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CLASS 9: THE STRUCTURE OF PHRASES & C-COMMAND 

 

 

FIRST MERGE 

 

Syntactic objects (= elements in the phrase structure, not an “object” as you might know!) 

that have all c-selectional features checked are maximal projections (because they don’t 

project any further) — such a projection level is called a phrase (of X), generally XP. 

 

(1) a.       XP      b.          NP 

     4            4 
   X       YP        music    PP 

    [X, uY, …]   4    [N, uP, …]     4 

     Y       Z          from    Cyprus 

      [Y, uZ, …]      [Z]        [P, uN]        [N] 

 

In contrast, simple lexical items are always minimal projections (also known as X or X
0
) — 

all they project (at that point) is into the phrase structure by virtue of being Merged. 

Sometimes, a minimal projection can also be a maximal projection at the same time: X = XP. 

(For now, this goes on in cases where one lexical item doesn’t have any c-selectional features 

and is ready for further Merge: e.g. bare nouns like freedom or proper names like John.) 

 

In (1b), we have a noun plus PP — the noun music is the head that c-selects a PP, which 

consists of the head P (from) which c-selects an N (Cyprus). The c-selected element is called 

the complement (of the head that c-selects it). We thus yield a head-complement structure. 

 

And once we have a maximal projection, we can keep Merging — in particular, if an element 

enters the derivation which has a c-selectional feature matching that maximal projection: 

 

(2)      V 

     4 

     play           NP 

 [V, uN, …]       4 
        music     PP 

     [N, uP, …]       4 

           from     Cyprus 

          [P, uN]         [N] 

 

We know that this structure is pretty much complete — at least as complete as to consider it 

a constituent. Recall from imperatives (which lack subjects) that these structures do occur: 

 

(3) a. Play music from Cyprus! 

 b. Play music from there! 

 c. Play it! 
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SECOND MERGE 

 

Head-complement structures are only one type of structure (still barring further discussion of 

linearization). If we don’t want to express (2) as an imperative, we do need something else. 

 

(4) Bars play music from Cyprus. 

 

Questions: Where does bars come from? What does it do? How does it enter the derivation? 

Answers: Just as NP music from Cyprus is a c-selected complement of V play, N bars is a c-

selected element — we call it a specifier. The NP Merged with the predicate V must receive 

a !-role (THEME) and intuitively, we need someone who does the playing, the AGENT: bars. 

 

(5)       VP 

  4 

 bars        V [uN] 

  [N]      4 

       play           NP 

      [V, uN, uN]       4 
          music     PP 

       [N, uP, …]       4 

             from     Cyprus 

            [P, uN]         [N] 

 

First Merge joins together a head and its c-selected complement. Second Merge then adds 

another syntactic object c-selected by the head, but because Merge is binary, it must be in a 

slightly different position: to the sister of an intermediate projection (also known as X'). 

 

(6) a. minimal projection:   head    —  X
0
  / X

min 

 b. intermediate projection:  bar-level    —  X'  / X-bar 

 c. maximal projection:   phrase    —  XP  / X
max

 

 

(7)      XP 

   4 

  ZP      X' 

 Spec(ifier)       4 

      X
0
     YP 

    Head  Complement 

 

 

ADJOIN 

 

Yet other elements won’t find a place in the structure as either complement or specifier — 

they won’t for the reason that they are not c-selected, hence bear no !-role: they are adjuncts. 

 

(8) Bars play music from Cyprus at night. 

 

(9) Bars play music from Cyprus loudly. 

 

(10) Bars regularly play music from Cyprus. 

Remember: 

  X
0
 = X 
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We represent adjuncts as adjoined to XP (which can usually be to the left or to the right): 

 

(11)        XP 

     4  

      XP     AP 

   4      Adjunct 

  ZP      X' 

 Spec(ifier)       4 

      X
0
     YP 

    Head  Complement 

 

Adjuncts are all the guys without a !-role and without which the sentence would still be good 

— adverbs (Adv) / adverbial phrases (AdvP) / other adverbials (NPs, full sentences, etc.). 

 

Rather than call this an instance of Merge, we name this operation simply Adjoin. 

 

Merge (from Adger 2003: pp. 90-91) Adjoin (based on Adger 2003: pp. 112-113) 

1. Merge applies to two syntactic objects to 

form a new syntactic object. 

1. Adjoin applies to two syntactic objects and 

thereby expands the old syntactic object. 

2. The new syntactic object is said contain 

the original syntactic objects, which are 

sisters but which are not linearized. 

2. The old syntactic object is said contain the 

new syntactic object and be sister with it, 

but they are not linearized. 

3. Merge only applies to the root nodes of 

syntactic objects. 

3. Adjoin only applies to the root nodes of 

syntactic objects. 

4. Merge allows the checking of an uninterpre-

table c-selectional feature on a head, since 

it creates a sisterhood syntactic relation. 

4. Adjoin doesn’t allow any type of checking 

nor is it triggered by some feature since it 

doesn’t create a sisterhood syntactic relation. 

 

This means that adjoined objects (“adjuncts”) 

• are always hierarchically outside complements and specifiers; 

• may appear on either side of the phrase they adjoin to; 

• don’t receive !-roles; 

• are phrasal. 

 

 

PHRASE STRUCTURE 

 

(12)        VP 

     4 

      VP      AdvP 

      4   Adjunct 

  NP      V' 

 Spec       4 

      V     NP/PP 

   Head     Complement 

 

The specifier is more often than not the subject (!-role: AGENT), the complement the (direct) 

object (!-role: e.g. THEME), the adjunct an adverbial of sorts. More later on this station. 
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C-COMMAND 

 

Sisterhood does a lot for us already: it is the relation under which features are checked. 

Beyond that, c-command is a new relation which will become increasingly important. 

 

(13) C-Command 

 A node A c-commands a node B if, and only if [= iff] A’s sister either: 

 a. is B, or 

 b. contains B. 

 

As you can see, c-command is not as local as sisterhood: it can stretch quite some distance. 

While many nodes may c-command others in a given (large) tree, there is nothing inherently 

important to this relation — but some grammatical phenomena require c-command. In 

these, we speak of the requirement of an antecedent to c-command the element it licenses. 

 

Phenomenon I: Reflexives 

When we talked about reflexives we already saw that coreferentiality comes in phi-features. 

 

(14) The Reflexive Generalization 

 A reflexive must be coreferential with a c-commanding expression. 

 

! Every reflexive needs an antecedent, and the antecedent must c-command the reflexive.  

 

(15) *    VP 

     5 
    NP       V' 

   #      3 
   my mother   hated   myself 

 

Phenomenon I: Negative Polarity Items 

Negative polarity items (NPIs) are elements that may only occur in a sentence containing a 

negative element which licenses the NPI. The same c-commanding relation holds here too. 

 

(16) a. * I wanted any cake.        (17) a. * I saw him ever. 

 b. I didn’t want any cake.     b. I didn’t see him ever. 

 

(18) The NPI Generalization 

 NPIs must be c-commanded by a negative element. 

 

! Every NPI needs a negative antecedent, and the antecedent must c-command the NPI.  

 

(19) *     VP 

      5 
       NP       V' 

    %     3 
  the picture of no one   hung   PP 

         % 
            upon any wall 


