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“The sensations and ideas thus excited in us by music, or expressed by 

the cadences of oratory, appear, from their vagueness, yet depth, like 

mental reversions to the emotions and thought of a long-past age.” 

(Darwin 1874: 595) 

 

 

Foreword 

 

This monograph is meant to be readable and evaluable not only by 

linguists, all kinds of linguists, but also by non-linguists. To this end, 

painful efforts have been made to write it clearly, and to present the 

theories and postulates it draws upon in an accessible way, without taking 

away too much from the complexity of the issues discussed. This is 

especially important to do in a monograph which purports to stimulate 

interdisciplinary projects on language evolution. The footnotes are used 

to do justice to some of the complexities, and they include some technical 

details of the analysis. The reader who ignores the footnotes will still get 
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the gist of the arguments. However, the reader will only fully grasp the 

impact of this proposal after working through at least Chapter 4, which 

brings it all together. Each of the Chapters 2, 3, and 4 considers the 

proposed proto-syntax stages from a different angle, and it is only after 

all these angles are taken into account that a clear picture will emerge.  

This monograph draws directly upon the field of theoretical syntax, and 

presents some of its key postulates in an accessible way so that 

crossfertilization can be sought between this field and the fields of 

evolutionary biology, neuroscience, and genetics. In addition, this 

monograph sometimes takes into account the linguistic (sub-)disciplines 

such as typology and theories of grammaticalization. Doing an 

interdisciplinary study of this kind inevitably leads to some loss of detail 

with each particular field, but my assessment is that any such loss is more 

than compensated for by the synergy among these fields, yielding 

insights that would never be possible without this kind of approach.  
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Chapter One 

 

Introduction 

 

 

1.1. Background and rationale   

 

Broadly speaking, the goal of this monograph is to provide a framework, 

a program for studying the evolution of syntax, by relying on a theory of 

syntax. The intent is to show that syntax can be decomposed into 

evolutionary primitives/layers, and that such decomposition can not only 

help identify the stages of evolutionary progression of syntax, but also 

shed light on the very nature of language design. I also show that the 

progression through the postulated stages makes evolutionary sense, i.e., 

that each new stage brings some concrete advantage(s) over the previous 

stage(s), and that such advantage(s) would have been subject to 

natural/sexual selection.1 My proposal is therefore that the capacity for 

syntax evolved incrementally, in stages, subject to selection pressures.2 

                                                      
1 While sexual selection is typically considered to be a subcase of natural selection, 

given that they both ultimately reduce to reproduction, I sometimes use both terms in 

this book next to each other in order to highlight the prominent role sexual selection 

might have played in language evolution. As I will argue, at least some aspects of the 

evolution of syntax/language may not have been adaptive in the sense of the physical 

survival in the environment, but instead beneficial for securing mates.  

 
2 When I refer to the gradual evolution of syntax in this monograph, this can also be 

interpreted as the gradual evolution for the capacity to use syntax, one aspect of which is 

the capacity to establish numerous neural connections in the brain, as discussed in 

Section 1.4. But my primary intent here is to hypothesize what kind of syntax/grammar 

was actually in use in each proposed stage, whether the use of simpler grammars at these 

stages reflected the lesser capacity for establishing a multitude of neural connections 

necessary to support more complex syntax, or whether the use of simpler syntax simply 

reflected the lack of innovation (of more complex syntactic structures) at that point, or 

both.   
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This approach leaves the door wide open for the possibility that the 

pressures to evolve syntax, and language in general, played an active role 

in shaping human brains, contrasting with the view that the brain 

capabilities evolved for some other purpose, and then got co-opted for 

language.  

 This monograph draws on, and brings together: (i) Darwin’s (1859, 

1872, 1874) theory of gradualist evolution invoking natural/sexual 

selection; (ii) some key syntactic postulates of the Minimalist Program 

for syntax (e.g. Chomsky 1995) and its predecessors; (iii) Jackendoff’s 

(1999, 2002) idea of syntactic “fossils;” and (iv) the idea of internal 

reconstruction using a linguistic theory (Heine and Kuteva 2007).3 The 

proposed framework is not only informed by syntactic theory, but it is 

also consistent with the forces of natural/sexual selection and it is specific 

enough to yield testable hypotheses that can be subjected to e.g. 

neuroimaging experiments. Remarkably, by reconstructing a particular 

path along which syntax evolved, this approach is able to explain the 

crucial properties of language design itself, as well as some major 

parameters of crosslinguistic variation.4  

 In the spirit of Darwin (e.g. 1859), and as elaborated in Jacob 

(1977), evolution is to be seen as a “tinkerer,” rather than an engineer. 

Unlike engineering, which designs from scratch, with foresight and plan, 

and with perfection, tinkering works by cobbling something together out 

                                                      
3 This may appear to be an uneasy alliance, especially given that Noam Chomsky 

himself has rejected a gradualist approach to the evolution of syntax, as discussed below 

in the text (in this respect, see Clark 2013 for the argument that one’s theoretical 

framework does not determine one’s stand on language evolution). To my mind, a 

syntactic program such as Minimalism is not the truth about language, but it is a 

framework which provides tools that can be used to search for the truth (see Section 

1.7). The tools of other approaches can certainly be used as well.  

 
4 As put in Givón (2002b: 39), “like other biological phenomena, language cannot be 

fully understood without reference to its evolution, whether proven or hypothesized.” 

An even stronger claim to this effect can be found in Dobzhansky’s (1973) article titled 

“Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.” 
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of bits and pieces that happen to be available locally, with no long-term 

foresight. Evolution is also known to be conservative and not to throw a 

good thing away, but to build upon it, which is why one should expect to 

find constructions of previous stages (“fossils”) in the later stages. One of 

the themes of this monograph is that the advent of a new stage does not 

obliterate the previous stage(s), but rather that the older stages continue to 

co-exist, often in specialized or marginalized roles, in addition to being 

built into the very foundation of more complex structures.  

 However, many syntacticians believe that it is inconceivable for 

there to exist, or to have ever existed, a human language which does not 

come complete with unbounded Merge, Move, structural case, 

subordination, and a series of functional projections, the hallmarks of 

modern syntax. The claim is often that syntax in its entirety evolved 

suddenly, as a result of a single event. The following quotation from 

Berwick (1998: 338–9) summarizes this view: “In this sense, there is no 

possibility of an “intermediate” syntax between a non-combinatorial one 

and full natural language—one either has Merge in all its generative 

glory, or one has no combinatorial syntax at all ...” (see also Chomsky 

2002, 2005; Piattelli-Palmarini 2010; Moro 2008). When it comes to 

language evolution, this stance has been challenged by e.g. Pinker and 

Bloom (1990); Newmeyer (1991, 1998, 2005); Jackendoff (1999, 2002); 

Culicover and Jackendoff (2005); Givón (e.g. 2002a,b; 2009); Tallerman 

(2007; 2013a,b; 2014a,b); Heine and Kuteva (2007); Hurford (2007, 

2012); Progovac (2006, 2009a,b, 2013b).5 Most recently, on the other 

hand, Berwick and Chomsky (2011: 29-31) assert again that “the simplest 

assumption, hence the one we adopt…, is that the generative procedure 

emerged suddenly as the result of a minor mutation. In that case we 

would expect the generative procedure to be very simple… The 

                                                      
5 For a thorough overview of the recent approaches to language evolution, the reader is 

referred to the introductory chapter of Heine and Kuteva (2007), as well as to Tallerman 

and Gibson (2012).  
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generative process is optimal. … Language is something like a 

snowflake, assuming its particular form by virtue of laws of nature… 

Optimally, recursion can be reduced to Merge…6  There is no room in 

this picture for any precursors to language—say a language-like system 

with only short sentences. The same holds for language acquisition, 

despite appearances…”7  

 This monograph shows that there is in fact ample room for a 

language system with short (and flat) sentences, and that such constructs 

are not just something we can postulate for the evolution of syntax, but 

that they are also found as “living fossils” throughout present-day 

languages (see e.g. Jackendoff 1999, 2002 for the idea of living fossils of 

syntax). In biological literature, living fossils are defined as species that 

have changed little from their fossil ancestors in the distant past, e.g. 

lungfish (Ridley 1993).8 Significantly, such fossil structures in syntax are 

clearly characterizeable using the tools of Minimalism, and their 

properties follow precisely from the reconstruction formula introduced in 

the following section. For something to qualify as a syntactic fossil, I 

                                                      
6 This idea that syntax is optimal in some sense can be found in various recent papers on 

Minimalism. According to the so-called Strong Minimalist Thesis (SMT), language is 

an optimal solution to legibility conditions (e.g. Chomsky 2000: 96; see also Epstein, 

Kitahara, and Seely 2010). However, what “optimal” should mean in this context has 

not been defined, and this makes it impossible to falsify these claims, or to respond to 

them in a meaningful way (see also the discussion in Johnson and Lappin 1999).  

 
7 In fact, saltationist views sometimes flirt with the idea that not just syntax, but 

langauge in its entirety, arose as one single event. While most claims are vague in this 

respect, Piattelli-Palmarini (2010: 160) states that it is “illusory” to think that words can 

exist outside of full-blown syntax, or that any proto-language can be reconstructed in 

which words are used, but not full-blown syntax.  

 
8 Linguistic fossils are also discussed in Bickerton (1990, 1998), although Bickerton 

claims that there is no continuity between such fossils, found e.g. in pidgin languages 

and early children’s speech, and modern grammars. In addition, Givón (e.g. 1979) also 

refers to vestiges of previous stages of language in present-day languages, in a very 

similar sense.  

 



 12 

argue, it has to be theoretically proven to be measurably simpler than its 

more complex/more modern counterparts, and yet show clear continuity 

with them. Strikingly, there is evidence that these (proto-syntactic) fossils 

provide a foundation upon which more complex syntactic structures are 

built.  

 Jackendoff (1999, 2002) considers paratactic grammars as 

evolutionary more primary than hierarchical grammars, and identifies 

some fossils of such gammars, including compounds and adjunction 

processeses (see Section 1.6 for more details regarding Jackendoff’s 

approach). Parataxis can be considered as a loose combination or 

concatenation of two or more elements. Jackendoff’s claim is that the 

achievements of the previous stages are still there, co-existing side by 

side with more complex hierarchical constructions. This monograph 

shows that one can make an even stronger and more specific claim than 

this, which is that these paratactic (fossil) structures are built into the very 

foundation of every modern clause or phrase, as will be seen below. 

Consider also that Jackendoff’s (and Bickerton’s 1990) concatenation 

proto-language stage differs from mine in another important respect: 

while theirs allows more than one argument per verb from the very start, I 

argue that the initial stage of proto-syntax was necessarilty intransitive, as 

well as absolutive-like (Section 1.2).9  

 Bickerton (1990, and subsequent work) claims that what he terms 

protolanguage does not have syntax, and is in fact not real language for 

that reason (see also Section 1.6). My use of the term proto-syntax is 

meant to imply that this is a stage which shows syntax, although of a 

                                                      
9 The meaning of the term “absolutive-like” will be made much clearer in Chapter 3. For 

now, it is to be understood as a construction with a verb and one single argument whose 

status as a subject vs. as an object of the verb is not syntactically specified. This 

characterization pertains most clearly to constructions which are ergative/absolutive 

both syntactically and morphologically, as will be explained in Chapter 3.  
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different, simpler kind.10 Postulating an absolutive-like two-word stage 

allows for a more fine-grained identification of stages, which in turn 

makes it easier to identify the pressures, as well as precursors, for 

evolving hierarchical grammars, including transitivity The postulation of 

an intransitive absolutive-like stage also opens up the possibility to use 

crosslinguistic variation in the expression of transitivity to correlate these 

stages with the hominin timeline (Chapter 7).  

 This monograph thus challenges the view that syntax is an all-or-

nothing package, and that it evolved suddenly in all its complexity. My 

position is instead that the capacity for syntax evolved gradually, in 

stages, subject to selection pressures.11 It is based on very specific claims, 

whose feasibility can be evaluated and tested both in the theory of syntax 

and in neuroscience, as well as corroborated by the findings in other 

relevant fields or subfields, including language acquisition, 

grammaticalization theory, typology, aphasia, and genetics. There are 

several components to this proposal that set it apart from the other 

approaches to the evolution of language. First, this approach pursues an 

internal reconstruction of the stages of grammar based on the syntactic 

theory, to arrive at precise, specific, and tangible hypotheses. Second, it 

provides an abundance of theoretically analyzed “living fossils” for each 

postulated stage, drawn from a variety of languages. Third, the postulated 

stages, as well as fossils, are at the appropriate level of granularity to 

                                                      
10 In this book, to avoid confusion, I will reserve the term protolanguage for presyntactic 

(non-combinatorial) stages of language, such as is the one-word stage, even though, in 

principle, the term protolanguage could be taken to encompass proto-syntax as well. 

 
11 A reviewer is wondering if the term “gradual” can be interpreted to mean 

“continuous,” as that would not be the correrct characterization of what I mean here. 

The term has been associated with Darwinian adaptationism, and has been used in this 

context, with a clear sense of incremental processes, using small steps rather than leaps, 

as discussed at length in e.g. Dawkins (1996); see also Fitch (2010: 46). As Dawkins 

(1996) explains, by situating Darwin’s writings within the context of the debates of his 

own time, one can clearly see that Darwin was not a constant-rate gradualist, as is 

sometimes suggested by punctuated equilibrium advocates.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Darwin
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reveal the selection pressures that would have driven the progression 

through stages. Fourth, this approach offers a very specific experimental 

design for testing the proposed hypotheses. Last but not least, it arrives at 

a reconstruction which can be meaningfully correlated with the hominin 

timeline.  

 This monograph draws directly upon the field of theoretical syntax, 

and presents some of its key postulates in an accessible way so that cross-

fertilization can be sought between this field and the fields of e.g. 

evolutionary biology, neuroscience, and genetics. An interdisciplinary 

endeavor of this scope will inevitably lead to some loss of depth and 

technical detail with each particular field, including when it comes to the 

theory of syntax, but my assessment is that any such loss is more than 

compensated for by the potential to cross-fertilize these fields, yielding 

insights that would never be possible by looking at each field separately. 

As much as this book is about reconstructing the evolutionary path for 

syntax, it is also deeply about what syntax actually is, as the two 

questions are inextricably linked. This particular evolutionary scenario 

offers a reconstruction of how communicative benefits may have been 

involved in the shaping of the formal design of language itself.  

 

1.2. Proposal in a nutshell  

 

1.2.1. What did proto-syntax look like?  

 

Specifically, my proposal is that the first “sentences” were paratactic (not 

hierarchical, not headed) combinations of e.g. a “verb” and a “noun” 

(akin to present-day intransitive small clauses), in which the noun, the 

only argument of the verb, was absolutive-like, specified as neither 

subject nor object.12 To put it in less technical terms, I propose that a 

                                                      
12 More accurately, instead of using the term “sentence” here, one can talk about 

combinations of nouns and verbs, as some of these combinations appear to be 
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proto-sentence was somewhat like a two-slot mold, which could fit just 

two words, for example, one verb and one noun, and as such it could not 

be transitive, as a transitive structure requires three basic elements, a 

verb, a subject, and an object. While postulating two-slot proto-grammars 

may seem far-fetched at first sight, the (fossil) structures that clearly 

exhibit properties of such grammars are easily found across various 

constructions in all present-day languages, if not at the level of the 

sentence, then at the level of the noun phrase or at the level of the 

compound. My basic argument is that such fossil small clauses have been 

built into more complex hierarchical structures, rather than have been 

replaced by them.   

 There are additional reasons to believe that the first syntactic 

combinations were short (and binary), that is, that they consisted of only 

two (main) elements loosely/paratactically combined. First of all, binary 

branching in syntactic theory (including in Minimalism) is considered to 

be a syntactic universal, that is, it is considered that all syntactic 

operations can only join two elements at a time. The overwhelming 

majority of compounds across languages are binary, consisting of only 

two free morphemes. Child language acquisition is typically reported to 

proceed from a one-word stage to a two-word stage, before combining 

more words into single utterances becomes available (e.g. Bloom 1970).13 

In addition, where (small) clauses themselves are combined paratactically 

                                                                                                                                                           
compounds used as names/nicknames. In addition, some of these combinations may 

involve predicates other than verbs, but the majority of the examples I consider in the 

monograph consists of a verb and a noun, which is also in line with Heine and Kuteva’s 

(2007) conclusion that nouns and verbs were the first (proto-)word categories to emerge 

in the evolution of human language. A reviewer points out that noun-noun compounds 

may also be of interest for this approach, as well as verb-verb combinations, as attested 

in serial verb constructions in some langauges. I return to serial verb constructions in 

Sections 1.6 and 3.4.1, and to noun-noun compounding in Section 1.6. 

   
13 In his Overview to the edited collection, Bloom (1994) specifies that the two-word 

stage is typically observed between the ages of 18 months and 2 and a half years.   

 



 16 

with other such clauses (as in e.g. Nothing ventured, nothing gained; 

Easy come, easy go; Come one, come all), the number of clauses that 

combine is again overwhelmingly just two.14  

 There are some exceptions, such as No shoes, no shirt, no service; 

however, combining more than two expressions paratactically often 

becomes very difficult to process, as the following example helps 

illustrate: 

 

(1) Nothing ventured, nothing gained, nothing lost.  

 

One is not sure what the above example means. Does it mean that if 

nothing is ventured, and nothing is gained, then nothing is lost either? Or 

does it mean that if nothing is ventured, then nothing is either gained or 

lost? Or something else? This is not grammatically specified in the 

example in (1), and our brains do not seem prepared to readily assign 

meanings to such ternary structures. The only way to unamibuously 

accommodate three or more clauses like that into a single utterance is by 

creating hierarchical syntax, using function words such as if, then, and, 

etc.  

 If our ancestors started with the capacity to use small (clause) 

paratactic grammars of the kind approximated above, they would have 

faced ample evolutionary pressures to develop a capacity for more 

elaborated grammars, that is, grammars that can accommodate a 

combination of more than just two clauses, as well as transitive 

grammars, which can accommodate more than two words/phrases. In 

other words, my claim is that the two-slot proto-syntax (an early stage in 

the evolution of syntax) characterized by paratactic union (#),  operated 

both inside the sentence (to produce intransitive two-word proto-

                                                      
14 There is a wealth of data from a variety of languages which follow this AB-AC 

formula, and these are typically fossilized expressions, although in some languages, 

such as Hmong, they can be in productive use, exemplifying true living fossils (Chapters 

2, 3, and 4).  
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sentences, such as Come # all), and at the level of clause union (to 

produce binary combinations of the kind Come one, # come all).  

 It has been hypothesized by several researchers that there was a 

simpler stage of syntax in the evolution of human language, involving 

elements loosely concatenated into a single utterance (e.g. by Givón 

1979, 2002a,b; Dwyer 1986; Bickerton 1990, 1998; Jackendoff 1999, 

2002; Culicover and Jackendoff 2005; Deutscher 2005; Burling 2005; Gil 

2005; Tallerman 2007, 2013a,b, 2014a,b; Hurford 2007, 2012; Progovac 

2006, 2008a,b, 2009a,b;  Jackendoff and Wittenberg 2014; and many 

others. My approach builds on these claims, and takes them significantly 

further, to hypothesize an intransitive, absolutive-like, two-word (small 

clause) stage (Progovac 2014a,b).  

 Using crosslinguistic data, Progovac (e.g. 2006; 2008a,b; 2009a,b) 

has extended the idea of paratactic proto-grammars (i.e. early 

evolutionary stages of grammar) to what is referred to in the literature as 

“small clauses” in embedded contexts, but which are also found in 

isolation as root small clauses (2, 4). According to this proposal, clauses 

in (2) and (4) are relevant fossils of the two-word stage, as they are not 

only intransitive, but also lack (at least) the TP (Tense Phrase) layer of 

structure, typically associated with modern finite sentences in 

Minimalism (3,5). They can be reduced to a single layer of structure, the 

layer of the small clause. 

 

(2)  Problem solved. Case closed. Me first! Him worry?!  

(3) The problem has been solved. The case has been closed.  

 I will be first! He worries?! 

(4)  a.  Pala   vlada.     (Serbian)15 

  fall.PART   government  

                                                      
15 The form of the verb in the examples in (4) is a perfective participle form, indicating 

perfective /completed aspect. There is no past tense marking in these examples. In 

contrast, the past tense is marked in the examples in (5) by the auxiliary je.  
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 b.  Pao   sneg.   

  fall.PART   snow  

 c.  Stigla    pošta.   

  arrive.PART  mail 

(5)  a.  Vlada  je  pala.    

   AUX 

  ‘The government has fallen.’  

 b.  Pao je sneg.    

  ‘It has snowed.’  

 c.  Stigla je pošta.   

  ‘The mail has arrived.’  

  

My argument is that comparable small clauses served as precursors to 

more complex sentences (TPs) in the evolution of human language, given 

that they are syntactically measurably simpler, and given that, according 

to the theory, they provide a foundation for building TPs (Sections 1.2.2; 

1.7).16  

 The argument for the proposed progression from a small clause to 

a TP stage has three prongs to it: (i) providing evidence of “tinkering” 

with the language design, in the sense that older structures (i.e. small 

clauses) get built into more complex structures (i.e. TPs); (ii) identifying 

“living fossils” of the small clause stage in modern languages; and (iii) 

identifying existing or potential corroborating evidence and testing 

grounds, from language acquisition, agrammatism, genetics, and 

                                                      
16 In this respect, my analysis of small clauses being transformed into full sentences/TPs 

resembles, to some extent, the development of the heart (thanks to Garrett Mitchener, 

p.c., April 2013, for the analogy). The embryo initially has only a small precursor to the 

heart, consisting of two simple tubes which merge (“primitive heart”), and this precursor 

gradually bulges and expands to become the complex heart. A reviewer points out that 

the analogy is not complete, as the complex human heart no longer has the two tubes 

discernable. Perhaps the analogy can at least be taken to show that the complex human 

heart does not come into existence in its full complexity, but that there is a simple 

precursor, however hard it may be to imagine one.  
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neuroscience. In addition, the argument is that the progression from a 

small clause stage to a TP stage brings with it concrete communicative 

advantages, which could have been subject to natural/sexual selection 

(see Section 1.4).  

 It is important to keep in mind here that the fossils discussed in this 

monograph can only be seen as rough approximations of the structures 

once used in the deep evolutionary past. Depending on the language in 

question, such fossils in present-day languages may show morphological 

markings, e.g. case marking and aspect marking. It is in no way implied 

in this monograph that the proto-syntax in evolutionary times had any 

such morphology. The structures identified as fossils in this monograph 

count as fossils in some relevant respect under consideration, for 

example, in their lack of a TP, but not in all their properties. It also seems 

that some of the fossils discussed in the monograph (such as exocentric 

verb-noun compounds, e.g. crybaby, pickpocket, hunchback, rattlesnake) 

are closer approximations of the proto-syntactic constructs than others, 

for the reasons given in e.g. Chapter 6, which discusses such compounds 

in great detail.  

 It is also of interest that different languages can use the 

foundational, fossil structures in different ways, and in different 

constructions. In some languages, the fossil constructions are still in 

productive use, as is the case with e.g. Serbian unaccusative small clauses 

in (4), to be covered in Chapter 2, and Hmong AB-AC formulae, as 

discussed in Chapters 2, 3, and 4. Looking at more languages in this light 

would uncover more types of fossil structures, and provide further 

insights into the evolution and nature of human language.  

 

1.2.2. Method of reconstruction based on Minimalism  

 

The method used in this monograph for hypothesizing the stages of 

proto-syntax can be characterized as internal reconstruction based on the 
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theory of clause/sentence structure adopted in Minimalism (e.g. Chomsky 

1995) and its predecessors. The simplified hierarchy of functional 

projections/layers characterizing modern clauses/sentence in Minimalism 

is given in (6).  

 

(6) CP > TP > vP > VP/SC 

  

Very roughly speaking, the inner VP/SC layer accommodates the 

verb/predicate and one argument, while vP accommodates an additional 

argument, such as agent, in transitive structures. TP (Tense Phrase) 

accommodates the expression of tense and finiteness, while CP 

(Complementizer Phrase) accommodates subordination/embedding, 

among other processes (see Section 1.7 for more discussion).  

 This hierarchy is a theoretical construct which offers a natural and 

precise method of reconstructing previous syntactic stages in language 

evolution, as outlined in (7).  

 

(7) Internal Reconstruction, based on syntactic theory  

Structure X is considered to be primary relative to Structure Y if  

X can be composed independently of Y, but Y can only be built  

upon the foundation of X. 17 

 

While small clauses (SCs)/VPs can be composed without the TP layer, 

TPs must be built on the foundation of a small clause/VP, as postulated in 

the theory of syntax.18 Likewise, while TPs can be composed without 

                                                      
17 The term “primary” is used here in the sense that there was a stage in langauge 

evolution when the primary structure X was in use, but not the non-primary structure Y. 

This is also the sense in which the internal reconstruction method is used by Heine and 

Kuteva (2007), as elaborated below.  

 
18 The idea that a sentence (TP) is built upon the foundation of a small clause is one of 

the most stable postulates in the theory (Section 1.7).  
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CPs, CPs require the foundation of a TP. One can thus reconstruct a stage 

of proto-syntax which had no TPs or CPs, but had SCs/VPs, and possibly 

also vPs. To put it differently, one can reconstruct a stage in the evolution 

of syntax in which it was possible to compose structures comparable to 

those in (2) and (4), but not structures comparable to those in (3) and (5).    

 Similarly, while SCs/VPs can be composed without a vP (light 

verb phrase) layer, the vP can only build its shell upon the foundation of 

a SC/VP. One can thus reconstruct a vP-less (intransitive) stage in the 

evolution of syntax, reduced to only SC/VP. By removing these three 

layers of hierarchical structure, one is essentially left with an intransitive 

flat small clause, which is arguably absolutive-like, and which 

approximates the small clause beginnings without functional projections, 

and without the possibility to distinguish subjects from objects (see 

Section 1.2.1). I focus on reconstructing the properties of these TP-less 

and vP-less stages of proto-syntax in Chapters 2 and 3 respectively. The 

significance of the emergence of CP is discussed in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, 

but the focus of this book is on the earliest stages of proto-syntax, as they 

are most relevant for the biological evolution of langauge, as well as most 

difficult to reconstruct.  

 The absence of each functional projection has concrete and 

observable consequences, as established based on the theory of syntax, as 

well as on the abundance of fossil data taken from across languages. A 

variety of these fossil constructions will be exemplified and discussed 

from this viewpoint throughout the monograph, including absolutives, 

unaccusatives, exocentrics, and middles. Consistent with the gradualist 

approach advocated here, it is significant that these fossils include 

constructions which straddle the boundary between transitivity and 

intransitivity, the so-called middles.  

 The recurring theme of this monograph is that each new stage 

preserves, and builds upon, the achievements of the previous stage(s). 

Thus, a TP is built upon the foundation of the small clause (which might 
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or might not include a vP), and transitive structures (vP/VP shells), as 

well as “middles,” are built upon the foundation of intransitive 

(absolutive-like) VPs/SCs. In brain stratification accounts (e.g. 

Vygotsky’s and Piaget’s work), as well as in the triune brain proposals 

(e.g. MacLean 1949), the common theme is the inclusion of attainments 

of earlier stages in the structures of later stages (Section 2.5.5). This kind 

of scaffolding finds corroboration in the processes of language 

acquisition and language loss, as well as in language disorders.  

 A method of internal reconstruction is also used in Heine and 

Kuteva (2007), but based on a different linguistic theory, a theory of 

grammaticalization. Since grammaticalization typically works in the 

direction of developing a functional (grammatical) category out of a 

lexical category (or a more abstract category out of a more concrete 

category), but not the other way around, the authors reconstruct a stage in 

the evolution of human language which only had lexical (content) 

categories, but not functional categories. In that sense, lexical categories 

are primary with respect to corresponding functional categories (see 

Footnote 18). Importantly, the proposed syntactic reconstruction in (6-7) 

leads to a convergent result: stripping away functional layers (such as CP, 

TP, and vP) leaves one with a bare small clause, consisting typically only 

of a verb and a noun, with no functional projections on top. What these 

two methods share is that they use a linguistic theory, as well as a wealth 

of linguistic data behind these theories, to arrive at hypotheses about 

language evolution, and it is significant that these two approaches lead to 

a convergent result.  

 The sense in which the term “internal reconstruction” is used by 

Heine and Kuteva (2007: 24), as well as in this book, is based on the 

assumption that languages reveal evidence of past changes in their 

present strctures, and that certain kinds of present alternation in a 

language can be reconstructed back to an earlier stage in which there was 

no alternation of that kind (see also e.g. Comrie 2002). The internal 
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reconstruction method contrasts with the comparative method, which 

necessarily looks at more than one language in order to reconstruct the 

language of the common ancestor.19  

 My approach does not lead to identical results to those reached by 

Heine and Kuteva (2007), but rather to results that complement each 

other, and reinforce each other. Heine and Kuteva’s (2007) focus is on 

the lexicon, that is, word categories, while the focus here is on 

syntax/grammar, that is, on how the words in that lexicon were 

combined, and how these syntactic combinations got to be more complex 

over time.  

 It is worth pointing out, however, that the capacity for abstract 

vocabulary building is not unrelated to the emergence of functional 

categories and hierarchical syntax. Grammaticalization processes 

typically take more concrete words, such as go, say, etc., and 

metaphorically extend their meanings to the point when they become e.g. 

highly abstract functional categories (such as tense markers, or 

subordination markers; see e.g. Heine and Kuteva 2007 and references 

there). Thus, the capacity for hierarchical syntax probably presupposes 

the capacity for abstract vocabulary building based on metaphorical 

extension. According to e.g. Givón (2002a: 151-152), one reason to 

                                                      
19 It should be pointed out here that internal reconstruction (as opposed to the 

comparative method) has been used much less in phonological reconstruction, and that 

syntactic reconstruction in particular is much newer and less successful than 

phonological reconstruction. However, it is pointed out in e.g. Newman (in press), as 

well as references cited there, that internal reconstruction has a lot to offer: “Although 

internal reconstruction (IR) is not as well understood nor commonly utilized as the 

comparative method, it has a long pedigree in historical linguistics (see Hoenigswald 

1944; Kuryłowicz 1973). While recognizing the weaknesses of IR, most historical 

linguists appreciate its value in historical linguistics and would agree with Hock (1991: 

550) when he concludes: “internal reconstruction is an extremely useful and generally 

quite accurate tool for the reconstruction of linguistic prehistory.” Newman also says in 

a footnote that Ringe (2003) is a “curious exception” in rejecting the IR method. This 

controversy aside, when it comes to the evolution of syntax, the internal reconstruction 

method is the only one available. It is also a method used for reconstructing language 

isolates, such as Basque. 
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believe that some basic words used in isolation (one-word stage) 

preceded a syntactic stage is that grammatical categories are more 

abstract than lexical categories (see also Tallerman 2014a). 

 While my approach identifies specific syntactic stages of language 

evolution, as well as evolutionary pressures that would have driven the 

progression through stages, Heine and Kuteva do not explore the role of 

natural/sexual selection in the evolution of the lexicon or syntax. Even 

though the final evidence regarding the origins of human language may 

have to come from other disciplines, perhaps neuroscience and genetics, 

only linguistics can provide specific and linguistically sound hypotheses 

for these fields to engage.  

 This book thus contributes to the view that language, and in 

particular syntax, emerged gradually, through evolutionary tinkering. 

However, the gradualist view of the evolution of language is sometimes 

dismissed by pointing out that recently observed language changes are 

not always linear/directional, and that it is possible both to develop 

certain (more complex) forms, and to revert back to the original (simpler) 

forms. So, the question here is, once you evolve more complex structures, 

can you or can you not revert to a paratactic (small clause) grammar?  

The basic claim of this monograph is that the foundational, paratactic 

structures remain built into the very foundation of the hierarchical 

grammars, and that they also continue to live in various marginal, and 

sometimes not so marginal, constructions, which can be characterized as 

“living fossils” of the paratactic stage. If so, then it should not be 

impossible to fall back onto these simpler, paratactic strategies, still alive 

in the brain, especially in the case of adversity, such as agrammatism, 

pidginization, and second language acquisition. Evolution should be able 

to revert back to more robust, foundational strategies. According to the 

so-called last in, first out principle, used in e.g. computer science and 

psychology (see e.g. Code 2005), what is acquired last is the most 

shallow/fragile layer that is the easiest to lose, and vice versa. When it 
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comes to complex syntax, such loss can take place in pidginization and in 

agrammatic aphasia (see also Gil 2005 for the development of Riau 

Indonesian; also Heine and Kuteva 2007).  

 In fact, there are reversals elsewhere in the evolution of organisms. As 

observed e.g. in the work of Richard Dawkins, body hair is one of those 

traits that can recede and reappear a number of times in the history of a 

species (e.g. with mammoths, who rapidly became wooly in the most 

recent ice ages in Eurasia). In addition, some recent genetic studies reveal 

that reversals and losses are possible even in the evolution of multi-

cellularity, a major transition in the history of life. For example, 

Schirrmeister, Antonelli, and Bagheri (2011) report that the majority of 

extant cyanobacteria, one of the oldest phyla still alive, including many 

single-celled species, descend from multi-cellular ancestors, and that 

reversals to unicellularity occurred at least five times. In a sense, then, 

pidginization, and other similar losses of syntactic suprastructure, can be 

seen as comparable to the return to a simpler, unicellular mode of 

existence. 

 

1.3. Three rough stages 

 

As outlined in the previous sections, this monograph focuses on 

intransitive fossil clauses of various kinds, lacking the layers of 

functional structure characterizing modern clauses, including TP and vP 

layers. This monograph is further concerned with the nature of the bond 

between the merged elements in these proto-syntactic constructs, as well 

as with how that bond evolves over time to be able to support processes 

such as coordination and subordination. In this respect, I identify the 

following three rough stages in the evolution of syntactic bond (i-iii), 

following a hypothetical non-syntactic one-word stage (0). This 

progression is meant to shed light on the emergence of functional 

categories, as well as on the nature of modern language design, and the 
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existence of various transitional, ambivalent structures (see Chapter 4 for 

details).  

 

(0) One word stage (no combinatorial power/no syntax) 

This stage is characterized by single words intended as complete 

utterances (as in e.g. Run! Snake! Out!).  

 

(i) Paratactic stage (proto-syntax)  

In this paratactic stage, prosody/suprasegmentals provide the only glue 

for (proto-)Merge. In other words, in this stage there is prosodic 

evidence, but not any segmental evidence, that the words/constituents are 

Merged. 20 The proto-syntax of this stage can be characterized by an 

operation Conjoin (or proto-Merge), rather than Merge proper as 

conceived in Minimalism. As explained at length in Chapter 4, Conjoin, 

which is akin to Adjoin, does not create headedness or hierarchy, and the 

products of Conjoin are flat structures, which do not allow Move or 

recursion, as can be corroborated by looking at the present-day fossils 

which approximate this stage (Chapter 2). Adjunction itself is known to 

be rigid when it comes to Move, and adjuncts are well-known islands for 

movement, as discussed below (see also Chapter 5 on Subjacency).  

 

(ii) Proto-coordination stage  

This is a stage in which, in addition to prosody, a conjunction/linker 

provides all-purpose segmental glue to hold the utterance together. In this 

stage, the evidence for (proto-)Merge is more robust, as it retains the 

prosodic evidence (the only type of evidence available in the previous 

stage(s)), and adds to it segmental evidence (the linker), even though in 

this stage the segmental piece does not provide any more specific 

information regarding the nature of the categories and projections. In 

                                                      
20 Roughly speaking, prosody refers to the rhythm, stress, and intonation of speech, 

while segments refer to specific sounds.  
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other words, in this stage the evidence for proto-Merge is dual: both 

prosodic (retained from the Paratactic Stage), and segmental (in the form 

of a linker), an innovation of this stage. This stage is arguably still 

syntactically flat/non-hierarchical, and still does not allow Move, which 

is consistent with the well-known fact that coordination structures even 

today constitute islands for Move (Chapter 5). The proposal is that the 

meaningless linkers/proto-conjunctions, best approximated by the 

conjunction of the type and in present-day languages, were among the 

first functional categories, whose initial purpose was only to consolidate 

the important achievement of Stage (i), the ability to (proto-)Merge, i.e., 

to Conjoin.  

 

(iii) Specific functional category stage (hierarchical/subordination  

  stage)  

In this hierarchical stage, in addition to prosody and to segmental glue, 

specific functional categories become available, providing specialized 

syntactic glue for constituent cohesion, including tense particles and 

subordinators/complementizers. In other words, this stage includes all the 

attainments of the previous stages (prosody and linkers), and adds 

another, which is to use the segmental piece (linker) also to identify the 

type of the constituent created by Merge. I argue that it is only at this 

stage that hierarchical structure, Move, and recursion become available.21  

 

                                                      
21 What I mean by recursion in this monograph corresponds to what linguists typically 

mean by it: the embedding of a constituent of a certain syntactic category (e.g. a 

clause/CP) within another constitutent of the same category (another clause/CP), as in 

(i) below (but see e.g. Tomalin 2011 for the confusion surrounding the term.) Also 

typically associated with the use of the term recursion by linguists is the assumption that 

you can repeat the procedure in principle any number of times. This is essentially what 

Heine and Kuteva (2007: 68) call “productive recursion.” I return to recursion, and its 

different characterizations, in Chapter 4 (see also Section 1.7).  

 

(i) I believe [CP that Henry knows [CP that Peter doubts [CP that recursion is real.]]]  
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These postulated stages mark a progression from least syntactically 

elaborated (parataxis), to more elaborated (coordination), to most 

elaborated (specialized functional categories/projections). My claim is 

that each of these grammars can operate both clause internally, e.g. to 

combine a subject and a predicate into a small clause (e.g. Come 

winter,…), and clause externally, to combine two such clauses into a 

single utterance (e.g. Come one, come all). As will be shown, all the 

hierarchical phenomena discussed in this book, including transitivity and 

CP subordination, seem to have alternative, paratactic routes.  

 This approach can explain why adjuncts and conjuncts are islands for 

Move, and more generally why languages exhibit Subjacency/islandhood 

effects in the first place (Chapter 5). It also sheds light on the vast overlap 

and indeterminacy between coordination structures and paratactic 

structures, on one end, as well as between coordination structures and 

subordination structures, on the other end of the spectrum. The overlap is 

expected if each stage is taken to gradually integrate into the next 

(Chapter 4).  

 

1.4. Can natural/sexual selection be relevant for syntax? 

 

One encounters three main types of arguments against subjecting syntax 

to a gradualist evolutionary approach. The first obstacle, as pointed out in 

Section 1, are the claims that syntax itself is an all-or-nothing package, 

and that syntax cannot be decomposed into evolutionary primitives or 

stages. Second, even if syntax can be decomposed in some fashion, the 

progression to a more complex syntax stage would involve the 

acquisition of principles such as Subjacency, which are just too abstract 

and arbitrary to be targeted by evolutionary forces. Third, it has been 

claimed that there was not enough evolutionary time to allow 

natural/sexual selection to operate on syntax or language in general (see 
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e.g. Hornstein 2009).22 I briefly address each of these objections below, 

but in much more detail in Chapter 7. Chapter 7 also considers the basic 

timeline for the evolution of syntax, consistent with the postulated stages. 

Even in this broadest outline, this approach can help choose among some 

proposed hypotheses regarding the evolution of human species. 

 Regarding the first objection, this monograph not only shows that 

syntax can be decomposed into primitives, but also that the progression 

through these basic syntactic stages can be successfully reconstructed 

given syntactic theory, as discussed in the previous sections, and as will 

be elaborated in much more detail in subsequent chapters. As for the 

second objection, the intent of this monograph is also to show that the 

progression through the identified syntactic stages makes evolutionary 

sense, i.e., that each new stage brings some tangible advantage(s) over 

the previous stage(s), and that such advantage(s) were significant enough 

to have been subject to natural/sexual selection. These advantages are 

discussed throughout the monograph, but especially in Chapter 7.  

 For example, each step in the progression from one-word stage (no 

syntax), to small clause stage (paratactic two-slot syntax), to hierarchical 

TP stage accrues clear incremental communicative benefits. Small 

clauses (or half-clauses), with only one layer of structure, would have 

been immensely useful to our ancestors when they first started using 

syntax.23 A half-clause is still useful, even in expressing propositional 

                                                      
22 Another potential problem is raised by Christiansen and Chater (2008), which has to 

do with the constant and rapid language change. According to the authors, the linguistic 

environment over which selectional pressures operate thus presents a “moving target” 

for natural selection. However, in a commentary to this article, Fitch (2008) counters 

that the same issue of a rapidly changing environment also arises with uncontroversially 

adaptive biological processes, and calls for more sophisticated models of co-evolution 

between ontogeny, phylogeny, and language change in an attempt to understand the 

nature of language.  

 
23 The reference to half-clauses (in Progovac’s 2008a paper titled “What use is half a 

clause?”) is meant to mimic the typical objections to Darwin’s adaptationist approach in 

general, in the form of “what use is half an eye?”  
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content—much more useful than having no syntax at all (one-word 

stage), and much less useful than having more articulated hierarchical 

syntax of the specific functional category stage. This is exactly the 

scenario upon which evolution/selection can operate.  

 According to Pinker and Bloom (1990), based on Darwin’s work, the 

only way to evolve a truly complex design that serves a particular 

purpose is through a sequence of mutations/changes with small effects, 

and through intermediate stages, with each change/stage useful enough to 

trigger natural selection. This monograph explores exactly that kind of 

scenario for the evolution of syntax. As pointed out by Pinker and Bloom, 

it is impossible to make sense of the structure of the eye without 

acknowledging that it evolved for the purpose of seeing; evolution is the 

only physical process that can create an eye because it is the only 

physical process in which the criterion of being good at seeing can play a 

causal role. The same can be applied to language: evolution can create a 

system as complex as language because evolution is the physical process 

in which the criterion of being good at language/communication can play 

a causal role.  

 Moreover, not all linguistic innovations need have begun with a 

genetic change. The Baldwin Effect postulates that learning and culture 

can guide evolution, given that individuals using innovative features can 

set up a pressure for the evolution of neural mechanisms that would make 

decoding such innovative features of language automatic and undistracted 

by irrelevant factors, triggering conventional Darwinian evolution 

(Hinton and Nowlan 1987; Pinker and Bloom 1990; Deacon 2003), as 

discussed further in Chapter 7.   

 Chapter 7 summarizes the advantages that each postulated stage 

brings with it, and considers one concrete hypothetical scenario for 

progressing from one stage to the next, invoking sexual selection. For 

example, as shown in Chapter 6, exocentric VN compounds are fossil 
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structures which specialize for derogatory reference (e.g. turncoat, 

killjoy, crybaby, hunchback), and which provide evidence not only of 

most rudimentary syntax, but also of ritual insult/sexual selection for 

such simple syntax (see Progovac and Locke 2009; Progovac 2012). 

Selecting for the ability to quickly produce (and interpret) such (often 

humorous and vivid) compounds on the spot would have gone a long way 

toward not only solidifying the capacity to use paratactic grammars, the 

foundation for more complex grammars, but also the capacity for 

building (abstract) vocabulary.  

 The abundance of examples from various languages offered in 

Chapter 6 makes it clear that these compounds combine basic, concrete 

words, often denoting body parts and functions, in order to create vivid 

and memorable abstract concepts. Thus, sexual selection for the capacity 

to produce and interpret such compounds could have been one of the 

factors facilitating the progression from the one-word stage to the two-

word paratactic stage. There is no doubt that many other factors would 

have also contributed to solidifying this foundational syntactic strategy, 

given that having simple syntax, as opposed to having no syntax at all, 

accrues a host of communicative advantages.  

 As pointed out above, transitioning from the paratactic stage to the 

specific functional category stage may have proceeded through a 

linker/proto-conjunction stage in some cases, where the linker initially 

served only to solidify proto-Merge, as will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 4. Perhaps the initial meaningless linker occurring between a 

subject and a predicate of a small clause gradually became a Tense 

particle which can now automatically express reference to past and future 

events, but also build a TP, and with it hierarchical structure. The 

grammaticalization of the functional projection such as TP renders 

automatic and undistracted the expression of the temporal and modal 

properties, allowing the speakers to break away from the here and now, 

much more easily than is possible with paratactic small clause grammars 
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(see Chapter 2 for the data showing that TP-less root small clauses are 

typically grounded in the here and now).  

 Breaking away from the here and now, and from the prison of 

pragmatics in general, may have been one dimension along which 

language evolved.24 As will be discussed in Chapter 3, two-slot proto-

grammars do not distinguish between subjects and objects, and it is 

typically pragmatics that determines the meaning of sentences created by 

such grammars. The same certainly holds of one-word utterances. So, 

imagine encountering the following one-word (8) and two-word (9) 

utterance sequences in a proto-syntax stage: 

 

(8) Apple…  Eat….  John….Go…  

(9) Apple eat. John go.  

 

These kinds of utterances are much less precise (i.e. more vague) than a 

corresponding TP sentence such as (10) below, and can receive many 

interpretations in addition to the one in (10): 

 

(10) John will (go and) eat the apple. 

 

However, the meaning that does not readily come to mind with respect to 

(8) and (9) is the one expressed in (11), but that reading does not come to 

                                                      

24 Displacement, roughly characterizable as the capability of language to communicate 

about things that are not present, is commonly thought to be one of the design features 

of human language, and moreover one of the features that arguably distinguishes human 

language from animal communication systems (see e.g. Hockett 1960; Hockett and 

Altmann 1968). This is the sense in which I am using the term “displacement” in this 

book. The reader should note that the same term is also used to refer to a completely 

different phenomenon, to the rearrangement of constituents within a sentence, as a result 

of the syntactic operation Move.  
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mind because of its pragmatic oddness, and not because there is anything 

in the structure of (8) or (9) that excludes it. In contrast, this reading is 

excluded by the structure of the sentence in (10), and it is the only 

reading that the structure in (11) allows.  

 

(11) The apple will (go and) eat John.  

 

This suggests that pragmatically odd (or impossible) propositions are 

harder to express without complex syntax, given that underspecified 

structures, resulting in vague interpretations, are in close alliance with the 

pragmatics of the situation; in this sense, such structures are prisoners of 

pragmatics. Adding the transitive vP and/or the TP layer to the small 

clause structure would have yielded more precise grammars, with 

subjects and objects more clearly differentiated, making it much easier to 

describe odd or pragmatically impossible events (11). This is so because 

with such grammars one can now unambiguously make “the apple” the 

subject of eating a human being. But one may wonder what good it does 

to be able to talk about apples eating humans.  

 First, it is important to keep in mind that language (and syntax) are 

not just used to express propositions and exchange information, but that 

they are also often used for playful purposes and in order to impress (see 

references in Progovac and Locke 2009), something we formal linguists 

often forget.25 Thus, if an ancient language user wanted to draw attention 

to himself by using language in a funny and surprising way, he would 

have had a much harder time doing so with structures such as (8) or (9), 

than with the structure such as (11), which relies on hierarchical syntax. 

This is just one way in which transitivity, and hierarchical structure more 

generally, would have been adaptive. Of course, the precision in 

                                                      
25 In this respect, Dunbar, Duncan, and Marriot (1997) report that only about 10-20% of 

conversation time is devoted to practical and technical topics, while the rest is devoted 

to social concerns (see also Tallerman 2013b).  
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expressing the argument structure (who did what to whom) would have 

been adaptive in so many other ways as well, including in gossip and 

story-telling, both of which rely on displacement.    

 In other words, the capacity for displacement, a key design feature 

of human language, is facilitated by hierarchical syntax. As will be 

discussed in Chapter 4, hierarchical syntax also enables Move and 

recursion, making it possible e.g. to embed one point of view within 

another. Therefore, once the innovation that was hierarchical syntax 

appeared on the evolutionary scene, there would have been multiple types 

of pressures to select for it.   

 This is not to claim that every single phenomenon of syntax, such as 

every single functional projection, or every single construction, has been 

selected; certain syntactic phenomena seem to be bundled together, and it 

may be enough for one of them to emerge to make the others possible. 

Likewise, just as is the case with the evolution of other aspects of living 

organisms, there will surely be phenomena in syntax that serve no 

particular purpose, and that can be seen as spandrels (i.e. by-products of 

some other adaptations), or which perhaps developed through drift 

(variation due to chance).26 However, the existence of such phenomena 

should not distract one from identifying those aspects of language that 

responded to selection pressures, and from devising methods to test such 

hypotheses.  

 Finally, the third objection to the gradualist approach to language 

evolution is that there was not enough evolutionary time for the selection 

to take place. Pinker and Bloom (1990) propose that language evolved 

gradually, subject to the Baldwin Effect, the process whereby 
                                                      

26 For example, the availability of Move may be inextricably linked to the availability of 

functional layers, such as TP and CP, which Move serves to connect (Section 4.4.5). 

Recursion itself may be a by-product of the emergence of specialized functional 

projections, such as CP for clausal subordination (Chapter 4). As argued at length in 

Chapter 5, Subjacency should be seen as a by-product of other adaptations, and not a 

principle in its own right.  
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environmentally-induced responses set up selection pressures for such 

responses to become innate, triggering conventional Darwinian evolution 

(see also Deacon 1997; Hinton and Nowlan 1987). Deacon (2003) puts 

emphasis on learning, rather than innateness, in his adoption of the 

Baldwin Effect. He considers that masking and unmasking of 

“preadaptations” plays an important role in this process. As an innovative 

tool (e.g. language) became more and more essential to successful 

reproduction, “novel selection pressures unmasked selection on 

previously ‘neutral’ variants and created advantages for certain classes of 

mutations that might not otherwise have been favored” (93-94). At the 

same time, this innovative tool “masked selection on traits made less vital 

by being supplemented” by the innovative tool, such as perhaps the 

inventory and specificity of human calls (94). As clarified in Chapter 7,   

where I return to this topic, this approach ultimately reduces to Darwinian 

natural selection.  

 Tiny selective advantages are sufficient for evolutionary change; 

according to Haldane (1927), a variant that produces on average 1 per 

cent more offspring than its alternative allele would increase in frequency 

from 0.1 per cent to 99.9 per cent of the population in just over 4,000 

generations. This would still leave plenty of time for language to have 

evolved: 3.5-5 million years, if early Australopithecines were the first 

talkers, or, as an absolute minimum, several hundred thousand years 

(Stringer and Andrews 1988), in the event that early H. sapiens were the 

first.27 Moreover, fixations of different genes can go in parallel, and 

sexual selection can significantly speed up any of these processes. The 

speed of the spread depends on how high the fitness of these individuals 

was relative to the competitors. According to e.g. Stone and Lurquin 

(2007), if relative fitness is high, the increase of the variant in the 

                                                      
27 Berwick et al. (2013) maintain that the capacity for language evolved about 100,000 

years ago. 
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population can take just a few dozen of generations for the variant 

frequency to increase tenfold.28   

 The initial arguments for the saltationist views, such as the postulation 

of the Middle to Upper Paleolithic revolution, as well as the dating of the 

FOXP2 gene, have now been mostly reconsidered (see Chapter 7 for 

more discussion on this). It was initially reported by Enard et al. (2002) 

that FOXP2 gene mutation in humans occurred at some point in the last 

200,000 years, which could have then coincided with the emergence of 

syntax. However, it has since been found that the same mutation 

characterizes Neanderthals (Krause et al. 2007), which pushes the 

mutation back to at least the common ancestor, about half a million years 

ago (see e.g. Piattelli-Palmarini and Uriagereka 2011 for discussion).  

 Another type of evidence that has been invoked in favor of the 

saltationist view has to do with the postulation of the Middle to Upper 

Paleolithic transition/revolution. Based on archeological findings, Mellars 

(2002) and others have initially suggested that there was a major cultural 

and cognitive transition/revolution around 43–35,000 BP. These 

archeological findings were often interpreted to mean that syntax (or 

language) in its entirety arose at this juncture, through one single event, 

such as a mutation (e.g. Bickerton 1995; Chomsky 2002, 2005). 

However, the more recent findings suggest that there was no human 

revolution, at least not at this particular juncture (see e.g. McBrearty and 

Brooks 2000; McBrearty 2007; and Mellars himself (2007: 3), as further 

discussed in Chapter 7.  

 In short, there is no real obstacle to studying syntax in a gradualist 

evolutionary framework. The recurring theme of this monograph is that 

there is evidence of evolutionary tinkering in the language design itself, 

consistent with the view that the complexity of syntax emerged gradually, 

                                                      
28 As one example, the fitness of lactose tolerance is 2-3% higher in dairy areas. It took 

about 5,000-10,000 years to reach the current rates of lactose tolerance among northern 

Europeans, which is close to 100% with some populations. 
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through evolutionary tinkering. As a result, modern clauses are quirky 

and redundant (rather than optimal and perfect).29 In this evolutionary 

perspective, rather than a system designed from scratch in an optimal 

way, syntax is seen as a patchwork of structures incorporating various 

stages of its evolution, and thus exhibiting a variety of quirky 

phenomena, many of which are discussed in this monograph.30  

 

1.5. Corroboration and testing 

 

The gradualist evolutionary scenario for syntax, as outlined in this 

monograph, finds corroboration in practically every domain relevant for 

language, in addition to the fossil proto-structures found in modern 

languages. As discussed in various chapters in this monograph, in 

children, as well as in adults acquiring a second language, language 

clearly emerges gradually, through stages, arguably starting with the 

paratactic (small clause) stage, and it can also be partly lost in e.g. 

agrammatic aphasia and speech language disorders.  

 When it comes to neuroscience, there is converging evidence in the 

literature showing that increased syntactic complexity corresponds to 

increased neural activation in certain specific areas of the brain (see e.g. 

Caplan 2001; Indefrey, Hagoort, et al. 2001; Just et al. 1996; Pallier, 

                                                      
29 A reviewer suggests that while syntactic representations may be quirky and 

redundant, the syntactic operations, such as Merge, may be optimal and perfect. Again, 

in order for these claims to be falsifiable, one will need to define what “optimal” and 

“perfect” should mean in this respect (see Footnote 6). Besides, my argument in this 

monograph is that the crucial properties of syntax, including the operations such as 

Merge, have precursors (e.g. Conjoin), and that they, too, arose through evolutionary 

tinkering. In this view, the reason why syntactic representations show quirkiness today 

is because they often incorporate structures created by different types of operations, 

including by the precursors to Merge.  

   
30 The quirkiness of a variety of syntactic constructions is recognized in e.g. Culicover 

(1999) and Culicover and Jackendoff (2005), who refer to some such constructions as 

“syntactic nuts.” 
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Devauchelle, and Dehaene 2011; Brennan et al. 2012). The experiments 

performed by Pallier, Devauchelle, and Dehaene (2011) and Brennan et 

al. (2012) have found a positive correlation between the levels of 

hierarchical embedding and the degree of activation in the brain, even 

when keeping the number of words constant. This is consistent with the 

proposal in this monograph that the complexity of syntax is graded, and 

that it evolved gradually. The proposals in this monograph are also 

specific and concrete enough that they themselves can be subjected to 

neuroscientific testing, as summarized in the Appendix to this book, 

which proposes specific experimental design.  

 It is also significant that the framework explored here can serve as 

a point of contact, an intermediary, between the fields of neuro-linguistics 

and genetics. To take one example, some recent experiments suggest that 

a specifically human FOXP2 mutation is responsible for increased 

synaptic plasticity, establishing better connectivity among the neurons in 

the brain (e.g. Vernes et al. 2007; Enard et al. 2009; see Section 2.5.4).31 

If better synaptic plasticity is what facilitates the processing of more 

complex syntax, then one can hypothesize that the pressures to evolve the 

capacity for a more complex syntax could have contributed to the spread 

of the human mutation of e.g. the FOXP2 gene. Even at this preliminary 

level, one can appreciate the potential for synergy among the fields which 

can shed light on the evolution of human language: syntactic theory, 

                                                      
31 FOXP2 is just one of several genes that are implicated in language and speech 

(disorders), and are thus of potential relevance for language evolution (see e.g. Vernes et 

al. 2007; Newbury and Monaco 2010, for FOXP1). Two other potentially relevant genes 

are CNTNAP2 and ASPM (see e.g. Dediu and Ladd 2007; Fitch 2010: 291; Diller and 

Cann 2012). The exact contribution of FOXP2 and the other genes remains to be 

determined, as rightly pointed out by a reviewer, but I do not think this can be 

determined without some concrete input by linguists, and without some specific, testable 

hypotheses about language evolution. If these genes were even partly selected for some 

specific language abilities, then, without hypothesizing what these specific abilities 

might have been, we will not be able to find out.  
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neuroscience, and genetics. It is the evolutionary considerations like this 

that can provide the point of contact. 32  

 

1.6. A brief comparison with Jackendoff’s (and other) approaches  

 

The work of Ray Jackendoff (e.g. 1999, 2002) on the evolution of syntax, 

in particular his characterization of syntactic “fossils,” provided an 

important component to the proposal that I am exploring in this book. 

This short section is in no way meant to be an overview of his approach, 

or to do justice to various aspects of his approach, but merely to indicate 

where my proposal converges with his, and where it diverges. Generally 

speaking, I would say that Jackendoff’s approach is in broad strokes, with 

wider implications (including some discussion of phonology and 

morphology), while mine is narrowly focused only on the evolution of 

the layers of clausal structure, as postulated in the syntactic theory 

associated with Minimalism. 

 Also, as per the distinction drawn in Heine and Kuteva (2007), 

Jackendoff’s approach is integrative, considering data from various 

domains, including language acquisition, pidgin languages, and aphasia, 

while mine is discipline-based, following, perhaps doggedly, a 

reconstruction method based on a syntactic theory, while the evidence 

from the other domains is only considered as secondary, corroborating 

evidence. Even though it seems plausible and insightful in many respects, 

Jackendoff’s (1999, 2002) approach does not easily lend itself to specific 

hypotheses that can be tested. Botha (2006: 135), among others, has 

                                                      
32 There is no doubt that the researchers in each of these fields will notice that there are 

other possible takes and interpretations of the analyses and data presented here, and that 

there are many more complexities involved with each field than this approach can do 

justice to. Still, if this is one of the ways that all these fields can be brought together, 

then it is at least worth exploring.  
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pointed out that such windows into the evolution of language need to be 

accompanied by insightful theories. 

 My intent in this book is to show that following a narrowly focused 

and discipline-based approach leads to greater depth, and to some 

surprising novel insights, which in turn make it possible to formulate 

specific hypotheses and predictions, as well as to reveal clear 

communicative advantages that come with each stage. There is both a 

virtue and a curse in following this kind of simple and precise 

reconstruction method. The virtue is that you can be fairly confident in 

your reconstruction. The curse is that it does not tell you about other 

things.  

 The idea of syntactic fossils advocated by Jackendoff is very 

powerful, as well as the idea that one can reconstruct the stages of 

language evolution by looking at the nature of language itself. I believe 

that my approach strengthens these ideas further by proposing that each 

new stage literally leans upon the structure of the previous one, and 

cannot exist without it.33 On my approach, not only are the fossil 

structures used side-by-side more complex structrues (e.g. paratactic 

(adjunct) structures alongside hierarchical structures), but these 

foundational paratactic structures are literally built into the foundation of 

hierarchical structures. As will be shown, intransitive small clauses are 

built into vPs and TPs, and exocentric compounds are built into 

hierarchical compounds. Thus, on my approach, the fossil structures do 

not just provide cognitive scaffolding (i.e. increased cognitive abilities) 

for advancing to hierarchical language (e.g. Jackendoff 2009); the fossil 

                                                      
33 While Jackendoff (1999, 2002) has identified some fossils of the postulated one-word 

stage, proto-words which are not combinable with other words, such as ouch, wow, 

shhh, etc., I have identified some rigid small clause structures in English (e.g. Case 

closed) and Serbian (Pala karta “Card played”), which also seem to be syntactic isolates 

in the sense that they cannot combine further (Chapters 2-4).   
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structures also provide concrete syntactic scaffolding for hierarchical 

structures to be built upon.  

 Jackendoff (2002) identifies certain fossil principles of language, 

such as Agent First (where the agent precedes the patient/theme: e.g. 

Bear chase boy); Grouping (where modifiers are grouped next to the 

words they modify: e.g. Brown bear chase boy); Topic First (where the 

topic of the sentence appears before the comment); Focus Last; etc. These 

are still not syntactic principles, although they can be seen as precursors 

to such principles, especially the connection between the linear word 

order and the semantic/thematic role. These also relate to what Givón 

(1979) has called the pragmatic mode of language, which preceded the 

syntactic mode. In this respect, Hurford (2012) suggests that the first 

proto-sentences involved a topic-comment diachotomy, from which even 

the categories of nouns and verbs emerged. According to Hurford, the 

first protosentences consisted of two words juxtaposed next to each other, 

always in the topic-comment word order (653). It would be only at a later 

stage that topics would give rise to subjects, and comments would give 

rise to predicates.34  

 While all these ideas can in principle be plausible, without having 

a theory that organizes these proposed principles, as well as illuminates 

the transition from one stage to the next, it is hard to know what kind of 

evidence bears on these hypotheses. It is also not clear from such a 

characterization what selection pressures, and what communicative 

advantages, led to the transition from the topic-comment based, or Agent-

First based, language to the subject-predicate based language. For 

                                                      
34 However, see Casielles and Progovac (2010, 2012) for the idea that the so-called 

thetic statements are evolutionarily primary, and that they preceded categorical 

statements, those which feature such topic-comment diachotomies. Some examples of 

thetic statements include e.g. English It rained, and Serbian Pao sneg (“Fell snow”), 

which do not involve a clear diachotomy between a topic and a comment, or between a 

subject and a predicate, but rather describe an event as a whole. Such thetic statements 

also typically do not have agents, and often overlap with unaccusative constructions (see 

Section 3.3).  
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example, as Jackendoff’s Agent-First protolanguage is already capable of 

communicating who does what to whom, and it already allows more than 

one argument per verb, it is not clear why there would have existed 

selection pressures to transition to the (transitive) subject-predicate 

grammars. In contrast, on my approach, which starts from an intransitive 

absolutive-like foundation, the communicative advantages of developing 

transitivity can be characterized clearly and precisely. In addition, this 

reconstruction down to the intransitive absolutive-like layer allows me to 

connect this proposal meaningfully to the typological variation across 

languages, as well as to the hominin timeline (Chapter 7). 

 More generally, Jackendoff (2002: 238) considers that 

protolanguage consisted of the following separable components: use of 

symbols; concatenation of symbols; use of open-class symbols; and use 

of word order to convey semantic relations. The hierarchical stage then 

adds to the protolanguage the following: symbols encoding abstract 

semantic relations, as well as grammatical categories and grammatical 

functions, including subject vs. object. This is the sense in which, for 

Jackendoff, the hierarchical stage subsumes protolanguage. However, as 

pointed out above, it is not clear how and why, and in what manageable, 

incremental steps, one proceeds from the concatenation of symbols with 

Agent First, to a hierarchical transitive sentence, with a subject and 

object. My approach puts emphasis on this incremental progression 

through stages, as well as on the specific communicative advantages 

gained with each incremental step.   

 Bickerton’s (1990, 1998) influential work is also relevant here, as 

he has proposed that pidgin languages are indicative of our ability to tap 

into the proto-linguistic mode. However, in his view, pidgin languages 

(or child language) have no syntax, which leads him to a saltationist view 

of the emergence of syntax, from no syntax at all, to full blown 

hierarchical syntax. Bickerton’s main reason for considering 

protolanguage to be without any syntax is his observation that the 
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arguments routinely go missing in these systems, and that syntactic 

language must obligatorily realize all the arguments of the verb. For 

Bickerton, these asyntactic systems do not even involve true language. 

Notice that Givón (1979: 296) has also proposed that there was a 

presyntactic, pragmatic mode of discourse, which had a “low noun to 

verb ratio.”  

 My approach has elevated the stage characterized by intransitivity 

(one argument per verb) not only to the level of language, but also to the 

level of (simpler) syntax. Given the logic behind the two-slot syntax, one 

is not dealing with missing arguments here, but rather with a coherent 

syntax which can accommodate only one argument per verb. Not only is 

this kind of proto-syntax syntactic and language-like, but such fossil 

structures are still available across various constructions and languages, 

including in English. In my analysis, the proto-syntactic stages clearly 

show continuity with the more innovative stages of syntax.  

 As pointed out above, Jackendoff (2002) advocates that word order 

in the protolanguage stage followed the semantic ordering of Agent First. 

In contrast, my argument is that the initial stages were absolutive-like, 

with agent and patient not being structurally differentiated at all. 

However, notice that Agent First may be relevant, after all, even in my 

approach, although in a somewhat roundabout way. As discussed 

throughout the book (e.g. Section 3.4; Chapter 4), the paratactic small 

clause combinations of the kind attested in Nicaraguan Sign Language 

(e.g. WOMAN PUSH – MAN FALL) may have provided precursors to 

accusative-type transitivity (e.g. Senghas et al. 1997). We notice here that 

WOMAN is interpreted as an agent, and MAN as a patient, but this is not 

directly related to the Agent First principle, given that one is dealing with 

two clauses here. Instead, this may ultimately reduce to Cause First 

principle, which is operative in a much wider array of paratactic 

combinations, including e.g. Easy come, easy go; Nothing ventured, 

nothing gained. In other words, given that the first clause (e.g. WOMAN 
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PUSH; Easy come) is interpreted, roughly speaking, as Cause of the 

second clause (MAN FALL; Easy go), then, WOMAN will be seen as the 

agent/causer. This will be discussed further, especially in Chapters 3 and 

4.  

 While Jackendoff’s work, as well as Bickerton’s, is more about 

characterizing the fancy properties of modern syntax, which they list and 

illustrate, my approach is more about envisioning and illustrating what 

the initial, early syntax was like, in its own right, and its own logic. I 

offer a lot of data from present-day languages which arguably 

approximate these early stages, emphasizing the symmetry and flatness of 

proto-syntax, as opposed to asymmetry and hierarchy of modern syntax. 

Interestingly, if my approach is correct, it suggests that syntax was 

autonomous in this very early stage: while thoughts can be fluid, with 

many participants associated with one verb or event, the proto-syntactic 

mold only allowed one such participant to occur with the verb. In other 

words, the syntactic form did not just follow from the semantic 

principles, or from the properties of events, but it imposed its own logic 

and constraints.   

 The fossil structures discussed in Jackendoff (1999, 2002) also 

include English noun-noun compounds, such as snowman, doghouse, 

housedog. However, even though seemingly simple, these compounds, at 

least in present-day English, are headed and recursive, which may 

suggest more complex structure. Interestingly, this kind of NN 

compounding process is not productive, and certainly not recursive, in 

e.g. Serbian (see Snyder 2014 for other languages in this respect). Still, if 

there was a proto-syntax stage with verb-like and noun-like proto-words 

(as per Heine and Kuteva’s 2007 reconstruction), then it would stand to 

reason that one should have been able to combine not just verbs with 

nouns, but also nouns with nouns, and verbs with verbs, as pointed out by 

a reviewer. However, the method of reconstruction that I follow, as well 

as the fossil evidence that I have gathered, do not lead to a clear 
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conclusion in this respect, and I thus leave NN compounds for future 

research.  

 As for the VV combinations, the discussion above suggests that at 

least some serial verb constructions across languages probably have a 

complex clausal origin, rather than just being plain VV compounds or 

concatenations (see Section 3.4.1 for more discussion on this). However, 

one does find an occasional VV compound which can be of evolutionary 

significance, such as Macedonian veži-dreši (tie-untie ‘an ignorant 

person’), consisting of two imperative forms strung together (Olga 

Tomić, p.c., 2006); see especially Section 6.4 for the relevance of 

imperative morphology in compounds. Possibly of interest are also 

English tie-dye and French passe-passe (‘sleight of hand’).  

 Finally, a reviewer wonders if my approach cannot be somehow 

reconciled with the saltationist views (e.g. Chomsky 2005; Berwick and 

Chomsky 2011), if one can interpret their position to be that one single 

mutation occurred at a point when protolanguage in Bickerton’s sense 

was already in place, in which case this one single mutation would have 

brought about hierarchical syntax. First of all, there are clear claims in 

Berwick and Chomsky (2011: 29-31) and elsewhere in this line of work 

to the effect that “there is no room in this picture for any precursors to 

language—say a language-like system with only short sentences,” as 

quoted in full in Section 1.1. Bickerton (1990, 1998) shares this view.  

Some saltationists (e.g. Piattelli-Palmarini (2010: 160) go even further to 

propose that even unstructured protolanguage in Bickerton’s sense could 

not have existed (see also Section 4.2.2).  

 Crucially, my approach has isolated a coherent two-slot, flat stage 

in the evolution of syntax, which provides a clear transition/intermediate 

stage between one-word protolanguage and hierarchical syntax. Not only 

that, but my approach identifies specific kinds of (paratactic) precursors 

to all the hierarchical phenomena discussed in the book, showing that the 

incremental, scaffolding approach is on the right track. In this respect, my 



 46 

approach differs sharply not only from Berwick and Chomsky’s 

approach, but also from Jackendoff’s and all the other approaches to 

language evolution (see Chapter 7 for more discussion on this). 

Importantly, one cannot object here that what I have reconstructed is not 

real language or real syntax. As will be shown, such structures are found, 

in some form or another, all over present-day languages.  

 

1.7. Syntactic theory 

 

As an influential approach to syntax for an extended period of time, 

Minimalism (e.g. Chomsky 1995) and its predecessors (the frameworks 

leading to it, such as Government and Binding and Principles and 

Parameters), have accrued many insightful generalizations and analyses 

which provide important tools for analyzing structure. On the other hand, 

Minimalism has been in flux, and it would be unwise to base a whole 

evolutionary framework on one particular version of Minimalism. My 

solution to that is to rely only on well-established theoretical postulates, 

those which have withstood the test of time and empirical scrutiny within 

this framework, and which date back to the predecessors to Minimalism, 

as well as survive into various later versions. In this section, I will thus 

present only some of those stable postulates, in particular those that will 

be useful for further discussion. For a fuller picture of the framework that 

I am adopting here, the reader is referred to e.g. Adger (2003) and 

Chomsky (1995). The discussion of Minimalist (and other theoretical) 

notions in this monograph will be made accessible to a non-expert, and 

only those postulates will be discussed that are relevant for further 

discussion. 

 As pointed out in Section 1.2.2, the theory of clause/sentence 

structure adopted in Minimalism (e.g. Chomsky 1995) and its 

predecessors involves a hierarchy of functional projections, which 
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includes at least the following projections (several more projections have 

been postulated, but these are the ones that are largely agreed upon):  

 

(12) CP > TP > vP > VP/SC 

  

The structure is built bottom up, so that the inner VP/SC layer is formed 

first, to accommodate the verb/predicate and one argument.35 The next 

layer, vP, accommodates an additional argument, such as agent in 

transitive structures. TP (Tense Phrase) accommodates the expression of 

tense and finiteness, while CP (Complementizer Phrase) accommodates 

e.g. subordination/embedding, and wh-movement, as discussed below.   

 The following derivation illustrates how one constructs a transitive 

sentence (TP) in this manner, starting from a small clause.  

 

(13)  Maria will roll the ball.  

(14) a. [SC/VP roll the ball] →     

  b. [vP Maria [SC/VP roll the ball]] → 

  c. [TP Maria will [vP Maria [SC/VP roll the ball]]] 

[The strikeout notation is used to represent the original (pre-Move) copy 

of the moved constituent.] 

 

In deriving the sentence in (13), one starts with the basic, small clause 

layer in (14a). At this point, one cannot know if the ball will be the 

subject or the object of the sentence (see 16 below). Then, the agent 

(Maria) is merged in the higher vP layer (14b), which is now responsible 

not only for accommodating this additional argument, but also for 

                                                      
35 Sometimes the initial combination of a verb and a noun is referred to as a VP (Verb 

Phrase), and other times as a SC (Small Clause). Even though it is a bit clumsy, I will 

use the label VP/SC here in order to reflect that reality, as well as because vP is a label 

for the light verb phrase, which is considered to be an additional layer of verb phrase. 

The layer of the vP structure on top of the VP is referred to as a vP/VP shell.  
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assigning (abstract) accusative case to the object (the ball). Finally, the 

TP layer is projected on top of the vP layer, and “Maria,” the highest 

argument, moves to become the subject of the TP (14c).36  

It is of note here that a corresponding intransitive sentence (15) can 

be derived without the vP layer, simply by moving the argument of the 

small clause to the TP layer (see e.g. Kratzer 1996, 2000; Chomsky 1995: 

214 for unaccusatives): 

 

(15)  The ball will roll.  

(16) a. [SC/VP roll the ball] →     

  b. [TP The ball will [SC/VP roll the ball]] 

 

It is of note here that the two derivations above illustrate the fluid, 

relative nature of subjecthood. While “the ball” in (13) is the object, in 

(15) it is the subject, even though its semantic role with respect to the 

event of rolling seems to be the same. This will be relevant for the later 

discussion of proto-syntactic structures, especially those involving 

absolutive-like roles in Chapter 3.  

 What is of relevance here is that the modern syntactic theory 

associated with the Minimalist Program (e.g. Chomsky 1995, 2001) 

analyzes every clause/sentence as initially a small clause (SC) which gets 

transformed into a full TP only upon subsequent Merge of tense, and 

subsequent Move of the subject to TP in English. This kind of analysis 

was originally proposed in Stowell (1981, 1983); Burzio (1981); 

Kitagawa (1985, 1986); and further solidified in the work of Koopman 

and Sportiche (1991); Chomsky (1995); and many others. This is thus 

                                                      
36 In fact, there is an additional Move operation postulated in this structure, that is, 

Move of the verb in V to the position of the light verb in v, but this operation is not 

directly relevant to the considerations in this book, except to characterize Move as a 

force whose more general purpose may be to connect the layers of structure, as per 

Section 4.4.5. 
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one of those solid postulates in this framework that have withstood the 

test of time and empirical scrutiny.  

 The import of this incremental structure building for the 

evolutionary proposal in this book will become clearer in Chapters 2 and 

3. The significance of the operation Move from the evolutionary 

standpoint will be discussed in Sections 2.2-2.4 and 4.4.5. Further, 

Section 5.2 discusses wh-movement in the context of Subjacency, 

showing where wh-movement is possible, and where it is not.  

 Moving up the hierarchy in (12), wh-movement in e.g. English 

utilizes the CP layer of structure, which is constructed on top of a TP: 

 

(17)  What will Maria roll?  

(18) a. [SC/VP roll what] →     

  b. [vP Maria [SC/VP roll what]] → 

  c. [TP Maria will [vP Maria [SC/VP roll what]]] 

  d. [CPWhat will [TP Maria will [vP Maria [SC/VP roll what]]]] 

 

What happens in step (d) is that the wh-word what Moves to the CP layer, 

and so does the auxiliary verb will, as indicated by the strike-out notation. 

Many more instances of wh-movement are to be found in Section 5.2. 

 There are many complexities involved in characterizing Merge and 

Move, including the motivation for Move, the availability of landing sites 

for Move, and the restrictions on Move, including Subjacency, the latter 

discussed at length in Chapter 5. Minimalism typically relies on various 

grammatical features to implement Merge and Move, that is, to predict 

when these operations will take place and when not. The reader is 

referred to e.g. Adger (2003) for one detailed implementation of the 

feature checking theory.  

 Embedded sentences, introduced by the subordinator/complementizer 

such as that or whether, also rely on the CP layer, as illustrated below: 
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(19)  (I believe) that Maria will roll the ball.  

(20) a. [SC/VP roll the ball] →     

  b. [vP Maria [SC/VP roll the ball]] → 

  c. [TP Maria will [vP Maria [SC/VP roll the ball]]] 

  d. [CP that [TP Maria will [vP Maria [SC/VP roll the ball]]]] 

 

As discussed in Section 4.4, the CP layer may be instrumental in 

facilitating recursion when it comes to clausal embedding. The following 

example illustrates how CPs can be recursively embedded one within 

another: 

 

(21) I believe [CP that John suspects [CP that Sue will acknowledge  

  [CP that Maria will roll the ball.]]] 

 

As pointed out in Footnote 21, recursion in linguistics is typically 

characterized as one type of category (in this case CP) embedding within 

another category of the same type (another CP), potentially ad infinitum 

(see Section 4.4 for much more discussion on recursion).  

 Just like functional projections are postulated on top of verb phrases, 

they are also postulated on top of noun phrases, although there is less 

agreement among syntacticians regarding the nature and number of such 

projections when it comes to the noun phrase. One such functional 

projection postulated for English is a DP projection (e.g. Abney 1987), as 

in: 

 

(22) [DP the [NP book on recursion]] 

(23) [DP Peter’s [NP book on recursion]] 

 

In other words, a similar kind of hierarchical layering of structure seen 

with clauses also seems to characterize noun phrases. In this respect, it 

should be pointed out that nouns and verbs are considered to be lexical 
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(content) categories, and NP and VP lexical projections of nouns and 

verbs, respectively. On the other hand, vP, TP, CP, and DP are all 

considered to be functional projections, as they are not direct projections 

of lexical categories.   

 Section 4.4.3 returns to DP structures in the context of the 

discussion of DP recursion in English and other languages. DP recursion 

is characterized in English by a repeated embedding of one possessive 

DP within another, as illustrated below: 

 

(24)  [DP [DP [DP Peter’s] friend’s]] book on recursion] 

 

Section 4.4.3 discusses languages and constructions in which recursion is 

not possible, as well as the evolutionary significance of that.  

 What this section provides is just a mere skeleton of the theory of 

structure building that is adopted in this book, to help the reader follow 

the discussion in the subsequent chapters better. Various other details of 

this theory will be discussed only when and if they become relevant.   

 

1.8. Chapter-by-chapter overview 

 

Chapter 2 focuses on TP-less (root) small clauses, mostly in English and 

Serbian, and shows that such clauses are measurably simpler than finite 

TP counterparts, and that they can be considered as (living) fossils of the 

small-clause stage in the evolution of syntax. These clauses lack finite 

verbs, structural case, the ability to question or move constituents, as well 

as the ability to embed and show recursion.37 These are exactly the 

characteristics postulated for the initial (paratactic) stage in the evolution 

of syntax. Many among the root small clauses in both Serbian and 

                                                      
37 It follows from the considerations in this monograph that (unbounded) recursion only 

becomes possible in the later stages of the evolution of language, more precisely when 

specialized functional categories emerge, as discussed at length in Chapter 4.  
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English are now marginal, formulaic expressions, although Serbian also 

has a type of small clause with a VN order, which is used productively in 

parallel with its TP counterparts, as a true living fossil. One finds 

corroborating evidence for the primacy of small clauses, and their 

continuity with TP equivalents, in first language acquisition, second 

language acquisition, and agrammatism, and potential testing grounds in 

the fields of neuroscience and genetics.  

 Chapter 3 builds on the small clause analysis of Chapter 2, and 

takes it further to the conclusion that only intransitive small clauses, 

those that license only one argument, can be considered as true fossils of 

the initial stage of syntactic evolution. One arrives at the intransitive 

small clause stage via the method of internal reconstruction by removing 

the outer layers of functional structure, in this case the TP and the vP 

layers, the latter being responsible for transitivity and accusative case. 

The chapter goes even further to claim that this stage was characterized 

by an absolutive-like grammar, that is, an intransitive grammar in which 

the distinction between subjects and objects is not syntactically 

expressed. 38  

 Fossils of such an absolutive-like grammar are arguably found in 

all languages, and include absolutives, unaccusatives, certain nominals, 

and exocentrics (e.g. exocentric compounds).39 Consistent with the 

gradualist evolutionary proposal for the expression of transitivity, one 

also finds various types of intermediate structures, including the so-called 

“middles,” which straddle the boundary between transitivity and 

intransitivity, and between subjecthood and objecthood. Corroborating 

evidence for an intransitive absolutive-like stage comes from child 
                                                      

38 According to many authors, the notions of subjecthood and objecthood, which are 

descriptive terms particularly suited for nominative-accusative patterns, are not useful 

distinctions to make when it comes to ergative/absolutive patterns (e.g. Authier and 

Haude 2012; Blake 1976; Mithun 1994: 247; Shibatani 1998: 120; Tchekhoff 1973). 

This will be explained in detail in Chapter 3.  

 
39 These terms will be explained and illustrated in Chapter 3.  
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language acquisition, as well as from the initial stages of spontaneously 

emerging sign languages. Finally, neuroscience provides fertile testing 

grounds for this proposal.   

 Chapter 4 is concerned with the nature of the bond between the 

merged elements in these proto-syntactic constructs, as well as with how 

the syntactic bond evolved over time. In this respect, I identify three 

rough stages in the evolution of the syntactic bond, (i) the Paratactic 

Stage, (ii) the Proto-Coordination Stage, and (iii) the Specific Functional 

Category Stage (hierarchical stage), as outlined in Section 1.3. These 

syntactic stages follow a hypothesized one-word stage. This progression 

is meant to shed light on the gradual/incremental emergence of 

hierarchical syntax and recursion, as well as on the existence of various 

transitional, ambivalent structures that straddle the stage boundaries in 

modern languages.  

 In addition to a variety of living fossils of these stages found in 

modern languages, this progression of stages finds corroboration in the 

studies of language acquisition, agrammatism, grammaticalization, 

neuroscience, and animal communication. The corroborating evidence is 

more robust for the paratactic stage than it is for the proto-coordination 

stage, and this can be attributed to parataxis serving as the ultimate 

foundation for both coordination and subordination. The chapter 

identifies some concrete communicative advantages that each stage 

brings with it, making it possible to invoke natural/sexual selection in 

evolving hierarchical grammars (that yield recursion).   

 Chapter 5 on islandhood (Subjacency) is a good example of how 

evolutionary considerations of this kind can shed light on the very nature 

of language design, by explaining certain phenomena observed in modern 

syntax, which otherwise remain unaccounted for. Despite the sustained 

effort of syntactic theory for over forty years to account for the 

islandhood effects, that is, for the existence of constructions that prohibit 

Move, to date there has been no principled account. It is also significant 
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that the postulated arbitrariness of Subjacency, the principle that is 

supposed to capture islandhood effects, has been used to argue that 

syntax could not have evolved gradually: one does not see why evolution 

would target a grammar with Subjacency, when its contribution to 

grammar is not clear, let alone its contribution to survival. As put in 

Lightfoot (1991), “Subjacency has many virtues, but … it could not have 

increased the chances of having fruitful sex.”  

 However, the approach explored here stands this argument on its 

head and shows that subjecting syntax to a gradualist evolutionary 

scenario can in fact explain the existence of islandhood effects. In this 

view, Subjacency is not a principle of syntax, or a principle of any kind, 

but rather just an epiphenomenon of evolutionary tinkering. Subjacency 

or islandhood can be seen as the default, primary state of language, due to 

the evolutionary beginnings of language which had no Move. This 

default state can be overridden in certain evolutionarily novel, fancy 

constructions, such as hierarchical CPs. To put it differently, given that 

proto-syntactic (paratactic and proto-coordination stages) did not have 

Move (Chapter 4), the survivors of these stages, adjuncts and conjuncts, 

continue to show islandhood effects.  

 Chapter 6 considers in detail what may be the best fossils we can 

access today of the paratactic absolutive-like stage in the evolution of 

human grammar: the exocentric VN (verb-noun) compounds (e.g. 

turncoat, crybaby, hunchback, pickpocket, killjoy, spoilsport). These 

fossils consist of just one verb and one noun, with the noun in the 

absolutive-like role. Structurally speaking, these compounds are exactly 

what the postulated paratactic stage would have looked like: a rigid 

combination of only two elements, a verb and a noun, with no 

subject/object distinction, and with no Move or recursion available. What 

is even more striking about these compounds is that they specialize for 

derogatory reference (insult) when they refer to humans, in language after 

language, which makes it plausible that comparable creations in the 
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ancient past could have been used for ritual insult, and could have thus 

contributed to the sexual selection of this simplest type of syntax 

(Progovac and Locke 2009). Some corroboration for the primary nature 

of VN compounds comes from language acquisition and neuroscience, 

the latter in connection to the often obscene nature of these compounds.  

 Chapter 7 considers the communicative advantages gained by each 

new stage, and how the progression through each stage would have been 

guided by evolutionary pressures. This chapter looks in detail at one 

concrete evolutionary scenario that would have solidified the paratactic 

stage by way of sexual selection (see also Section 1.4). The approach 

explored in this chapter thus offers a reconstruction of how 

communicative benefits may have been involved in shaping the formal 

design of human language. Finally, given that the postulated stages of the 

evolution of human language are consistent only with certain hypotheses 

regarding human prehistory, this approach can also help choose among 

some competing hypotheses about the origins of the human species.  

 Chapter 8 summarizes and concludes, as well as considers future 

prospects and promises.  

 The Appendix, written jointly with neuroscientist Noa Ofen, 

considers how the main claims advanced in this monograph can be 

subjected to neuroimaging testing. There is already reasonable evidence 

from neuro-linguistics establishing that increased syntactic complexity 

correlates with the increased neuronal activation in the specific areas of 

the brain. This Appendix builds on that and proposes an experimental 

design for how specific hypotheses advanced in this monograph can be 

tested. To take one example, one can compare and contrast the processing 

of TP-less and vP-less small clauses/compounds with the processing of 

their hierarchical counterparts, which use the same vocabulary, and only 

differ with respect to tiny grammatical words, making hardly any 

difference in meaning in controlled contexts.  
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 While the processing of full hierarchical structures is expected to 

show clear lateralization in the left hemisphere, with extensive activation 

of some specific Broca’s areas, the proto structures, including root small 

clauses and VN compounds, are expected to show less lateralization, and 

less involvement of Broca’s area, but more reliance on both hemispheres, 

as well as, possibly, more reliance on the subcortical structures of the 

brain.  

 

 

   

  

 


