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Abstract

Beginning Syntax: An Introduction to Syntactic Analysis aims to present the basic concepts of syntactic theory to readers
without requiring prior linguistic knowledge. Starting from the ideas of modern generative linguistics, the author
systematically introduces basic concepts and the latest developments in linguistic theory in a step-by-step fashion. Topics
covered include Phrase Structure Rules, X’-theory, Wh-movement Rules, Universal Grammar, Movement Parameters, and
the Architecture of Grammar. The book explores multiple perspectives in natural languages, emphasizing the relationship
between linguistics and cognition, society, and politics. It highlights the importance of formal and cognitive theories,
treating language as a program running on the hardware of the brain and positioning syntactic theory at the core of cognitive
theory. Chapters One through Six provide a detailed exposition of the foundational knowledge in syntax, while Chapter
Seven expands the explanatory scope of Generative Grammar. It describes the distribution of word order features of world
languages and proposes the wh-movement parameter hypothesis, offering the necessary analysis for understanding
Parameter Hierarchies. Then, it systematically introduces the five components in a particular overall grammar model. The
publication of this book is considered a milestone, as it utilizes the Parametric Comparison Method to analyze universal
patterns and diversities in world languages. It develops Chomsky’s (2005) theory of parameter differences related to the
third factor in language and Greenberg’s (1963) hypotheses on language universals and word order typology. The book
focuses on providing scholars with in-depth foundational knowledge in syntax, inspiring thoughtful consideration of deep-
seated issues in language structure.
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limitations of traditional prescriptive methods, and
proposes research on various aspects of linguistics, such
as cognition, society, and politics. The author analyzes
the artificial distinction between dialects and standard
languages, emphasizing the influence of social and
political factors. It introduces the cognitive perspective
regarding language as a form of knowledge rooted in

STRUCTURE AND CONTENT

Chapter 1 introduces the ideas behind modern
formal linguistics and defines the core background
concepts. Chapter 2 offers an extended illustration of the
language faculty, showing that native English speakers
possess an innate, intuitive understanding of syntactic

structures. Chapters 3 to 6 delve into the core technical
concepts of syntax:  Phrase-Structure  Rules,
Constituency Tests, Transformations, Movement Rules
and Interpretative Rules, etc. Chapter 7 briefly
introduces comparative syntax and explains how the
theories in the previous chapters apply to languages
beyond English. Finally, Chapter 8 discusses the overall
structure of grammar and introduces several levels of
representation, including interface levels such as
Phonological and Logical Forms.

Firstly, the Introduction explores multiple
perspectives of general linguistics, emphasizes the

biology.

The author introduces the concept of universal
grammar, emphasizes the importance of formal and “4
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cognitive theory, regards I-language as the
program running on the brain hardware, and regards
syntactic theory as a key component of cognitive theory.
It provides a conceptual explanation for syntactic
research and emphasizes the intersection of linguistics
with psychology and philosophy.

Chapter 1 mainly discusses relative clauses and
center-embedding structures and explores the structure
of complex sentences by using the repeated word “fish.”
The author expounds on the center-embedding of
relative clauses, that is, embedding another clause within
one relative clause without an overt relative marker. The
text emphasizes the distinction between grammaticality
and acceptability. Complex structures may be
grammatically correct but pose challenges in
comprehension. The article also covers the differences
between language competence and performance and how
children acquire knowledge of language structure.

Chapter 2 explores syntactic categories,
constituent structures, and hierarchical relations among
constituents. The author identifies different categories in
English through various means, including tests for
categories in morphology, syntax, semantics, and
phonology. The description methods of syntactic
structures include labeled bracketings and tree diagrams.
By introducing two fundamental syntactic relations,
namely dominance, and constituency, the hierarchical
structure of each node in the syntactic tree is clarified,
and it is pointed out that these concepts are part of the
universal grammar, that is, the genetic endowment of
human cognition. These theoretical assumptions help
understand language structures and provide a theoretical
basis for interpreting the rationality of these structures in
subsequent chapters.

Chapter 3 discusses the application and
influence of Phrase-Structure (PS) rules and
constituency tests in generating and analyzing
grammatical structures. It emphasizes the importance of
PS rules in understanding the language competence of
native speakers, which is consistent with the intuition of
native speakers in judging language acceptability. The
PS rule generates structures of unlimited length and

depth through recursion. Recursion captures the fact that
infinite sentences are generated using limited language
materials. Therefore, the PS rule reflects an important
aspect of human cognition. The structures generated by
PS rules include special combinations of categories and
constituents, presented as tree diagrams or labeled
bracketings, and these structures need to pass
constituency tests. These tests work well in English but
may produce different results in other languages. The
recursion of PS rules highlights the infinite generating
ability of language. However, as a formal tool, the PS
rules do not explicitly specify the semantic or functional
relations among constituents. The author acknowledges
this gap and discusses the necessity of adding additional
elements to the theory, emphasizing that its generating
ability should be restricted. Constituency tests and PS
rules work quite well in English. The structural
descriptions PS rules generate can be justified by
constituency tests to isolate and distinguish the
constituents in a tree or labeled bracketing.

Chapter 4 introduces the X’-theory as a unified
framework for explaining the hierarchical structure of
phrases. The X’-template is composed of three main
components: the Specifier (SpecX’), the Head (X), and
the Complement (YP). This template meets the
endocentricity requirement of phrases. The phrase XP is
presented syntactically as the maximal projection,
always consisting of a head X and other phrases are
regarded as complements and specifiers. This chapter
clarifies the differences between Arguments and
Adjuncts. Adjuncts are optional constituents of X’, while
selected arguments are considered obligatory
constituents of X.” The differences of these structures are
explained through examples of pro-form tests under do
so replacement. This chapter highlights the universal
assumption of the X’-template. This framework can
describe all phrases in all languages. The X’-theory
provides a comprehensive and systematic approach to
understanding the internal structure of phrases and
makes a significant theoretical contribution to exploring
the broader field of generative grammar.

Chapter 5 explores movement rules in English
grammar, which involve head-movement, NPmovement,
and wh-movement. This chapter devotes considerable
attention to the wh-movement, exploring its role in
syntactic theory with extended discussion and analysis.
It presents the movement of a wh-phrase to a higher
position by a copy/paste operation and retains the trace
at the original position. Among them, the “unbounded
nature” of the movement operation is particularly
emphasized; that is, the wh-movement can move across
multiple clause boundaries. Next, the Left Branch
Constraint (LBC) is discussed in detail. It is stipulated
that the wh-movement cannot be directly applied to the
left branch of XP, and the entire XP needs to be moved.
The application and limitations of LBC are interpreted
through examples of noun phrases and adjective phrases.
Some other “island” constraint rules are also introduced
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in the text, such as wh-islands constraint and Complex
NP Constraint (CNPC). The wh-island stipulates that
wh-movement cannot be carried out from indirect
questions or environments introduced by independent
wh-words. CNPC prevents whmovement from noun
phrases containing a full CP. Although wh-movement
seems “unbounded,” it is restricted by various “islands.”
This chapter discusses in depth the influence of these
restrictive conditions on the wh-movement through
multiple examples and the comparison of grammar rules.

Chapter 6 focuses on the discussion of the
binding principles. The author introduces the concept of
constituent command (c-command) and points out the
phenomenon that movement is always “upward,” that is,
the concept of “upward” is defined by c-command. The
movement target place is a c-commanding position.
Furthermore, the binding principle is introduced to
clarify the binding relations between the moved elements
and their copies, and binding is defined as the constraint
on the dominant position through constituent dominance.
The author also mentioned the three binding principles
(Principles A, B, and C), emphasizing the close
connection between syntax and semantics. This chapter
then demonstrates through semantic analysis how wh-
word phrases semantically bind their traces. Comparing
the semantic properties of R-expressions and operators/
quantifiers expressions as subjects, respectively, it
explains how the two, as antecedents, form binding
relations with their traces/copies. The author also
discussed the phenomena of strong and weak crossovers,
in which traces are bound by quantifiers, demonstrating
the complex interactive relations between syntax and
semantics. By distinguishing between the A-position and
the A’-position, it explains why binding traces do not
violate principle C in some cases and how pronouns
follow principle B. At the end of the chapter, the
complex relationships among variables, principle C, and
movement are analyzed in depth, covering the
interaction between syntax and semantics. The key role
of the binding principles in explaining grammatical
structures and semantic relations is highlighted,
providing a powerful theoretical framework for
interpreting the mapping relationship between syntax
and semantics.

Chapter 7 discusses how to apply the previously
developed syntactic theories to languages beyond
English. First, it summarizes the main viewpoints of the
previous chapters, including constructing the basic
modules of syntactic theory, PS-rules, X’-theory,
movement rules, and binding theory. Next, the general
grammar theory is explored, which holds that various
languages share the same syntactic structures to some
extent, especially heads, complements, phrasal
projections, specifiers, and adjuncts. Then, through the
main word order patterns of the language (such as SOV,
SVO, etc.) and by comparing the verb positions in
English and French, the Head Parameter in the X’-theory
was introduced to guide the positional relations between

verbs and their complements in the language. The
feasibility of this parameter was verified through the
statistical data of global languages, and the correlations
between OV and Postpositions, as well as VO and
Prepositions, were analyzed. Section Five of this chapter
is a case study on the syntactic structure of German.
Firstly, the classification of German in WALS (World
Atlas of Language Structures) was introduced, and the
word order phenomena in the main and embedded
clauses of German were discussed, including the
properties of the head Verb before nouns and verb-
second (SVO and SOV). Through specific examples, the
different manifestations of these word orders are
illustrated. Then, the reasons for the V2 word order in the
main and embedded clauses of German were discussed
in detail, and the mechanisms of the V to T movement
and the T to C movement were analyzed. It also involves
the OV word order in German. Through in-depth
research on the syntactic structure of German, it
demonstrates how linguists explain the syntactic
differences between different languages through
parameter theory. The parameters mentioned include V-
to-T movement, the Head Parameter, and wh-movement.
These parameters together constitute the basic
characteristics of German syntactic structures.
Therefore, German does not belong to the dominant
word order. Finally, the goal of parameter comparison
syntax is emphasized, that is, to reveal the universality
and diversity of grammar by comparing numerous
languages and parameters in the world.

Chapter 8 systematically introduces the
architecture of generative grammar and discusses
grammatical phenomena such as the wh-movement, the
raising of quantifiers, implicit copy, and copy versus
deletion. Firstly, the five grammar components were
discussed: Lexicon, D-structure, S-structure, Phonetic
form (PF), and Logical form (LF). The Lexicon is a list
of words and morphemes with syntactic categories,
selection features, phonetic forms, and semantic
information. The D-structure generates the initial
syntactic representation through PS-rules, and the S-
structure is generated by the D-structure through
movement rules (head movement, NP movement,
whmovement, etc.). PF converts the S-structure into a
phonetic form but loses syntactic details. LF is generated
by the S-structure and is used for semantic interpretation,
which includes covert movement, such as wh-movement
and quantifier raising. Copy deletion is a phenomenon in
the PF stage. However, some copies may be retained at
the LF level, which is related to some syntactic
phenomena such as the island effect, multiple questions,
and reconstruction. Overall, the series of contents in this
chapter emphasizes the hierarchical structure of
generative grammar, from Lexicon to syntactic structure,
as well as the phonetic and semantic levels. This
provides a solid theoretical foundation for a deep
understanding of language structures and explaining
grammatical phenomena.
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The last part is the conclusion. The author
summarizes the core elements of syntactic theory in an
overview, ranging from basic concepts, the generation
structure of PS rules, to the X’-theory, movement rules,
binding theory, and then to the parameters of cross-
language differences and the grammatical framework of
the “Y-model,” etc. Then, the author raises many
questions involving constituency and dependency
relations, clause structure, A-movement, the head
parameter, etc. The article proposes further research that
should be studied in greater depth, such as the triggering
mechanism of movement, the movement forms of
different languages, and whether movement can create
new structures, etc. The relations between PS rules and
movement rules, the mechanism of word insertion, and
other issues have raised theoretical challenges in the
study of generative grammar and constituted the core
research content after 1990. The article concludes by
looking forward to future research directions in
theoretical linguistics and challenging issues such as
language acquisition, genetic endowment, and parameter
settings.

BRIEF COMMENTS

Overall, this book constitutes a definitive guide
to syntactic theory, offering comprehensive coverage of
core principles, systematic analysis of structural patterns,
and in-depth exploration of contemporary theoretical
debates, which can provide students with a solid
foundation of academic knowledge and inspire readers
to think about the deeper issues of language structure.
The advantages of this book lie in the following three
aspects.

First, it is comprehensive and gradual. This
book covers a wide range of topics, from basic concepts
to syntactic structures, enabling beginners to deepen and
gradually establish a solid foundation in syntax.
Furthermore, the in-depth thinking exercises attached at
the end of the text help to connect complex theoretical
knowledge, enabling students to deeply understand the
theoretical connotation of syntax rather than merely
staying on the surface. Meanwhile, the book raises
profound language questions, stimulating readers’
interest in critical thinking and research on syntactic
theory and prompting them to explore the mysteries
further.

Second, the topics are quite clear, and the key
points are prominent. Introducing the X’-theory as the
main framework provides students with a more abstract
and universal syntactic analysis model, making it easier
to understand and apply to the analysis of different
languages. The concepts of language comparison and
parameters are introduced. Cross-language comparative
analysis helps readers understand the differences in
language structures and provides a basis for further
research on deeper syntactic issues. The Y-model
presents relations between grammatical structures at
different levels for readers, emphasizing the

independence between phonetic representation and
semantic interpretation.

Thirdly, it has an open layout and a broad
vision. While systematically introducing the key
concepts of generative syntax, this book
comprehensively examines the syntactic and diachronic
comparative studies of human language. Particularly,
Chapter 7 introduces the Head Parameter from the
perspective of the word order distribution of all
languages in the world and proposes the Whmovement
Parameter by comparing the relevant features of
languages such as English, German, French, Japanese,
Chinese, etc. This is consistent with the research of
Roberts (2019). The latter lists several Parameter
Hierarchies. The Parametric Comparison Method of
Guardiano & Longobardi (2017) is used to describe the
variations of different languages in syntactic structure,
word order, functional categories, etc., and how to
compare languages such as English, Italian, and
Japanese through these parameters, how to capture the
similarities and differences among them through the
parameter hierarchy structure as well. The complexity
and markedness of parameters were also mentioned, and
how to further improve the expression of parameters to
more clearly distinguish their differences in
macroparameters, microparameters, microparameters,
and nano parameters was discussed. The parameter
theory helps to reduce the grammatical space and to
describe the differences between languages more
concisely, which conforms to the Third Factor of the
linguistic theory proposed by Chomsky (2005) and is
optimized into Two third-factor Principles: Feature
Economy (FE) and Input Generalization (IG). At the
same time, the word order typology and language
universality hypothesis proposed by Greenberg (1963)
were developed in this book.

This book’s publication is of great significance
for syntax beginners. First, it provides beginners with a
systematic and comprehensive syntactic learning path,
enabling them to understand the complexity of syntactic
analysis gradually. Second, lead the extended
development of the field of theoretical linguistics. By
introducing profound questions and prospects for future
research, such as genetic endowment, parameter setting,
and other issues, it has stimulated readers’ interest in
exploring syntactic theory at a deeper level and pointed
out the future development direction of theoretical
linguistics for young scholars. Thirdly, the book
emphasizes the significance of cross language
comparison, reveals the universality of grammar, and
enables readers to recognize the diversity of language
structures, providing practical inspiration for cutting-
edge research related to language acquisition and foreign
language learning. The research significance of this book
lies in providing readers with comprehensive and
systematic basic knowledge of syntax while opening up
a new field for linguistic research and promoting the
understanding of the interaction between grammatical
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structures and semantic relations. Overall, this book is a
well-structured and comprehensive guide on syntax,
which is of positive significance for scholars who want
to gain a deeper understanding of language structure and
conduct related research.

The purpose of this book is to present the basic
elements of syntactic theory without the need for prior
knowledge of syntax or linguistics. Meanwhile, it
emphasizes the understanding of the ideas behind
modern formal linguistics. The author focuses on the
intersection points of multiple fields, such as linguistics,
psychology, and philosophy, explores language from a
cognitive perspective, and emphasizes the importance of
form and cognitive theories. The writing background
highlights the criticism of traditional normative methods
and emphasizes multi-perspective research on
linguistics, including cognition, society, politics, etc. By
introducing the concept of universal grammar in the
book, language is regarded as a form of knowledge
rooted in biology, enabling readers to understand the
internal mechanisms of language structure better.
Overall, this book is based on the ideas of Chomsky
(1957, 1981, 1995), which is different from the simple
theoretical introduction of generative grammar by earlier
scholars and the limitations of a single corpus mainly
based on English (Haegeman 1994; Radford 2004, etc.).
This textbook emphasizes the role of each part of
knowledge in the entire language system. It focuses on
summarizing the regularity and dynamics in the
parameters of universal grammar by comparing multiple
types of languages, enabling readers to understand

language and the nature of language acquisition. This
book reflects the demand for a new perspective and
comprehensive exploration of syntactic teaching,
providing beginners with a comprehensive and
systematic learning path.
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