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Problems of Projection Noam Chomsky MIT From its modern origins, generative grammar has been concerned with several fundamental features of language: compositionality, non-contiguous relations (including primarily the ubiquitous property of displacement), ordering, and projection. These are different in character. The first three are virtual descriptions of observed phenomena. Projection however is a theoryinternal notion, inferred but not (virtually) observed. Early attempts to deal with these phenomena postulated rich descriptive apparatus – from another perspective, rich assumptions about UG. That seemed necessary to provide for a modicum of descriptive adequacy. Also, as soon as serious efforts were undertaken to generate the infinite range of structured expressions, interpreted at the interfaces, that constitute languages (taken as I-languages), many puzzles were discovered that had passed unnoticed, and in some cases still pose serious problems. A primary goal of linguistic theory since has been to try to reduce UG assumptions to a minimum, both for standard reasons of rational inquiry, and also in the hope that a serious approach to language evolution – that is, evolution of UG – might someday be possible. There have been two approaches to this problem: one seeks to reduce or totally eliminate UG by resort to other cognitive processes; the second has approached the same goal by invoking “third factor” considerations of minimal computation, often framed in terms of general notions of simplicity of theories. The former approach, while now prevalent if not dominant in cognitive science, has achieved almost no results, though a weaker thesis – interactions between UG principles and statistical-based learning-theoretical approaches, has some achievements to its credit. The latter approach in contrast has made quite considerable progress. In recent years it has come to be called “the minimalist program,” but that is simply a continuation of what has been undertaken from the earliest years, and while considered controversial, seems to me no more than normal scientific rationality. It does suggest some new research programs, inquiring into apparent departures from an optimal system (strong minimalist thesis, SMT). As always, research programs are to be evaluated on their own merits. Pursuing the second approach, it was found that compositionality and displacement could be unified under the simplest computational operation (Merge), and that other non-contiguous relations might fall under a general principle of minimal search. In parallel, early approaches that took language acquisition to be some (obscure) “abductive” search through a set of infinitely many possible grammars (I-languages) was reconstructed in the Principles and Parameters framework, which at least makes the problem feasible in principle, and has led to an explosion of descriptive and theoretical work. On conceptual grounds, one might expect ordering to be a reflex of the sensory-motor system, hence to fall under the externalization of language, though there are empirical arguments to the contrary, posing interesting problems of conflict of data and conceptual argument. That leaves projection. The earliest approaches, in phrase structure grammar, did not deal with the problem of projection, but simply stipulated the intended results. X-bar theory and its descendants provided a more principled descriptive approach, still however leaving substantial stipulation, particularly in {XP,YP} structures, where neither is a head. More recent labeling algorithms approach the issue from a different point of view, as part of the computational process itself: if some syntactic object Z enters into further computation (syntactic, semantic, externalization), information must be available about what kind of object it



is; optimally this information should be contained in a single designated element, located by minimal computation (search). Again, interesting questions arise for {XP,YP} structures, including the question if and when they should be labeled at all. An underlying issue has to do with the nature of composition. Is it “head-directed,” forcing endocentricity and yielding such notions as complementizer, specifier, multiple specifiers, percolation of features, etc.: or is it simply arbitrary Merge, in which such notions as specifier cannot even be formulated. The earliest approaches tacitly assumed the latter, with such rules as S  NP VP. The latter approach is conceptually simpler, hence preferable on those grounds, and also has some empirical support. If it is correct, labeling will reduce to minimal search as a necessary part of the computational system itself, and there will be a further step towards the SMT. That is the possibility I will explore, along with consequences to which it leads and problems to which it gives rise.
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