  

 b. Japanese (Matsumoto, 1995) 

 Taroo=ga suugaku=no benkyoo=o suru. 

Taro=NOM math=GEN studying=ACC do 

‘Taro studies math.’  

In examples of this type, two or more morphologically distinct words function jointly 

as the predicate of a single clause.  Together they determine the argument structure and 

the grammatical relations assigned to each argument.  Thus it seems that the two words 

must share a single lexical entry. 

Many lexicalist treatments of this kind of complex predicate rely on special types of 

rules which merge two distinct argument structures to produce a new complex argument 

structure.  Ackerman and Webelhuth (hereafter A&W) argue that this approach 

represents a serious weakening of the lexicalist position, in that such mergers are 

essentially syntactic (word-combining) operations which in effect build new lexical items 



(words).  Their book is dedicated to supporting an alternative lexicalist analysis, based on 

an enriched concept of the predicate. 

The guiding principle of A&W’s approach is that function should be given priority 

over form.  They argue that previous lexicalist work has given priority to morphological 

form: if there are two morphologically distinct words, then there must be two distinct 

lexical entries.  They propose instead to give priority to function: if something functions 

as a single predicate (in ways explained below), then it must have a single lexical entry 

even if, in morphological terms, it consists of two or more distinct words. 

A&W also argue that two constructions which have the same basic function should be 

analyzed in essentially the same way.  For example, many languages have purely 

morphological (i.e. synthetic) passives and causatives.  Since these would be analyzed in 

terms of lexical rules, A&W maintain that passives and causatives should have the same 

kind of lexical treatment even in languages where these constructions are expressed 

analytically (e.g. by auxiliaries or serial verb-type constructions).  This is another respect 

in which function is given priority over form: sameness of function outweighs difference 

of form. 

Obviously, it requires a fairly rich model of lexical structure to accomplish this goal, 

since productive combinations of two or more distinct words have to be represented 

within a single lexical entry.  A&W have chosen to use the formalism of Head-Driven 

Phrase Structure Grammar (HPSG) to develop their theory.  This framework is in some 

respects quite simple: there are no transformational rules, and all semantic, syntactic and 

morphological information can be represented in a single tree structure, with phrasal 

nodes inheriting and combining the information contained in their daughters.  However, 

this conceptual simplicity can lead to extremely complex information structures, well-

suited for computer implementation but somewhat daunting to the uninitiated human 

reader. 

A&W do not assume any prior familiarity with HPSG, and spend four chapters 

introducing and developing their version of the framework.  But, partly because of the 

large number of hard-to-remember abbreviations used in the feature matrices, it still 

requires a fair bit of work for a non-practitioner to understand the formal details.  (For a 

gentler introduction to HPSG, see Sag and Wasow, 1999).  A&W’s approach also makes 

use of a Word and Paradigm model of morphology, similar to that of Anderson (1992); 

but they do not spend much time on purely morphological details. 

This choice of framework, and more generally the decision to adopt a lexicalist and 

non-transformational approach to syntax, represents a significant shift for Webelhuth, 

who is quite well known for his earlier work within the Principles and Parameters (GB) 

framework.  The book contains some critiques of the GB paradigm, in particular 

concerning the proliferation of “functional categories” over the past 10 years or so.  But 

for the most part, it seems to be written by lexicalists for lexicalists with the goal of 

purifying lexicalism.  Because of this, the authors feel little need to defend the basic 

correctness of the lexicalist position or to spell out the reasons for choosing such an 

approach in the first place.  Many such arguments have been presented by other writers, 



but the present book would have been more helpful and more interesting to a broader 

readership if these arguments were at least summarized somewhere in the early chapters.  

I would also have liked to see more direct responses to the extreme anti-lexicalist position 

(e.g. Lieber, 1992), and also to Baker (1988) who proposes a purely syntactic account for 

many of the same constructions that A&W deal with.  However, given the already 

ambitious scope of the present book, this may be asking too much. 

The function-over-form principle mentioned above is the key to understanding 

A&W’s use of the term predicate.  Essentially, a predicate is anything that could be 

expressed by a single verb in some language (though they do not address the problem of 

noun incorporation).  On page 1 they define a predicate as “… the information ordinarily 

associated with a single clausal head.”  This definition is expanded on page 4, where they 

refer to the predicate as “… the determiner of central properties of clauses.”  These 

properties include both “functional-semantic information”, such as lexical meaning, the 

number and semantic role of the arguments in the clause, and the grammatical relations 

assigned to each argument; and also “morphosyntactic content” including inflectional 

features such as tense, aspect, agreement, polarity, etc. 

Somewhat surprisingly, A&W do not discuss the “classic” complex predicate 

constructions illustrated in (2).  Instead, they focus on three other constructions which are 

expressed synthetically (i.e. morphologically) in some languages but analytically in 

others: tense-aspect, passives and causatives.  The fourth major construction type which 

they discuss in detail involves verbs with separable prefixes as found in German, 

Russian, Hungarian, Estonian, etc.  A complete chapter is devoted to each of these four 

constructions.  In each case, the chapter begins with a typological description of the 

relevant facts, followed by a formal analysis which accounts for both the cross-linguistic 

similarities and the language-specific differences observed.  In each case, the analysis is 

largely driven by a detailed examination of data from German, Webelhuth’s mother 

tongue; but data from many other languages is analyzed as well. 

German has six distinct tense-aspect categories: the simple past, present and future 

tenses, plus the perfect, pluperfect and future perfect.  Of these, the first two are 

expressed synthetically while the last four involve some combination of the auxiliary 

elements haben and werden.  Since the same categories can be expressed by a single verb 

in other languages, these analytic tense constructions fit A&W’s definition of complex 

predicates.  Their analysis is based on an enrichment of the subcategorization features of 

the verb which allows the main verb to select the auxiliaries which must occur with it, in 

much the same way it selects its complements (subjects, objects, etc.).  The basic form of 

the verb selects zero auxiliaries, but the lexical rules which produce the future and perfect 

tenses add selection features for a particular AUX to the verb’s lexical entry.  (These 

rules also add various semantic and morphological features, of course.) 

This is an interesting idea, almost the inverse of the well-known analysis of auxiliary 

verbs as Raising predicates.  At first glance it may seem odd that a verb should select its 

auxiliaries, or that a specific combination of Aux + V should be listed in the lexicon 

(even if only as the output of a lexical rule).  But it is clear that at least some languages 

must allow verbs to lexically specify their auxiliaries, as seen in the contrast (only 



partially predictable on semantic grounds) between have vs. be as the perfect auxiliary in 

Dutch, German, Italian, etc. 

Stepping back from the details of specific analyses, one might describe A&W’s 

general approach as a construction-based theory of syntax.  Each specific construction, 

which is referred to as a type in HPSG, is defined by a partially-specified information 

structure that can be either lexical (word-level) or phrasal.  The information provided by 

the lexical entry of a word combines with the information associated with the 

construction itself to define the complete structure of a linguistic expression. 

The theory of construction types is an important part of the HPSG framework.  The 

concept of types can be illustrated using the German passive constructions.  A&W 

discuss three distinct analytic (Aux + V) passive constructions in German, which are 

illustrated in (3) (from A&W, p. 221).  These constructions are distinguished by the 

choice of auxiliary (werden vs. sein vs. bekommen), as well as other grammatical 

properties.  (Aux follows the main verb in (3) because these examples are subordinate 

clauses, rather than independent sentences.) 

(3)  a.  weil die Blumen dem Mann geschenkt wurden. 

because the(ACC) flowers the(DAT) man given became 

‘… because the flowers were given to the man.’  

 b. weil die Blumen dem Mann zu  schenken sind. 

because the(ACC) flowers the(DAT) man to   give are 

‘… because the flowers must be given to the man.’  

 c. weil der Mann die Blumen geschenkt bekam. 

because the(NOM) man the(ACC) flowers given got 

‘… because the man was given the flowers.’  

In addition to the contrast in the choice of passive auxiliary, German also has 

contrasts between short (agentless) vs. long (agent expressed as the object of von) 

passives; between personal vs. impersonal (subjectless) passives; and between predicative 

vs. attributive passives, the latter being used in pre-posed participial relative clauses.  

Altogether there are 14 combinations of these features allowed by German grammar, so 

14 specific passive constructions (or types) in German. 

Types are organized into generic-specific hierarchies, with each sub-type inheriting 

the information associated with the more general type above it.  A&W posit a universal 

passive archetype, which specifies only that the agent of a transitive verb is demoted to 

oblique status.  Below this there are more specific universal types: long passive, short 

passive, impersonal passive, etc., each of which include the information from the higher 

level type (demotion of the agent) but also add further details such as expression vs. 

deletion of agent, etc.  In addition, there is a specific German passive archetype which 

includes the language-specific features common to all German passives.  Below this there 

are three specific types corresponding to the three kinds of passives illustrated in (3), etc.  

The type hierarchy is not subject to the “single mother” constraint; so, for example, the 



“German long personal werden passive” type inherits information both from the universal 

long passive archetype and from the language-specific werden passive type. 

The section of the book which I found most disappointing was the discussion of 

causative constructions.  A&W’s typology of monoclausal vs. biclausal causatives 

seemed to me to be based on very superficial kinds of evidence.  For example, marking a 

transitive causee as the primary object in a double object construction, as in the Bantu 

languages, was taken to provide evidence of biclausality, even though most languages 

where this occurs exhibit exactly the same double object pattern with basic ditransitive 

verbs like give.  Another uncomfortable aspect of A&W’s analysis is the claim that some 

causative constructions are “functionally biclausal” but have only a single predicate.  It 

seems possible to express this situation using their formal apparatus, but intuitively it 

hard to shake the feeling that each functional clause should have its own predicate.  

Moreover, no criteria are offered for distinguishing between biclausal constructions 

involving a single predicate (e.g. German) from very similar ones which are claimed to 

involve two distinct predicates (e.g. English). 

But overall the book is very well done, as one would expect from two such prominent 

scholars.  As the reader may have gathered, I found the technical aspects of the book 

fairly challenging, and I suspect most other NOLx readers will too.  The prose is clear 

and precise but quite dense, and tends to presuppose a fair bit of prior knowledge about 

various issues in formal syntax.  But the book contains a great deal of interesting data and 

helpful typological discussion as well, which can be appreciated even without working 

through all the formal details. 
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