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The Theory of Government and Binding - 2 

 

 
 

1.  Introduction 

 
In the last lesson – ‘The theory of Government and Binding - 1’ – we saw that GB seeks to eliminate 
the rules of grammar and replace them with the principles of UG. The question now is: what are the 
principles of UG? 
 

2.  The organization of Grammar 

 
Before we take up this question, let us look at how GB theory organizes the steps of a derivation. 
Recall that in the Standard Theory, as presented in Chomsky’s Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (1965), 
we had only two levels of representation for a sentence, namely ‘Deep Structure’ and ‘Surface 
Structure’. Deep Structure was mapped onto – i.e. changed into – Surface Structure by 
Transformations. And the claim was that Deep Structure was the input to the meaning of a sentence 
and Surface Structure was the input to the sound of a sentence, i.e. to what we hear. 
 Now in GB, Grammar has a very different organization: 
 
(1)  Lexicon         DS 
 
        Move α 
      
            SS 
 
 
         PF                        LF 
 
(This model of the organization of Grammar is sometimes referred to as the ‘inverted Y’ model.)  In 
(1), PF stands for Phonetic Form (or Phonological Form); this is the representation of the sentence as 
sound. LF stands for Logical Form; this is the representation of the sentence as meaning. In other 
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words, PF is what we hear, and LF is what we understand, when a sentence is uttered. (So the PF-LF 
correspondence stands for the sound-meaning correspondence in a sentence.) 
 DS, or D Structure,may appear to correspond to the Deep Structure of the older model, but 
there is a difference: D Structure does not give us the full meaning of the sentence. (This was the 
reason for the renaming.) Similarly SS, or S Structure, should not be mistaken for the Surface 
Structure of the older model, because SS is not quite what we hear. SS is simply an intermediate level 
of representation.  
 In this new model, the derivation of a sentence will proceed as follows: First, we take words 
from the Lexicon and construct a D Structure. This is mapped onto an S structure by transformations 
– which are now reduced to just one rule, ‘Move α’.  
 Importantly, note that the derivation bifurcates after this point: one branch goes to PF and 
another branch goes to LF. Why does the derivation do this?The claim is that there are operations that 
affect only what we hear and does not affect the meaning; and there are operations that affect only the 
meaning and does not affect what we hear.  
 Let us illustrate this. Consider the conversational exchange in (2): 
 
 (2) A:  Did you give the book to Mary? 
 
  B:  Yes, I did. 
 
B’s answer means ‘Yes, I did give the book to Mary’; but the VP ‘give the book to Mary’ has been 
deleted. (This is an instance of the rule of ‘VP Deletion’.) So, you do not hear the VP ‘give the book 
to Mary’, but you understand it alright! Therefore we put deletion rules in the PF component of the 
Grammar: deletion affects the PF representation of a sentence but not its LF representation. 
 Now let us look at the opposite type of case. Consider the sentence (3): 
 
 (3) Every student in this class knows a foreign language. 
 
This sentence is ambiguous. One meaning is the following: Take any student in the class, there is a 
foreign language which he or she knows. (Thus, John knows English, Mary knows French, David 
knows Swahili, etc.) The other meaning is the following: There is a foreign language which every 
student in this class knows. (For example, this language could be English. This meaning would be 
picked out if we were to continue the sentence as in: ‘Every student in this class knows a foreign 
language, namely English’.) How do we get these two meanings? In semantics, we generate the two 
meanings by moving the expressions ‘every student in the class’ and ‘a foreign language’ – these 
expressions are called ‘quantifier expressions’ or just ‘quantifiers’ – to the beginning of the sentence; 
these movements are called ‘Quantifier Raising’ or QR for short. Now QR can raise the two 
quantifiers in this sentence in different orders: if you first raise ‘a foreign language’ and then raise 
‘every student in the class’, you get (4a); if you raise the phrases in the opposite order, you get (4b). 
 
 (4) a.    every student x, a foreign language y, [ x knows y ] 
 
  b.    a foreign language y, every student x, [ x knows y ] 
 
(4a) gives you the meaning that every student knows a foreign language, possibly different languages; 
and (4b) gives you the meaning that there is a foreign language which every student knows. Now, QR 
is a rule that affects the meaning of a sentence but does not affect what we hear: it is a ‘covert’ 
movement. So, QR is put into the LF component of the Grammar. 
 [So now, in this picture, what is the status of SS (S structure)? It is simply the representation 
of the sentence before deletion has applied (for deletion is in the PF component), and before QR has 
applied (because QR is in the LF component). Therefore, we should not identify it with the sound 
representation of the sentence, i.e. with what we hear, because what we hear is the PF representation; 
and we should not identify it with the meaning of the sentence, because the full meaning of the 
sentence is present only in the LF representation.]  
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3.  The principles of UG: the modules 
 
The principles of UG are organized into modules, i.e. semi-independent systems that interact to give 
us the Grammar of human language. In Lectures on Government and Binding – hereafter LGB – 
Chomsky listed the following sub-systems: 
 
(5) Modules of UG 
 
 (i)    bounding theory 
 (ii)   government theory 
 (iii)  θ-theory 
 (iv)  binding theory 
 (v)   Case theory 
 (vi)  control theory 
 
We shall give a brief description of the first two modules here, leaving the other modules to later 
lessons. 
  
(i)  Bounding theory 
 
Bounding theory is an attempt to explain the ‘island constraints’ – also called ‘Ross constraints’ – 
whichwe mentioned in the last lesson. Certain syntactic configurations (we said) were ‘islands’, in 
that they disallowed the extraction of any element from within them. We mentioned two such islands, 
Complex NP and Wh-Island. Consider an example of a wh-island violation: 
 
(16) *  Whom did you ask her [S’ what [S  she showed  t  to  t  ]]? 
 
To derive this sentence, you start from a structure roughly like (17) – we show the structure after low-
level rules like affix-hopping and do-support have taken place – and do the two movements shown: 
 
(17)    [S’         did  [S  you ask her  [S’       [S  she showed  what   to  whom ]] 
 
 
 
 
You first move ‘what’ to the COMP of the embedded clause, and then try to move ‘whom’ straight to 
the COMP of the matrix clause; and this second movement is disallowed. Why? Chomsky’s answer – 
which he first proposed in an early paper titled “Conditions on Transformations” (1973) – is the 
following’. When a wh-phrase wants to do a long movement, it must nevertheless do it in small steps: 
it must first move to the nearest COMP, and then to the next COMP, and so on. This is shown below 
in the derivation of the sentence ‘What did you say that John believes that Mary saw?’ 
 
(18)  [S’    [S  you said  [S’      that  [S  John believes  [S’         that  [S  Mary saw  what  ]]]]]] 
 
 
 
As you can see, ‘what’ moves to its final target in three movements. (Note: The presence of the 
complementizer ‘that’ in an intermediate COMP does not prevent a wh-phrase from moving into that 
COMP.) 
 Now looking at (17), what has gone wrong in that derivation? ‘What’ first moves into the 
intermediate COMP. So when ‘whom’ tries to move into it, that position is already filled! Therefore, 
‘whom’ is forced to move all the way to the matrix COMP in one fell swoop, violating Chomsky’s 
‘small steps’ condition. 
 Chomsky actually formulated this condition in terms of a notion of ‘bounding nodes’.He 
proposed that two types of nodes, S and NP, are ‘bounding’ nodes. You can think of a bounding node 
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as a ‘barrier’ to movement. (Chomsky actually called them ‘barriers’ in a later monograph, Barriers 
(1986).)And he said: a movement can cross only one bounding node. Now look at the ‘good’ 
derivation (18): each of the three movements crosses only one S-node. On the other hand, the 
movement of ‘whom’ in (17) crosses two S-nodes, thereby violating the theory of bounding. 
 [The theory of bounding is standardly referred to in the literature as Subjacency theory. In his 
1973 paper mentioned above, Chomsky defined two domains as ‘subjacent’ if they are separated only 
by a single bounding node; and a movement (he said) can cross only into a subjacent domain.] 
 Note the second bounding node, namely NP. NP is included in the class of bounding nodes in 
order to account for the Complex NP Constraint. Consider (19), which is a violation of this constraint: 
 
 (19)   *  Whom did Peter make the claim that he saw? 
 
Here, ‘whom’ is extracted from a complex NP containing a complement clause. Its derivation 
involves the movements shown in (20): 
 
(20)       [S’     [S  Peter  made  [NP  the claim  [S’    that [S  he saw  whom ]]]]] 
 
 
 
 
There are two movements here. The first movement is fine, because it crosses only one bounding 
node, namely the embedded S-node. But the second movement violates the Subjacency principle, 
because it crosses two bounding nodes, NP and S. 
 
(ii)  Government theory 
 
Traditional grammar had the idea that a verb ‘governs’ its complements; e.g. in ‘give the book to 
Mary’, the verb ‘give’ governs ‘the book’ and ‘to Mary’. (Whenwe say ‘X governs Y’, it simply 
means that X determines some property of Y: thus, ‘give’ determines the case and the semantic role of 
‘the book’ and ‘to Mary.’) 
 Chomsky complicated the idea of ‘govern’ a little bit when he borrowed it from traditional 
grammar. He defined it as follows: 
 
(20) Definition of government 
 
 X governs Y, iff (= if and only if) 
 

 X is the head of a phrase; 

 X c-commands Y; and 

 no boundary of a maximal phrase comes between X and Y. 
 
[Examples of a ‘maximal phrase’ – or ‘maximal projection’ – are: NP, VP, PP, AdjP, and S’. The 
heads of these maximal projections are (respectively): N, V, P, Adjective, and COMP. The notion of 
‘c-command’ will be explained directly.]  
 
 This complicated definition of government was made necessary because Chomsky wanted to 
claim that in a sentence like (21a), which he claimed has the structure (21b), the matrix verb ‘believe’ 
governs and case-marks the embedded subject ‘him’: 
 
(21) a.     I believe him to be clever. 
 
 b.     [S’ [S  I believe  [S  him  to be clever ]]] 
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The verb ‘believe’ takes a clausal complement, which can be either a tensed clause – as in ‘I believe 
that he is clever’ – or a non-tensed (infinitival) clause as in (21a). Chomsky claimed that an infinitival 
clause is only S, not S’, and therefore not a maximal phrase. Therefore, in (21b), ‘believe’ can govern 
and case-mark ‘him’. On the other hand, if the complement of ‘believe’ is a tensed clause, no case-
marking of the embedded subject can take place across the clausal boundary; e.g. in (22b), the 
boundary of a maximal phrase, namely S’, comes between ‘believe’ and ‘he’. 
 
(22) a.     I believe that he is clever. 
 
 b.     [S’ [S  I believe  [S’  that [S  heis clever ]]]] 
 
 
 Note that the traditional definition of ‘govern’ – which simply said that a verb governs its 
complement – would not have explained the difference in case-marking between (21) and (22). Both 
in (21b) and (22b), the complement of ‘believe’ is the embedded clause as a whole, not the embedded 
subject, and the traditional definition would not have distinguished between them. But we want the 
matrix verb to govern and case-markinto the complement justin a case like (21b), i.e. only when the 
complement is a non-finite clause –and this type of case-marking does not happen normally. This is 
why this kind of case-marking is called Exceptional Case Marking (ECM). 
 

Exercise 1 
 
Which of the following sentences are instances of Exceptional Case Marking (ECM): 
 

i.  Everybody considers Mary to be a genius. 
ii.  Everybody thinks that Mary is a genius. 

iii.  The High Court found him to be guilty. 
iv.  We saw them cross the road. 
v. We saw them being hit by a truck. 

vi.  I have watched you perform on the stage.  
vii.  I have heard that you sing in the bath. 

viii.  I believe there to be a problem.  
 
 
4.  An excursus: the notion of c-command 
 
Since the notion of ‘c-command’ plays a role in many modules of GB theory, let us take a moment to 
describe it. 
 There are many definitions of c-command in the literature, but the easiest – and also the 
earliest – definition is that offered by Tanya Reinhart who invented the term in her MIT dissertation 
(1976). 
 
(23) Definition of c-command (Reinhart 1976) 
 
 A c-commands B, iff: 
 

 A does not contain B; and 

 the first branching node that contains A, contains B. 
 
Consider the following tree diagram: 
 
(24)    S’ 
 
    S 
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  NP1                  Tense  VP 
 
     V   NP2             PP 
           John                   Past  
                         P          NP3 

                                                               give       the book 
 
                                                                                                 to            Mary 
 
In this tree, NP1 (the subject), Tense and VP c-command each other; NP1 and Tense also c-command 
everything within VP, e.g. V, NP2, PP, P and NP3. V, NP2, and PP c-command each other; V and NP2 
also c-command P and NP3. P and NP3 c-command each other, but they c-command nothing else. 
(Note that S’ and S c-command nothing in this tree, because everything else is contained in them.) 
 

5 Summary 
 
The present module attempted to introduce the notion of the Principles of UG, to which Move α is 
subject. Two of the main principles of UG were discussed- the Bounding theory and the Government 
theory. The notion of C-Command was introduced in the end, which pays a crucial role in the various 
sub-theories.  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Exercise 2 
 
Look at the following tree: 
 
    A 
 
  B      C    D 
 
 E      F              GH             J 
 
   K           L                                                            M                N 
 
Answer the following questions: 
 

i.  Does  J  c-command  M ? 
ii.  Does  J  c-command  H ? 

iii.  Does  J  c-command  G ? 
iv.  Does  G  c-command  H ? 
v. Does  N  c-command  H ? 

vi.  Does  B  c-command  N ? 
vii.  Does  B  c-command  L ? 

viii.  Does  F  c-command  L ? 
ix.  Does  D  c-command  K ? 
x. What are the nodes that A c-commands? 

 
 
 


