
 

  

Course Description Guidelines (2015 LSA Institute) 

1. Title of course  

“A Program for Evolutionary Syntax: Syntactic Reconstruction and Syntactic Fossils” 

2. Instructor(s): name, current affiliation, current title, year and institution of PhD  

Ljiljana Progovac, Wayne State University, Professor and Director, Linguistics Program, 
Ph.D., University of Southern California, Los Angeles, 1988 

3. Three keywords: evolution, syntax, fossils 

4. Description of course content (maximum 1500 words): the course description should 
include a statement of the course's relevance to the theme of the 2015 Institute. An 
explicit rationale should be provided if more than one instructor is proposed.  

Understanding how and why language evolved is arguably the most important and most 
difficult task of today’s science. This task does seem to require making linguistic 
theories vulnerable and relevant to the world of big data. The last twenty some years 
have seen a surge of interest in the topic of language evolution, as well as a lot of 
controversy. The most prominent controversy relates to the question of whether syntax 
arose suddenly, perhaps through one single mutation (e.g. Bickerton 1998, Chomsky 
1995, Hauser et al. 2002), or whether it evolved through a long and laborious process of 
local tweaking and tinkering (e.g. Pinker & Bloom 1990, Jackendoff 1999, 2002, 
Newmeyer 1991, Gil 2005, Progovac 2008, 2009).This course would focus on the 
evolution of syntax, and follow a simple idea, that syntax evolved gradually (through 
well-defined stages) and that these stages are not only still evident in various modern 
constructions (“fossils”), but that they also provide a scaffolding for building more 
complex structures.  

What makes this approach to the evolution of syntax unique is that it is both 
heavily data driven, and that it involves an internal reconstruction based on a syntactic 
theory. Moreover, by reconstructing a particular path along which syntax evolved, this 
approach is able to explain some crucial properties of language design itself, as well as 
some major typological parameters of crosslinguistic variation, having to do with the 
expression of transitivity and tense marking. This particular evolutionary scenario offers 
a reconstruction of how communicative benefits may have shaped the formal design of 
human language.  

The course draws on, and brings together: (i) Darwin’s (1872, 1874, 1964) 
theory of gradualist evolution through tinkering, invoking natural and sexual selection; 
(ii) some key postulates of the syntactic framework of Minimalism (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). 
This proposal is not only consistent with the forces of natural/sexual selection, but also 
dependent on them to explain the outcome of syntax. The proposal is specific enough 
and at the right level of granularity to be commensurate with the postulates in e.g. 
neuroscience and genetics. In a sense, then, this approach takes the syntactic theory and 
stands it ready to interface with the world of big data. 

According to Minimalism (Chomsky 1995) and its predecessors, a modern 
clause/sentence is characterized by the following simplified hierarchy of functional 
layers: 
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 (1) CP > TP > vP > VP/SC 
  
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 e.g. subordination/embedding. This hierarchy is a theoretical 
construct which offers a natural and precise method of reconstructing previous syntactic 
stages in language evolution, based on the following simple principle: 
 
(2) Structure X is considered to be (evolutionarily) primary relative to Structure Y if  
 X can be composed independently of Y, but Y can only be built upon the  
 foundation of X.  
 

While small clauses (SCs)/VPs can be composed without the TP layer, TPs must 
be built on the foundation of a small clause/VP. Likewise, while TPs can be composed 
without 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.  
Similarly, while SCs/VPs can be composed without a vP 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, 
without functional projections, and without the possibility (or need) to distinguish 
subjects from objects.  

The absence of each functional projection has concrete and observable 
consequences, as established based on the theory of syntax, as well as based on the 
abundance of “fossil” data taken from across languages, which arguably approximate the 
properties of proto-syntax (see e.g. Jackendoff 1999, 2002 for the idea of living fossils of 
syntax).1 In addition to being data driven in this sense, this approach connects to the 
theme of the Institute also in that some of these fossils (e.g. middles) straddle the 
boundary between transitivity and intransitivity, and between subjecthood and 
objecthood, highlighting the gradient nature of linguistic distinctions, and making it 
possible to envision a gradual transition to transitivity.  

A method of internal reconstruction is also used in Heine and Kuteva (2007), but 
based on a different linguistic theory, the theory of Grammaticalization. Since 
grammaticalization typically works in the direction of developing a functional category 
out of a lexical category (or a more abstract category out of a more concrete category), 
the authors reconstruct a stage in the evolution of human language which only had 
lexical categories, but not functional categories. Importantly, the proposed syntactic 
reconstruction in (1-2) leads to a convergent result: stripping away functional 
projections/layers (CP, TP, and vP) leaves one with a bare small clause, consisting 
typically only of a verb and a noun. What these two methods share is that they use a 
linguistic theory to arrive at hypotheses about language evolution, and it is significant 
that these two approaches lead to a convergent result, thus reinforcing each other.  

This proposal, however, is not consistent with the view that human 
language/syntax is an all-or-nothing package, which comes complete with multiple 
Merges, Moves, 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 (see the references above), as succinctly put in 

                                                 
1 In biological literature, living fossils are defined as species that have changed little from their 
ancestors in the distant past, e.g. lungfish (Ridley 1993).  
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Berwick & Chomsky (2011, 29-31) “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 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… 
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…” In sharp contrast to this claim, this course advocates 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 throughout present-day languages, as well as serve as the necessary 
foundation for building more complex structures. Significantly, such fossil structures are 
characterizable using the tools of Minimalism, and their properties follow precisely from 
the reconstruction formula introduced above.  

The reconstruction down to the lowest layer leads to the surprising and novel 
conclusion that the initial stage of syntax was necessarily intransitive, and moreover 
incapable of distinguishing subjects from objects. Postulating such an intransitive two-
word stage allows for a more fine-grained identification of stages, which in turn makes it 
possible to identify the communicative pressures for evolving hierarchical grammars, 
including transitivity, as well to explain the vast variation across languages in their 
expression of transitivity. The postulation of an intransitive stage also makes it possible 
to better correlate the emergence of hierarchical language with the hominid timeline.  

Last but not least, this approach lends itself to a very specific experimental 
design for testing the proposed hypotheses. For example, where the fossil structures co-
exist side-by-side with more complex structures, one can use neuroimaging subtraction 
experiments to isolate neuronal correlates of e.g. transitivity (vP) or tense expression 
(TP). There is converging evidence in the neuroscience literature showing that increased 
syntactic complexity corresponds to increased neural activation in certain specific areas 
of the brain. As a recent example, Pallier et al. (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. In a sense, 
then, the framework explored here can serve as a point of contact, an intermediary, 
between the fields of neuro-linguistics and genetics. Some recent findings 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). 
If better synaptic plasticity is what facilitates the processing of complex, hierarchical 
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 the 
FOXP2 gene. Even at this obviously preliminary level, one can appreciate the potential 
for synergy among the fields which can shed light on the evolution of human language, 
afforded by the evolutionary considerations of this kind.  

 


