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ABSTRACT
TOWARDS THE UNITY OF MOVEMENT:
IMPLICATIONS FROM VERB MOVEMENT IN CANTONESE

Tommy Tsz-Ming Lee

Displacement (of linguistic expressions) is a ubiquitous phenomenon in natural language. In the
generative tradition, displacement is modeled in terms of transformation, or more precisely, move-
ment, which establishes dependencies among syntactic constituents in a phrase structure. This thesis
probes the question regarding to what extent movement theories can be unified. Specifically, I ad-
dress issues surrounding the debate of the distinction between head movement and phrasal movement
over the past few decades. The distinction presupposes that structural complexity of the moving el-
ement is correlated with its movement properties. The goal of this thesis is to show that this is an
unwarranted assumption. Based on a number of case studies on verb displacement phenomena in
Cantonese, I attempt a unified theory of movement by abandoning the head/phrase distinction in
movement theories. Particularly, I show (i) that verbs in Cantonese can undergo syntactic move-
ment to the peripheral position of a sentence and is subject to general locality/minimality constraints
on movement, and (ii) that their movement may affect semantic interpretation, leading to discourse
effects and scope effects that are commonly observed in phrasal movement. I further argue, with evi-
dence from linearization, that head movement and phrasal movement in Cantonese are subject to the
same mechanism when determining the pronunciation of the movement chains. These observations
converge on the conclusion that the phrase structure status of syntactic constituents bears a minimal
role in theorizing displacement phenomena in natural language. This thesis represents a minimalist

pursuit of a unified theory of movement.
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Preface

Chapter 1 sets up the research question and establishes the major arguments in this thesis. The cen-
tral idea is that movement operations do not make reference to phrase structural differences between
heads and phrases. The empirical evidence comes from various cases of verb displacement in Can-
tonese.

Chapter 2 traces the origin and development of the notion of head movement since the 1970s.
While the notion of head movement has proved empirically useful in capturing various linguistic
phenomena, it also led to debates relating to theoretical and empirical issues since the early minimalist
period. I review recent responses to the issues surrounding head movement.

Chapter 3 examines potential intervening elements in head movement. The discussion builds on
four verb doubling constructions that come with (different) discourse effects. It is first argued that the
verbs in these constructions undergo movement to the specifier position of a functional head in the left
periphery. It is further shown that, while a head does not block the verb movement, a focused element
may lead to intervention (i.e., Focus Intervention Effects). This property is argued to follow from a
minimality condition of the operation Agree that makes reference to syntactic features (Chomsky
2000, 2001). The findings reveal that the Head Movement Constraint does not apply to all instances
of head movement, and that syntactic intervention effects are observed with head movement, on a par
with phrasal movement.

Chapter 4 diagnoses an instance of head movement that induces scope effects. [ argue that quan-
tificational heads such as aspectual verbs and (a subset of) modal verbs in Cantonese can undergo
(overt) head movement to achieve scope enrichment. Furthermore, this movement is constrained by

an economy condition, Scope Economy, which is independently observed with movement of phrasal

Xiv



quantifiers (Fox 2000). The findings suggest that head movement is no different from phrasal move-
ment in terms of the potentials to induce semantic effects, and that Scope Economy constrains both
head and phrasal movement.

Chapter 5 discusses the issue of how movement chains of heads are pronounced and linearized.
It concerns the doubling effects of head and phrasal movement in Cantonese. Empirical data reveal
that the doubling effects are not specific to moving heads and that head movement does not always
lead to doubling effects. It is suggested that doubling effects arise from the fact that the operation
responsible for erasing copies in a movement chain is regulated by phonological requirements that
follow from a version of Cyclic Linearization (Fox and Pesetsky 2005). Such an account derives the
Cantonese doubling pattern of heads and phrases without recourse to the phrase structure status of
the (non-)doubling elements. It maintains that the mechanism that determines copy pronunciation is
the same for head chains and phrase chains.

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis.
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1.1. THE THEORETICAL GOALS AND EMPIRICAL DOMAINS OF THE THESIS

1.1 The theoretical goals and empirical domains of the thesis

The theoretical goal of this thesis is to contribute to our understanding of movement theories of nat-
ural language. I pick up ongoing debates of the theoretical status and empirical properties of head
movement, and explore the possibility of a unified theory of movement that does not make reference
to structural types such as heads and phrases. The distinction between head movement and phrasal
movement presupposes that structural complexity of the moving element is correlated with its move-
ment properties. [ argue that this is an unwarranted assumption. Specifically, I argue that the role of
the head-phrase distinction is minimal in movement theories: both types of constituents are targeted
by the same movement operation. Supporting evidence comes from observations that movement of
heads and phrases are subject to the same set of syntactic principles, which constrain (i) how they
move in the syntax, (ii) how they contribute to interpretation, and (iii) how their chains are phonolog-
ically realized. To the extent that head movement can be assimilated to phrasal movement, this thesis
sets the basis of a movement theory that does not discriminate heads from phrases, hence a unified
theory of movement.

The empirical domains of this thesis are constituted by a number of verb displacement cases in
(Hong Kong) Cantonese. The first type concerns what I refer to as verb doubling constructions, where
an additional copy of a verb appears in the (left or right) peripheral position of a sentence, and con-
veys different discourse effects (e.g. topic- or focus-related interpretations). These constructions are
exemplified in (1). The sentences in (la-c) are often regarded as predicate cleft constructions. The
analytical questions posited by these constructions concern the derivation of these sentences and the
relationship between the verb in the base position and the verb in the peripheral position. These issues

are discussed in details in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5.



1.1. THE THEORETICAL GOALS AND EMPIRICAL DOMAINS OF THE THESIS

(1) Examples of verb doubling constructions

a. SVO: Topic constructions of verbs
Maai keoi hai maai-gwo go-bun syu. (cf. Cheng and Vicente 2013, p.13)
buy s/he cop buy-exp  that-cL book
‘As for buying, s/he has bought that book (but...).
b. Lin-| V|SVO: ‘Even’-focus constructions of verbs
Lin tai keoi dou m-tai  ni-bun syu. (cf. Cheng and Vicente 2013, p.2)
even read s/he also not-read this-cL book
‘S/he didn’t even READ this book’
C. Hai— SVO: Copula focus constructions of verbs
Hai dim Aaming m-gam dim ni-zek dungmat zel.
cop touch Aaming not-dare touch this-cL animal  sFp
‘Aaming dare not to TOUCH this animal only’
d. SVOsrp : Right dislocation/dislocation copying of verbs
Zoengsaam gammaan fan ni-zoeng cong aa3 fan. (K.K.Chan 2016, p.18, adapated)
Zoengsaam tonight sleep this-cL bed sFp sleep

‘Zoengsaam (will) sleep on this bed tonight’

Another type of verb displacement discussed in this thesis concerns aspectual verbs and a subset of
modal verbs. In the sentences in (2), hoici ‘begin’ can appear a low position (following the subject) or a
high position (preceding the subject). The two sentences convey different scope interpretations. They
beg the question of whether the two sentences are derivationally related, and what are the relative

constraints on the alternation of word order. These sentences are examined in depth in Chapter 4.



1.2. AUNITY APPROACH TO MOVEMENT

(2) The low and high positions of houci ‘begin’

a. Dak Aaming hoici haau-dou hou singzik. ‘only’ > ‘begin’ / *‘begin’ > ‘only’
only Aaming begin get-able good result

‘Only Aaming is such that he begins to get good results.

b. Hoici dak Aaming haau-dou hou singzik. *only’ > ‘begin’ / ‘begin’ > ‘only’
begin only Aaming get-able good result

‘It begins to be the case that only Aaming is getting good results.

As a note on the methodology, the judgment of the Cantonese sentences throughout this paper
come from five (Hong Kong) Cantonese speakers (unless specified otherwise). Sentences without
marking or marked by OK show that all the speakers find the sentences acceptable. An asterisk sym-
bol * indicates that all/most speakers find the sentences unacceptable, whereas question marks ?/??

indicate that the speakers find the example unnatural or degraded, but not entirely unacceptable.

1.2 A unity approach to movement

In the generative tradition, phenomena relating to displacement of linguistic elements are modeled
as (independent) transformational rules, or movement operations. In the course of theorizing dis-
placement phenomena, there is a constant tension between the theoretical desire for unification and
empirical challenges rooted from the diverse nature of the phenomena relating to head movement.
On one hand, the desire for unification underlies the efforts of reducing (different, construction-
specific) transformational rules that apply to verbs to a single syntactic process. This gives rise to the
first characterization of Head Movement (i.e., the adjunction approach to head movement) in the 1980s,
in works by Koopman (1984), Travis (1984), and Baker (1988), among others. Head Movement un-
der the Government and Binding Framework (Chomsky 1981, 1986) can be further subsumed under

the notion of Move-« (i.e., move anything anywhere), which represents the most unspecified form of



1.2. AUNITY APPROACH TO MOVEMENT

movement operation (and it also applies to phrases). In the later minimalist framework, movement is
modeled as a sub-type of the operation Merge, namely, Internal Merge (Chomsky 1995b, 2000, 2001),
which, again does not distinguish heads from phrases in terms of movement.

However, on the other hand, the attempts to unification face both theoretical and empirical chal-
lenges.! Head movement, or more precisely, the adjunction approach to head movement, violates a
number of syntactic principles that movement operations are expected to obey, including the Exten-
sion Condition, the Empty Category Principle, and so on. Additionally, head movement appears to
be qualitatively different from phrasal movement in terms of empirical properties. For example, head
movement is said to obey a stricter locality constraint (i.e., the Head Movement Constraint, Travis
(1984)) and it is also said to fail to induce semantic effects in the same way as phrasal movement (e.g.,
Chomsky 2000). These differences invite proposals that adopt a non-unity approach to movement,
where head movement is substantially reformulated in a way that departs from the mechanism held
responsible for phrasal movement.

In spite of the diverse nature of the phenomena concerning head movement, I suggest that it does
not necessarily reflect the non-uniform nature of movement operations in syntax. The diverse nature
of the head movement phenomena may be attributed to the fact that the displacement properties of
heads are resulted from different operations in different components of the grammar. This thesis
puts itself along the line of (the continuation of) the minimalist pursuit of a movement theory that
does not differentiate heads from phrases, which, to different extents, underlines the spirit in works
by Fukui and Takano (1998), Toyoshima (2000, 2001), Takahashi (2002), Matushansky (2006), Lech-
ner (2007), Vicente (2007), Roberts (2010), Szabolcsi (2010, 2011), Hartman (2011), Funakoshi (2014),
Lee (2017), Matyiku (2017), Harizanov and Gribanova (2019), Harizanov (2019), Preminger (2019),
Landau (2020), and Sato and Maeda (2021), among others.

The rest of this thesis is dedicated to the pursuit of a unified theory of movement. The empirical

evidence in favor for such an approach comes from different cases of verb displacement in Cantonese.

1. See Chapter 2 for an extensive discussion.
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The three main claims are as follows, which corresponds to the three main chapters in this thesis.

(3) Arguments for a unified approach to movement from Cantonese verb movement

a. Chapter 3: Head movement is constrained by the same set of locality/minimality require-

ments as phrasal movement (cf. Chomsky 1995b; Rizzi 1990, 2001, 2004);

b. Chapter 4: Head movement exhibits the same range of possible interpretive effects as phrasal

movement, and is also constrained by Scope Economy (Fox 2000);

c. Chapter 5: Head movement chains are linearized by the same mechanism as phrasal move-

ment chains, i.e., Cyclic Linearization and copy deletion (Fox and Pesetsky 2005).

These three arguments focus on different aspects of head movement, namely, its syntactic prop-
erties (in Narrow Syntax), its interpretive properties (in the syntax-semantic interface), and the lin-
earization of its chain (in the syntax-phonology interface). They constitute converging evidence from
different components of the grammar for the proposal that head movement can be treated on a par
with phrasal movement.

The theoretical consequence of a unified theory of movement is two-fold. First, it allows us to
maintain the formulation of the structure-building operation, Merge, in its simplest form. Internal
Merge applies to syntactic constituents without the need to distinguish heads from phrases, in a way
comparable to External Merge, which applies equally to both heads and phrases. Second, it opens up
questions of whether and how other reported differences between movement of heads and phrases
can be attributed to components of the grammar other than the movement mechanism. It should
be stressed that the accounts proposed for different cases of head movement in this thesis does not
involve any new machinery or principles of movement. Instead, the crucial ingredients in these ac-
counts are independently motivated by phrasal movement, maximizing the explanatory power of our
existing theory of (phrasal) movement.

A few remarks on what this thesis is not about are in order. First, while this thesis focuses on head

movement, it does not attempt a global alternative to various cases of head movement. It does not
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invent new technology or theoretical apparatus specifically designed for head movement either.
Second, since the thesis focuses on the minimal component of movement theories, rather than
about a particular approach to head movement/displacement in language, some important issues in
head movement such as noun/verb incorporation and word formation are not discussed.
Finally, while this thesis stresses the role of the head-phrase distinction is minimal in formulating
movement theories, it does not aim at eliminating the primitive notions of heads and phrases in the
grammar, which remain important in the study of, for example, phrase structure, projection, labeling

algorithm, and so on.

1.3 'The outline of this thesis

This rest of this thesis is structured as follows.

Chapter 2 traces the origin and development of the notion of head movement since the 1970s.
While the notion of head movement has proved empirically useful in capturing various linguistic
phenomena, it also led to debates relating to theoretical and empirical issues since the early minimalist
period. I review recent responses to the issues surrounding head movement.

Chapter 3 examines potential intervening elements in head movement. The discussion builds on
four verb doubling constructions that come with (different) discourse effects. It is first argued that the
verbs in these constructions undergo movement to the specifier position of a functional head in the left
periphery. It is further shown that, while a head does not block the verb movement, a focused element
may lead to intervention (i.e., Focus Intervention Effects). This property is argued to follow from a
minimality condition of the operation Agree that makes reference to syntactic features (Chomsky
2000, 2001). The findings reveal that the Head Movement Constraint does not apply to all instances
of head movement, and that syntactic intervention effects are observed with head movement, on a par
with phrasal movement.

Chapter 4 diagnoses an instance of head movement that induces scope effects. I argue that quan-
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tificational heads such as aspectual verbs and (a subset of) modal verbs in Cantonese can undergo
(overt) head movement to achieve scope enrichment. Furthermore, this movement is constrained by
an economy condition, Scope Economy, which is independently observed with movement of phrasal
quantifiers (Fox 2000). The findings suggest that head movement is no different from phrasal move-
ment in terms of the potentials to induce semantic effects, and that Scope Economy constrains both
head and phrasal movement.

Chapter 5 discusses the issue of how movement chains of heads are pronounced and linearized.
It concerns the doubling effects of head and phrase movement in Cantonese. Empirical data reveal
that the doubling effects are not specific to moving heads and that head movement does not always
lead to doubling effects. It is suggested that doubling effects arise from the fact that the operation
responsible for erasing copies in a movement chain is regulated by phonological requirements that
follow from a version of Cyclic Linearization (Fox and Pesetsky 2005). Such an account derives the
Cantonese doubling pattern of heads and phrases without recourse to the phrase structure status of
the (non-)doubling elements. It maintains that the mechanism that determines copy pronunciation is
the same for head chains and phrase chains.

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis.
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Approaching head movement
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2.1. INTRODUCTION

2.1 Introduction

This purpose of this chapter is to trace and review the ongoing debates relating to head moment.
In §2.2, I discuss the adjunction approach to head movement under the Government and Binding
framework (Chomsky 1981, 1986). In §2.3, I review the debates relating to both the theoretical status
and empirical properties of head movement under minimalist framework (Chomsky 1995b, et seq.).
Then, [ discuss two major responses to the issues relating to head movement. In §2.4, I briefly overview
approaches that discriminate head movement from phrasal movement (what I refer to as non-unity

approaches). In §2.5, I turn to recent pursuits of a unified theory of movement.

2.2 'The origin of head movement

2.2.1 From independent transformation rules to Move-«

It is well observed that a verb may appear beyond its projected verb phrase or combine with elements
outside the verb phrase. To capture the derived position of verbs, early proposals model verb dis-

placement by positing independent transformational rules. Some examples are given in (4).

(4) Transformation rules proposed to capture the displacement property of verbs

a. Chomsky (1957): Affix Hopping in English

a rule that allows tense affixes to be realized on the main verb

b. Emonds (1970, 1976): have/be-raising in English

a rule of “AUX movement” that replaces the modal do with a following auxiliary verb

c. Aissen (1974): V-V moveme