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1.  Introduction 

 
In the last lesson, we listed the modules of the principles of UG: 
 
(1) Modules of UG 
 
 (i)    Bounding theory 
 (ii)   Government theory 
 (iii)  θ-theory 
 (iv)  Binding theory 
 (v)   Case theory 
 (vi)  Control theory 
 
We also gave a brief account of the first two of these modules, namely bounding theory and 
government theory. Let us now examine the remaining modules. 
 

2  θ-theory 
 
‘θ-theory’ is the theory about the semantic roles of arguments in a sentence. (‘θ’ is a Greek letter, 
pronounced ‘theta’.) As we know, a verb assigns semantic roles – now called ‘θ roles’ in GB – to its 
arguments. For example, in ‘John hit Bill,’ ‘John’ is the Agent of ‘hit’, and ‘Bill’ is the Patient of 
‘hit’; and in ‘John gave the book to Mary’, ‘John’ is the Agent, ‘the book’ is the Theme, and ‘Mary’ is 
the Goal.The theta roles are obviously determined by the meaning of the verb. 
 The Agent is the doer of an action, and the Patient is the ‘sufferer’ of an action. In an active 
sentence which has both these roles, the Agent is the subject and the Patient is the object. The Theme 
is a person or thing that has some role in an event but is not affected by the event in any obvious way; 
for example, ‘the book’ in ‘John gave the book to Mary.’ 
 [θ-theory is the counterpart in GB of the ‘kaaraka’ theory of PaNini’s grammar. Those who 
know Paninian grammar may wish to compare the two theories.] 



 

 3 

 It is not always easy to determine the θ roles of the arguments in a sentence. Consider the 
following sentences: 
 
 (2)     a.   John loves Mary. 
          b.   I like chocolate.   
 
What is the θ role of ‘John’ or ‘I’ in these sentences? Note that these sentences do not describe an 
action; they do not even describe an event. Verbs like ‘love’ and ‘like’ are ‘stative’ verbs, which are 
so called because they describe the ‘state’ of something. In these particular sentences, the verbs 
describe a person’s state-of-mind, or feeling. The person who has the feeling, it has been suggested, 
should be given theθ role of Experiencer; and the ‘target’ of the feeling is classified as a Theme: 
 
 (3) Johnexperiencer  loves  Marytheme 
 
But now, look at the following sentences: 
 
 (4) a.   John saw Mary. 
  b.   John owns a car. 
 
While ‘Mary’ and ‘a car’ are possibly Theme, what is the theta role of ‘John’? There are many 
unresolved questions about theta roles. 
 Now coming back to the larger picture, the only principle of θ-theory is the ‘θ-criterion’: 
 

 θ-criterion 
 
Every argument must have a θ-role, and only one θ-role. 
 

A position to which a verb assigns a θ-role is called a ‘θ position’. In the D-structure of a sentence, 
every argument will naturally occupy a θ position, because that is where it is initially generated, and 
no movements have yet taken place. And if a theta position is not filled by an argument in a D-
structure, the sentence will simply be incomplete or incoherent; cf. *‘John hit’ or *‘Hit Bill’.  
 Now as regards movement, you may note the following: 
 

 The target of movement is always a non-theta position.  
 
Why is this so? Consider the movement shown in (5): 
 
 (5)    [ ____  seems  [  John  to  like Mary ]] 

 
 
The verb ‘seem’ – as its meaning tells you – is a verb that takes just oneargument, and that argument 
must be a clause. But the clausal argument can be finite or nonfinite.If it is finite, we get a sentence 
like (6): 
 
 (6)     It seems  [ that John likes Mary ] 
 
Here, ‘John’ gets nominative case (because it is the subject of a finite clause) and therefore there is no 
need for it to move. The subject position of ‘seem’ – which is ‘empty’ at D-structure, because it is a 
non-theta position – is filled by the meaningless (‘dummy’) pronoun ‘it’. (Why? Because a sentence 
must of course have a subject!) 
 But in (5), the clausal argument of ‘seem’ is nonfinite, and therefore ‘John’ gets no case  in its 
theta position. (Keep in mind that ‘seem’ is an intransitive verb, and so has no accusative case to 
assign to ‘John’ by Exceptional Case Marking.) Therefore, ‘John’ moves to the subject position of 
‘seem’, which is a non-theta position and therefore is unfilled at D-structure. This is a legitimate 
movement, and we get a good sentence: ‘John seems to like Mary.’ 
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 What happens when we move a phrase to a theta position? Consider the illicit movement 
shown in (7): 
 
 (7)    [ ____  thinks  [  John  to  be a genius ]] 
 
 
This movement will give us the ungrammatical sentence: *‘John thinks to be a genius.’ But why is 
this sentence bad? The verb ‘think’ is a two-argument verb; its second argument is a clause and its 
first argument must be a noun phrase. So (7) is– to begin with – a ‘bad’ D-structure, because we have 
(mischievously!) left the first argument of ‘think’ unfilled. Now, ‘John’ – which gets no case in its D-
structure position – will want to move to the matrix subject position in order to get case. But if it does 
this, it will end up with two theta roles, namely the theta role assigned by the predicate ‘be a genius’ 
and the theta role assigned to its subject by ‘think’. This violates the theta criterion, which says that an 
argument can have only one theta role. 
 

Exercise 1 
 
What are the theta-roles of the underlined noun phrases in the following sentences? 
 
 1.    Children dislike spinach. 
 2.    The truck hit the culvert and overturned. 
 3.    My father wrote a letter to the principal. 
 

3  Binding theory 
 
Binding theory is a theory about the coreference of nominal expressions within a sentence. 
[‘Coreference’ means ‘referring to the same person or thing’.] There are some principles which 
determine whether two nominal expressions in a sentence can, or cannot, be coreferential. Consider 
the sentences in (8): 
 
 (8) a.     John thinks that he is a genius. 
  b.  * He thinks that John is a genius.  
 
(We are using underlining here to indicate coreference; we can also use coindexing to indicate 
coreference: ‘Johni thinks that hei is a genius’. ) In (8a), ‘John’ and ‘he’ can refer to the same person; 
but in (8b), ‘he’ and ‘John’ cannot refer to the same person. Why? Binding theory answers such 
questions. 
 
[Note: Binding theory is about referring nominal expressions. In a sentence like: 
 (i) I am looking for a good doctor.  
‘a good doctor’ doesnot refer to any particular doctor. (Thus, you cannot ask in this context: ‘Which 
doctor?’) Binding theory says nothing about such nominal expressions.]  
 
 Binding theory divides referring nominal expressions into three classes: 
 
   Anaphors 
   Pronouns 
   R-expressions 
 
Examples of anaphors are: ‘himself’, ‘herself’, ‘themselves’, ‘each other’, as in: 
 
 (9) a.  John loves himself.  
  b.  They wrote to eachother. 
 
Examples of pronouns are: ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘they’, ‘it’, ‘I’, ‘we’, as in: 
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 (10) a.  He thinks that she loves him. 
  b.   We love our grandparents. 
 
Examples of R-expressions –you can take ‘R-expression’ to be a short form for ‘referential expression 
other than anaphor or pronoun’ – are ‘John’, ‘Mary’, ‘London’, ‘the children’, as in: 
 
 (11) a.   Marysaid that the children like chocolate.  
  b.   Theboys in theclass love Mary. 
 
[Note: Traditional grammar did not always distinguish between anaphors and pronouns;bothwere 
included in the class of anaphoric expressions. But GB treats them as two separate classes, because 
they obey different binding conditions.]  
 
For each of the three classes of nominal expressions, GB proposes a binding condition. These three 
binding conditions form the core of Binding Theory: 
 
 Binding Principles 
 

 Principle A: 
An anaphor must be bound in its governing category. 
 

 Principle B: 
A pronoun must be free in its governing category. 
 

 Principle C: 
An R-expression must be free. 
 

Let us first explain the terms ‘bound’ and ‘free’. A nominal expression is bound (in a certain domain), 
if there is another nominal expression (in that domain) that c-commands it, and is coreferential with it. 
Otherwise it is free (in that domain). For example, in the following sentence: 
 
 (12) John loves himself 
 
‘John’ c-commands ‘himself’, and the two expressions are coreferential; so we say that ‘John’ binds  
‘himself’. (We also say that ‘John’ is the antecedent of ‘himself’.)  
 
We shall explain the term ‘governing category’ when we deal with the binding principles in detail.  
 
Principle A: 
 
This principle says that an anaphor must have an antecedent in a certain domain, namely its 
‘governing category’. For the time being, let us take the governing category to be the (minimal) clause 
that contains the anaphor. Consider the following sentences: 
 
 (13) a.     John loves himself. 
  b.  * John’s mother loves himself.  
  c.  * John thinks that Mary loves himself.  
 
(Remember that in all these sentences, we are taking ‘John’ to be coreferential with ‘himself’, which 
we indicate by the underlining.) Why do the sentences have the indicated grammaticality status? The 
(a) sentence is good, because ‘himself’ – which is an anaphor – has a c-commanding antecedent 
within the clause. The (b) sentence is bad, because the antecedent does not c-command the anaphor. 
(What c-commands the anaphor is ‘John’s mother’ and not ‘John’.) The (c) sentence is also bad, 
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because the antecedent – although it c-commands the anaphor – is ‘too far away’: it is outside the 
clause that contains the anaphor. 
 
Principle B: 
 
This principle is in a sense the ‘opposite’ of Principle A. It says that a pronoun must not have a c-
commanding antecedent in the governing category. So this predicts that a pronoun is not possible in a 
position where an anaphor is; or in other words, that pronouns and anaphors are in complementary 
distribution. And this appears to be exactly right. Consider the following sentences: 
 
 (14) a.   *John loves him. 
  b.  John’s mother loves him. 
  c.  John thinks that Mary loves him.  
 
The (a) sentence is bad, because ‘him’ – which is a pronoun – has a c-commanding antecedent within 
the clause,andthis violates Principle B. The (b) sentence is good, because the antecedent does not c-
command the pronoun. The (c) sentence is also good, because the antecedent – although it c-
commands the anaphor – is ‘not too close’: it is outside the clause that contains the pronoun. 
 
 [You must note an essential difference between pronouns and anaphors. An anaphor requires 
an antecedent; without an antecedent, it is uninterpretable, cf. 
 
 (15) a.    * I saw each other. 
  b.    * I gave a book to himself.  
 
On the other hand, a pronoun does not need an antecedent at all. It can refer to a person or thing 
mentioned in the discourse, i.e. in a previous sentence; it can even be used to refer to something in the 
context – e.g., you can point to a person and say: 
 
 (16) Look at him! He is so dirty! 
 
That is why Principle B is in a sense a ‘negative’ statement: it only says that a pronoun must not have 
a c-commanding antecedent too close to it.] 
 
Principle C: 
 
This principle says that an R-expression must not have a c-commanding antecedent at all – anywhere 
in the sentence. Consider the contrast between the following sentences: 
 
 (17) a.     John thinks that he is genius. 
  b.  * He thinks that John is a genius. 
 
In (17b), you cannot interpret ‘he’ and ‘John’ as referring to the same person. Note that if the 
antecedent does not c-command the R-expression, there is no problem with coreference: 
 
 (18) a.    His mother thinks that John is a genius. 
  b.    The fact that he is unpopular does not worry John. 
 
Before we leave the topic of Binding Theory, let us note some unresolved problems in it. Principle A 
and Principle B – when taken together – predict that anaphors and pronouns are in complementary 
distribution: if an anaphor can occur in a certain position,a pronoun cannot occur in it; and if a 
pronoun can occur in a certain position, an anaphor cannot occur in it. But when we look at positions 
within noun phrases, this complementarity breaks down. Consider the following sentences: 
 
 (19) a.    John loves [his mother]. 



 

 7 

  b.    They love [each other’s children]. 
 
Here, ‘his’ is a pronoun, and ‘each other’ is an anaphor. And yet, they occur in the same position, 
namely the possessive NP position within the larger noun phrase. Several suggestions have been made 
to solve this problem, including a suggestion that the governing category is different for anaphors and 
pronouns: the noun phrase can be a governing category for pronouns, but only the clause can be a 
governing category for anaphors. None of these solutions – it is fair to say – have been very 
successful. 
 There are also other problems about the Binding Theory. Locative PPs seem to behave like a 
governing category, but some other PPs do not; cf. 
 
 (20) a.    John saw a snake [ near him / * near himself ] 
  b.    Johntells funny stories [ about himself / * about him ] 
 

Exercise 2 
 
In the following pairs of sentences – with coreference indicatedby underlining –, why are the (a) 
sentences ungrammatical and the (b) sentences grammatical?  
 
 1. a.  *  Shethinks that we saw herself in the restaurant. 
  b.      It is possible that she saw herself in the mirror.  
 2. a.  *  We shall kill us (if you give us bad marks).  
  b.      Our parents will kill us (if we get bad marks). 
 3. a.  *  She believes that everybody admires Mary’s paintings.  
  b.  Mary believes that everybody admires her paintings.  
  
 

4 Case theory 
 
Case theory contains only one principle, called the Case Filter: 
 
 Case Filter 
 

 * NP, if NP is without case. 
 
This simply says: an NP is ungrammatical – it is ‘starred’ – if it does not have a case. So if an NP is 
generated in a position where it cannot get case, it must move to a position where it can get case. In 
GB, the two NP movements – namely the movement of the direct object of a passive verb to the 
subject position, and the movement of the subject of an embedded nonfinite clause to the subject 
position of the matrix clause (called ‘Raising’) – are motivated by the NP’s need to get case. We have 
already dealt with these movements in the unit on the Passive construction; but to refresh your 
memory, we illustrate them below: 
 
(21) Passive: 
 
 ______  was eaten [NP  the cake]  =>  The cake was eaten. 
 
 
 
 Raising: 
 
 ______  is likely [S  [NP John ]  to be dead ]  =>  John is likely to be dead. 
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 The remaining question is: What categories can assign case? In GB, V and P are taken to be 
the case-assigners; they assign accusative case to their objects. Besides these, a finite Tense assigns 
nominative case to the subject position. And genitive case is assigned to the possessive NP position 
within a noun phrase, possibly by the head noun.  
 
As in binding theory, there are some unresolved questions in case theory. Consider the two ways in 
which English can realize the verb phrase of a three-argument verb like ‘give’: 
 
 (22) a.   I gave a pencil to her. 
  b.   I gave her a pencil.  
 
In (22a), there is no problem: we can say that ‘give’ assigns accusative case to ‘a pencil’ (direct 
object) and the preposition ‘to’ assigns accusative case to ‘her’ (indirect object). But what happens in 
(22b)? Do we say that ‘give’ assigns two accusative cases, to ‘her’ and to ‘a pencil’? Ideally, one 
would like to say that a verb (or a preposition) assigns only one case. Various solutions have been 
proposed for this problem, but we will not go into them here. 
 

5 Control theory 
 
Consider a verb like ‘try’, which takes only a nonfinite, clausal complement: 
 
 (23) I tried  [ to leave ]. 
 
The embedded clause has an ‘understood’ subject, which in this case is understood to be the same as 
the subject of ‘try’ (i.e. it is ‘I’ who leave). In GB, we say that the understood subject is a pronominal 
element which has no phonetic realization; it is represented as ‘PRO’. So, the underlying 
representation of (23) is actually (24): 
 
 (24) Ii  tried  [ PROi to leave ] 
 
Note that PRO is coindexed with ‘I’, to indicate that they have the same reference. The relation of the 
matrix subject and PRO here is an instance of ‘control’: we say that the matrix subject ‘controls’ the 
interpretation of PRO. 
 While ‘try’ is a verb of subject control, there are also verbs of object control, e.g. ‘order’: 
 
 (25) I ordered  himi  [ PROi  to leave ] 
 
Here it is the object of ‘order’, namely ‘him’, that is understood as the person who is to leave. The 
verbs ‘promise’ and ‘persuade’ contrast in their control properties: 
 
 (26) a.   Ii  promised him  [ PROi  to come to the party ] 
  b.   I  persuaded himi  [ PROi  to come to the party ] 
In (26a), it is the subject ‘I’ who is understood as coming to the party; but in (26b), it is the object 
‘him’ who is understood as coming to the party. 
 PRO can occur as the subject of other types of infinitives also. Consider the sentences of (27): 
 
 (27) a.   Ii  like  [ PROi  to eat chocolate ] 
  b.   Ii  like  [ PROi  eating chocolate ] 
 
In the (a) sentence, PRO is the subject of a to-infinitive; but in the (b) sentence, PRO is the subject of 
an ing-infinitive (also called a gerund). But the point to note is that PRO occurs only in the subject 
position of an infinitival clause. It cannot occur as the subject of a finite clause, cf. (28a); and it 
cannot occur as a non-subject (whether in a finite or non-finite clause), cf. (28b) and (28c): 
 
 (28) a.  * I  persuaded himi  [ that PROishould come to the party ] 



 

 9 

  b.  * I  told himi  [ that I would see PROi ] 
  c.  * Ijaskedhimi  [ PROi  to see  PROj] 
 

 
Exercise 3 
 
Which of the following sentences contain a PRO in their underlying representation?  
 
 1. I didn’t tell you to beat your children.  
 2. He seems to be a very nice man.  
 3. I like flying kites on a windy day. 
 4. The public are warned not to feed the lions. 
 5. We can see that there is a problem. 
 

6 Summary 
 
The present module is a continuation of the discussion of the principles of UG. You are expected to 
do the exercisees at the end of each of the theories in order to be able to check your undertanding the 
principles. 


