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Objectives: 

To introduce students to the theory of Minimalism as a further modification in the theory of 
generative grammar as a theory of UG.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Theory of Minimalism 

 
1.  Introduction 

 
Minimalism, or the Minimalist theory, is – as its name suggests – a further simplification of Grammar. 
 
 You will recall that GB itself was a great simplification of Grammar. It did the following 
things: 
 

i.  It got rid of specific rules of grammar; it reduced them to the abstract rule ‘Move α’. 
ii.  It got rid of the component of Phrase Structure Rules. 

 
Since there were no longer any rules of grammar, the task of distinguishing between what is 
grammatical and what is ungrammatical was taken over by ‘principles’ –the binding principles, the 
principles of theta-theory, etc., etc. Unlike the rules of grammar which are specific to particular 
languages, these principles, one could claim, were principles of UG. And one could argue that the 
human child is “born with” these principles, i.e. these principles are hard-wired in the mind/brain, 
more specifically in the language faculty which is one of the sub-components of the mind/brain. 
Therefore these principles do not have to be learnt by the child.  
 But – it was soon felt – these principles themselves, and the notions that they appealed to, 
were not maximally simple. Recall the rather complicated definition of ‘government’ (Lesson 6). It is 
difficult to imagine that such a notion is hard-wired in the language faculty.In Minimalism, Chomsky 
got rid of the notion of government.  
 

2.   The Minimalist Program 
 
Chomsky’s paper “A Minimalist Program for Linguistic Theory” (1992) was the first statement of the 
minimalist position. It directed attention to the “outside” systems with which language must interface. 
One such outside system is the articulatory system – physical organs such as the tongue, the lips, and 
the larynx, and their neural connections – which enable us to utter a sentence, i.e. give it a 
representation as sound. Another outside system is the part of the mind that holds memory and 
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pragmatic knowledge, which enable us to interpret a sentence, i.e. give it a representation as meaning. 
These outside systems (Chomsky says) impose ‘legibility conditions’ on the derivations that our 
language faculty outputs. For example, if the PF representation of a derivation contains a sound that 
requires the tongue to be both high and low in the mouth at the same time, the articulatory system will 
say, “This cannot be done!” Similarly, if the LF representation of a derivation contains an unbound 
variable, the meaning-making system of the brain will say, “This makes no sense!” 
 There are also economy conditions that the ‘computation of human language’ – which 
Chomsky abbreviates as ‘CHL’ – imposes on the language faculty. (This is the computation that puts 
together words to form phrases, and which does movements and other operations.) CHL says (e.g.) that 
shorter movements are to be preferred to longer movements, and a derivation with fewer steps is to be 
preferred to one with a larger number of steps. Again, it prefers an organization of Grammar that 
imposes a lighter burden on its short term memory. 
 In his 1992 paper, Chomsky insists that the principles of language – i.e. the principles of UG 
– should be explained in terms of either of the following: 
 

i.  the legibility conditions imposed on derivations by the outside systems that interface with 
language; 

ii.  the economy conditions of the computational system. 
 
[In a later paper, “Minimalist Inquiries” (1998, published 2000), Chomsky says the following: 
Imagine a super-engineer who has been asked to design Language, and who has been given the above-
mentioned conditions that his design must meet. And imagine the optimal design that he can come up 
with. In linguistic theory, we shall proceed on the assumption that Language indeed has this optimal 
design – the best of all possible designs. Chomsky calls this the “Strong Minimalist Thesis” (SMH).] 
 

3.   Derivation in the Minimalist theory 
 
Apart from adopting the purely theoretical positions that were described above, Minimalism made 
some important changes in the way derivations are made. 
 A derivation is now built from the bottom, upwards. That is, you build the most deeply 
embedded phrase first, and then the next higher, and so on. For example, consider the sentence (1): 
 
 (1) The princess kissed the frog. 
 
The derivation first builds upthe most deeply embedded phrase, ‘the frog’: 
 
(2) (i)         DP 
 
                          D              NP 
 
                         the             N 
 
                                        frog 
 
Then it builds up the VP by merging the verb: 
 
 (ii)         VP 
 
                          V               DP 
 
                       KISS         the frog 
 
‘Kiss’ is a transitive verb which has an Agent argument as the Subject. In the current theory, a Subject 
which has the Agent θ-role is generated as the Specifier of an abstract verbal head, notated as ‘v’; this 
verbal element is informally referred to as “little v”, and it has the meaning of agentivity or 
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causativity. So in the next step, you build up the vP and merge the Subject as its Specifier. (The 
Subject DP is built up in a different derivational space and merged as a ‘chunk’.) 
 
 (iii)                        vP 
 
                          DP                          v’ 
 
                  D           NP           v                VP 
 
                the           N                       V               DP 
 
                            princess              KISS       the frog 
 
 An interesting step now takes place: “Big V” adjoins to “little v”; and the resulting structure  
‘[v KISS + v ]’ is realized as the surface verb kiss:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (iv)                        vP 
 
                          DP                          v’ 
 
the princess       v                VP 
 
V        v      V               DP 
 
 KISS              t             the frog 
 
 
 
Why is this step important for you to note? The movement operation does not ‘wait’ till the whole 
sentence has been built up: an element can move “as soon as” the target of its movement has been 
merged. This, in turn, has an important implication for the over-all organization of the Grammar: 
There is no longer a D-structure (or Deep Structure) for a sentence! 
 Let us pause a bit in order to fully “digest” this particular development in the theory. In early 
transformational grammar, as also in GB, the D-structure (or Deep Structure) of a sentence was the 
representation of it before any transformation had applied to it. The D-structure was, in a sense, the 
“original” shape of the sentence. But now, in minimalism, a structure can be modified (by movement 
or other operation) in the course of its being built up. So there is no point in the derivation when the 
whole sentence is present in an unmodified state. So, D-structure is eliminated from the theory! 
 
 Let us get on with the derivation of the sentence (1). After the vP has been built up, as shown 
in (iv), we merge Tense; and the Verb raises to pick up Tense. Also the Subject raises to the Specifier 
position of the Tense Phrase (TP), which is the position where the Subject actually shows up on the 
surface. (The Tense Phrase is also called the Inflection Phrase (IP) because this head hosts both Tense 
and Agreement.) 
 
 
 (v)                                TP ( = IP) 
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                              DP                               T’ 
 
                    the princess             T                              vP 
+ 
 v                 T           DP                   v’ 
 
                                        V           v          -ed           t               v                     VP 
 
                                      KISS                                                     t             V              DP 
 
 t         the frog 
 
 
 
 
Note that the raising of the Verb takes place as soon as Tense is merged; and the raising of the subject 
argument takes place as soon as TP is projected. 
 

4.The Extension Condition 
 
The idea of building up the tree from the bottom was not original with Minimalism. There were other 
contemporary rival theories of grammar that had been doing it already. In fact, the idea may have 
been adopted directly from Tree Adjoining Grammar (TAG). 
 The tree (2i), which is repeated below: 
 
(2) (i)         DP 
 
                          D              NP 
 
                         the             N 
 
                                        frog 
 
is built up by taking two lexical items from the Lexicon – namely ‘the’ and ‘frog’ – and putting them 
together. This putting-together operation is called Merge. A claim of Minimalism is that Merge is 
‘binary’; i.e. it puts together two elements at a time, not more. 
 This stipulation has a consequence for the shape of syntactic trees: they are now binary-
branching; i.e. nodes have only two branches. Recall that in the earlier theory, we used to happily use 
three-way branching – or multiple branching – nodes. For example, the phrase ‘give the girl a book’ 
was standardly represented as: 
 
(3)   VP 
 
  V NP   NP 
 
           give     the girl       a book 
 
This is now impossible; the phrase has to be reanalysed. (How the phrase is reanalysed is something 
that we will not go into here.) 
 Besides Merge, a tree can be built up by movement operations. We have already seen 
examples of movement. In (2iv) we saw ‘big’ V adjoin to ‘little’ v by head-to-head movement. And in 
(2v) we saw the phrase ‘the princess’ move from the Specifier position of vP to the Specifier position 
of IP by phrasal movement. Merge and Move are the two operations by which we build up trees. 
 In Minimalism, Chomsky insisted that Merge and Move must always target the top of the 
tree. That is, if we merge an element – a new head or a new phrase – into a tree, it must be merged at 
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the top of the tree. Similarly, if we move an element, it must be moved to the top of the tree: if the 
moving element is a head, it must be adjoined to the topmost head; and if the moving element is a 
phrase, it must be moved into the Specifier of the topmost phrase. Chomsky called this stipulation the 
Extension Condition: 
 
(4) Extension Condition 
  

Every Merge or Move must extend the tree upwards. 
 

 What is the significance of the Extension Condition? In the earlier theory, we used to speak 
about the cyclic application of transformations. Each clause was considered a cycle; and all the 
transformations applicable in a lower cycle – i.e. a more deeply embedded clause – had to be 
completed before any transformations were applied in a higher cycle, i.e. a less deeply embedded 
clause. For example, consider the following sentence: 
 
(5) John seems to have been killed.  
 
To generate this sentence, we first apply passive in the embedded clause: 
 
(6)   ∆   seems   [ ∆  to have been killed  John ]  
 
 
And then we apply raising in the matrix clause: 
 
(7)   ∆   seems   [ John  to have been killed  t  ] 
 
 
If we did not observe the cyclicity condition, what would be the problem? We could proceed as 
follows: 
 
(8) (i)    ∆   seems   [ ∆  to have been killed  John ] 
 
 
 (ii)   John  seems    [ ∆  to have been killed  t  ] 
 
                                                it 
 
 (iii)   *  John seems it to have been killed. 
 
Here, in (i) we moved ‘John’ straightway to the empty subject position of the matrix clause; and in 
(ii), we went back to the embedded clause – violating cyclicity! – and filled its empty subject position 
with the pleonastic pronoun ‘it’. This derivation now yields the ungrammatical sentence in (iii). So, 
this kindof problem is prevented by the cyclicity condition.  
 In Minimalism, the effects of the cyclicity condition are obtained by the Extension Condition. 
Consider how minimalist theory would generate sentence (5). Since derivations now begin from the 
bottom, the embedded clause would be built up first: 
 
(9)    [ ∆  to have been killed  John ]  
 
Here, when ‘John’ moves to the subject position, it is moving to the top of the tree as it exists at that 
point of the derivation! Now we build up the matrix clause, by merging ‘seem’ and Tense. Once 
Tense is merged, its Specifier position is projected and becomes available; and ‘John’ moves into that 
position – which again is the top of the tree as it exists at that point of the derivation. So we get the 
correct derivation.  



 

 7 

 Suppose – incorrectly – we don’t move ‘John’ to the embedded subject position when it 
becomes available but wait until the matrix clause is built up; and then move it directly to the matrix 
subject position, as shown in (8i). Now the embedded subject position is unfilled. If we try to remedy 
this situation by merging pleonastic ‘it’ into that position – as shown in (8ii) – the Extension 
Condition disallows the operation, because you are merging an element not at the top of the tree, but 
in the middle of the tree. 
 Given the new algorithm of building structures from the bottom upwards, the Extension 
Condition is elegant and intuitive. It says (in effect): once a structure has been built up, don’t mess 
around with it! You can add to it at the top, but nothing else! 
 
 

Exercise: 
 
1. Show all the steps of the derivation of the following sentence, in the Minimalist framework: 
 
  The dog chased the cat. 
 

5 Summary  
 
In this module we were introduced  to the theory of Minimalism as a further simplication of the theory 
of grammar. We saw how in this theory Chomsky dealt with the issue of relation between grammar 
and those aspects of knowledge that are outside grammar. The systems outside grammar include in 
the main the physical articulatory system and the system that holds memory and prgmatic knowledge. 
These outside systems are assumed to impose ‘legibility conditions’ on the derivations that our 
language faculty yields. We also how the theory did away with the notion of government and came to 
be further simplified. The theory also presents a highly restricted view of the building of syntactic 
structures as an elegant and intuitive account of our knowledge of syntactic structures. 


