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Objectives: 

To introduce students to the Government and Binding theory of Generative Grammar as a 
crucial break from traditional grammar and as an instance of Unversal Grammar  

 

 

The Theory of Government and Binding 

 
 

 

1.  Introduction 

 
The theory of government and binding – often informally referred to as ‘GB’ – is the theory presented 
by Noam Chomsky in his book Lectures on Government and Binding (1981). [The outlines of this 
theory had been presented by him earlier in a series of lectures at the Universityof Pisa (Italy) in 
1978.]  
 What were the theoretical innovations that GB proposed? Or to put it very simply, what did 
GB do? If we wish to answer this question in one sentence, we can do it as follows: 
 

 GB eliminated rules of grammar. 
 
In a sense, GB represents the ‘real’ break of Chomskyan grammar from traditional grammar.  
 Traditional grammar (as represented by grammar textbooks) routinely presented many rules 
of grammar; e.g. the formation of the passive, relativization, question formation, topicalization, 
comparative formation. The way they were described, the rules had nothing in common; each rule 
appeared to be different from the others. They were also language particular, in the sense that they 
applied only to the language being described; thus, the description of passive in English did not 
straightforwardly apply to passive in Hindi or Tamil or Japanese. In sum: the rules differed from each 
other, and also from the corresponding rules in other languages. 
 If this picture of grammar rules were indeed right, this would mean that a child learning its 
mother tongue must acquire each rule of grammar separately – rule by rule! But we know that 
children acquire their first language quickly and very easily; so this picture just cannot be the right 
picture. Grammar must be exceedingly simple – if only we understood it right! 
 The attempt of Chomskyan linguistics has always been to arrive at an extremely simple 
Universal Grammar (which the child is ‘born with’), for this would explain the ease and rapidity with 
which children acquire their mother tongue. GB represents a major step in this direction.  
 
2.  Long-distance rules 
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The groundwork for unifying – and simplifying – grammar rules had actually been laid much earlier. 
John Robert Ross wrote a dissertation at MIT in 1967, titled Constraints on Variables in Syntax. This 
dissertation looked at the long-distance rules of English, some of which are listed below: 
 
   question formation 
 
   relativization 
 
   topicalization 
 
   clefting 
 
   comparative formation 
 
 
Question formation: 
 
Consider the first rule listed above. How does English form its wh-questions? It moves a wh-phrase to 
the beginning of the sentence: 
 
 (1) What did you see  _____  ? 
 
 
It can move the wh-phrase from deep within an embedded clause: 
 
 (2)   a. What did you say [ that you saw  _____ ] ? 
         b.  What did you say [ that John believes [ that you saw  _____ ]] ? 
         c.  What did you say [ that John believes [ that Peter claims [ that you saw  _____ ]]] ? 
 
The length of the movement can be – theoretically speaking – infinitely long! 
 
Relativization: 
 
Now look at the second rule listed above, namely relativization. Relativization too moves a wh-phrase 
to the beginning of a clause, cf. 
 
 (3) the man  [ whom  you saw  ______  ] 
 
 
Here, the wh-phrase is moved to a position immediately to the right of the ‘head’ of the relative clause 
(‘the man’). Here again, the wh-phrase can be moved from deep within an embedded clause: 
 
 (4)    a.  the man  [ whomyou said  [ that you saw  ______  ]] 
          b. the man  [ whom  you said  [ that John believes [ that you saw  ______  ]]] 
          c.  the man [whom  you said [that John believes [that Peter claims [that you saw ___ ]]]] 
 
The length of the movement can be infinitely long!  
 
 The remaining rules listed above also have the property of moving a phrase across a long 
distance – theoretically, an infinitely long distance. We give just one example for each of these rules. 
 
Topicalization: 
 
(5)    This picture, I am sure [ that John believes [ that Peter claims … [ that Mary likes _____ .]]] 
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Here, this picture – which is the direct object of likes – is moved all the way to the beginning of the 
sentence. 
 
Clefting: 
 
The cleft construction in English is a way of placing contrastive focus on an element in a sentence. 
For example, if some people are talking about Mary, and someone says “She loves Peter”, you – who 
know better! – can contradict him and say, “No. It is John that she loves” (with emphasis on ‘John’). 
Now look at the movement involved in generating this sentence: 
 
 (6) a.   Mary loves John. 
 
  b.   It is  John  [ that Mary loves  _____  ] 
 
 
Here ‘John’, which is the direct object of ‘loves’ in the embedded clause, is moved into the 
complement position of the copula ‘is’ in the matrix clause; it receives focus (i.e. emphasis) in this 
position. (The phrase in this position is called the ‘cleft focus’ in this construction).  
 Now, this movement can be infinitely long, cf. 
 
(7)    It is  John  [ that people say [ that Peter believes … [ that Mary loves  _____  ] 
 
 
Comparative formation: 
 
Consider the sentence: 
 
 (8) John has more horses than [ whatBill has _____ ] 
 
 
Although the ‘what’ in the comparative clause is dropped (i.e. not pronounced) in standard English, it 
is pronounced in some dialectal varieties – e.g. Irish English and Indian English. 
 Now, the movement of ‘what’ can be infinitely long, cf. 
 
(9) John has more horses than [ what people say [ that Peterbelieves … [ that Bill has _____ ] 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Exercise 1 
 
Consider the following sentence: 
 
 (i) John saw Mary yesterday in the park. 
 
If we wish to contrastively focus ‘John’ in this sentence, we can use the following cleft construction: 
 
 (ii) It is John  [ that  _____  saw Mary yesterday in the park ] 
 
Now, construct cleft sentences to focus ‘Mary’, ‘yesterday’, and ‘in the park’. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

3.  Island constraints 
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J. R. Ross noted in his thesis that all the long-distance rules obey certain constraints. Although a long-
distance rule can move a phrase over any distance and does not care about how many clause 
boundaries (or phrase boundaries) it crosses, there are certain types of clauses (and phrases) it cannot 
extract a phrase from. These types of clauses (and phrases) are like ‘islands’: they do not allow a 
phrase to get away from within them.  
 
Complex NP constraint: 
 
The most well-known example of the ‘island constraints’ – also known as the ‘Ross constraints’–is 
the Complex NP Constraint. A complex NP is an NP which contains a clause – either a relative clause 
or a complement clause; e.g.: 
 
 (10) [NPapicture  [Swhich you showed ____ to Mary ]]   (relative clause) 
 
 (11) [NP  the claim  [S  that John loves Mary ]]    (complement clause) 
 
In (10) we have a relative clause within an NP. (You can tell that this is a relative clause from the gap 
left by the movement of the wh-phrase ‘which’). In (11) we see a complement clause within an NP. 
Both types of clauses are islands for extraction.  
 Consider (10) first. Suppose we embed this NP within a sentence but with a small difference: 
instead of ‘Mary’, we put ‘whom’: 
 
 (12) Peter wants  [NPa picture  [Swhich you showed ____ to whom ]] 
 
Now if we try to ask a question by moving ‘whom’ (or ‘to whom’) to the beginning of the sentence, 
we get a sharply ungrammatical result. (t is the trace of ‘whom’.) 
 
 (13) *  Whom does Peter want  [NPa picture  [S  which you showed ____ tot]] ? 
 
 Extraction from a complement clause is also unacceptable, although it is perhaps less bad than 
extraction from a relative clause; cf. 
 
 (14) *  Whom do you believe the claim that John loves  t? 
 
Wh-Island Constraint 
 
An embedded clause which has a wh-phrase in its COMP acts like an island: it disallows any 
extraction from within it. Thus, consider (15): 
 
 (15) I asked her [ which picture  [ she showed  _____  to Peter ]]. 
 
Here, ‘which picture’ has been moved into the COMP position of the embedded clause. (It is moved 
from the position indicated by ‘_____’.) Now, the embedded clause has become a ‘wh-island’. Try 
putting ‘whom’ in the position of ‘Peter’ and extracting it by wh-movement ; you get an 
ungrammatical sentence: 
 
 (16)   *  Whom did you ask her  [ which picture  [ she showed  _____  tot]] ? 
 
Contrast this sentence with (17), which is fine because the extraction is not from a wh-island: 
 
 (17) Whom did you tell her [ that  [ you showed this picture to  t  ]] ? 
 
Other island constraints: 
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Ross discovered a number of other island constraints (besides complex NP constraint and wh-island 
constraint); we will not examine them all here. But the point is that all these island constraints applied 
uniformly to all the long distance rules. 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Exercise 2 
 
1.   What is a ‘complex NP’? 
2.   Give 3 examples of a complex NP in English.  
3.   Give 1 example of a complex NP in your mother tongue. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

4.  The theoretical problem and Chomsky’s solution 
 
The facts that Ross discovered posed an interesting problem for grammatical theory. If the long 
distance rules are indeed different rules – for example, if question formation and relativization are 
separate and individual rules, as traditional grammar treats them – then we have to state the island 
constraints separately in the statement of each of these rules. Thus, if there are 10 long distance rules, 
the Complex NP Constraint has to be stated 10 times. But this is uneconomical. Our intuition tells us 
that in the long distance rules, we are dealing with a single, unified phenomenon.  
 Chomsky provided a solution to this problem. In a paper titled “On Wh-Movement” (1978), 
he analysed all the long distance rules as one rule: they are all (underlyingly) the movement of a wh- 
element. This is obvious in the case of question formation and relativization; and in comparative 
formation, we noted that there are dialects in which the wh- element is indeed visible on the surface: 
 
 (18) Whom did you say …  [ that you saw  t ]?         (question formation) 
 
 (19) the man  whom you said …  [ that you saw  t]    (relativization) 
 
 (20) John is more intelligent than what you say … [ that he is  t]  (comp. form.) 
 
It is less clear in the case of some other long distance rules, e.g. Topicalization. Chomsky proposed 
that Topicalization involves the movement of an abstract wh- element; we shall indicate thiswh- 
element here as ‘Ø’: 
 
(21)    This picture, [ Ø  [ I am sure [ that John believes [ that Peter claims … [ that Mary likest ]]] 
 
The analysis is that the topicalized phrase ‘this picture’ is generated in the surface position, and that 
the abstract wh-element ‘Ø’ is moved from the trace position to the position next to it and is 
coindexed with it – somewhat like what happens in relativization. 
 

5.   Move α 
 
Recall the lesson titled “The Passive Construction”; see especially its § 3. We described there how 
Chomsky reduced the movements that we see in the passive construction and the raising-to-subject 
construction to one rule, namely ‘Move NP’.Now in the last section, we described how Chomsky 
reduced all the long distance movements to one rule: ‘Move Wh’. 
 In GB, he now proposed that these two rules can be collapsed into a single, very abstract rule: 
 
    Move  α 
 
In the rule ‘Move α’ – read Move Alpha – ‘alpha’ stands for any constituent. The rule does not 
specify where α can be moved from, or where it should be moved to: all this is left ‘free’. In effect, 
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this rule says: Move anything from anywhere to anywhere. Now, this can hardly be called a rule of 
grammar! The old rules of grammar (as we understood them) have been eliminated. 
 But of course, this type of complete freedom to move anything anywhere will result in utter 
chaos! It will generate any number of ungrammatical sentences. The claim of GB is that this chaos 
can be controlled by general principles of UG. 
 Let us illustrate how this works. Suppose we have the structure (22): 
 
 (22)  ∆  was  kept  the book  onthe shelf 
 
We can think of this as the deep structure of a passive sentence: the subject position is empty, and the 
main verb is a passive participle. If we move the book to the subject position, we get the acceptable 
passive sentence The book was kept on the shelf . But since ‘Move α’ allows us to move anything 
anywhere, let us take this liberty and (perversely!) move the shelf to the subject position, yielding the 
ungrammatical sentence: 
 
 (23) *     The shelf was kept the book on.  
 
What ‘prevents’ (23)? The answer is that (23) violates the Case Filter twice. Since the main verb kept 
is a passive participle, it has lost its ability to assign accusative case to its direct object; therefore the 
book is without case. Also, the shelf is already case marked accusative by the preposition on; and 
when it moves to the subject position, it is marked nominative by the finite tense. So, this phrase is 
case marked twice, with conflicting cases. 
 In the pre-GB days, we would have ruled out (23) by appealing to the rule of passivization: 
this rule – we would have said – moves the direct object, and only the direct object, to the subject 
position. But in GB, there is no rule of passive. However, there is a principle, namely the Case Filter, 
which rules out (23). 
 Consider another ‘illegitimate’ movement: Take the deep structure of a raising-to-subject 
construction like (24): 
 
 (24)  ∆  seems  [ John  to like Mary ] 
 
If we move John to the empty subject position of the matrix clause, we get the grammatical sentence 
John seems to like Mary. But suppose we decide to move Mary instead; we get (25): 
 
 (25)    *    Mary seems John to like. 
 
What rules out this sentence is again the Case Filter. John is in the subject position of a nonfinite 
clause, where it cannot receive any case. And Mary already has a case, namely the accusative case 
assigned by like; when it moves to the matrix subject position, it receives the nominative case from 
the finite Tense of the matrix clause, resulting in case conflict. 
 In the pre-GB days, we would have had to say that the way the rule of raising-to-subject is 
stated, it moves only the embedded subject – and not any other phrase – to the matrix subject position. 
Now the point to note is the following: In traditional grammar, in order to account for (23) and (25), 
we have to appealto two different rules of grammar, and to the particular way in which these rules are 
stated. But in GB, we have a single, unified explanation. 
 Assume that the principles of UG – of which the Case Filter is a part (perhaps in a much more 
abstract formulation) – is something that the human child doesn’t have to learn; it is ‘born’ with the 
knowledge of these principles. The child’s task of acquiring its mother tongue is much easier now 
than if it had to learn many different rules. We can now explain why the acquisition of language is 
easy and fast. 
 To sum up, what GB did was to eliminate the rules of grammar and replace them with 
principles of UG. Of course, in order to do this, we need to have an account of these principles. What 
is the GB account of the principles of UG? This will be the subject of the next lesson. 
 

6 Summary 
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This module introduced the theory of Government and Binding by taking up phenomena described as 
Long distance phenomena requiring Long distance rules and the constraints they obey. In the theory 
of Government and Binding, Chomsky provided a solution to the problem of a large number of long 
dstance rules by eliminating the rules of grammar and replacing them with a single rule, Move α. The 
rule is subject to the principles of UG. 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Exercise 3 
 
Consider the following sentences: 
 
 (i) It seems  [ that your child doesn’t like spinach ]. 
 
 (ii)    * Your child seems [ that  _____  doesn’t like spinach ].  
 
Why is (ii) ungrammatical? What principle of grammar has it violated? 
 
 


