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‘Parameters in minimalist theory: The case of Scandinavian’ (henceforth, PMT), by
Anders Holmberg, is an interesting attempt to defend the view that ‘deep parameters’
should be part of the grammatical system. PMT argues that parameters should be seen as
points of ‘underspecification’, and in part as 3rd factor effects in the sense of Chomsky
(2005) – thus casting doubts on attempts to locate parametric variation in the lexicon and
at the interfaces. In our view, however, PMT does not quite make the case for a ‘deep
parameter’. In examining this case, we also seek to clarify the relationship between
parametric theories and acquisition, and more generally ‘underspecification’.

1. ‘Deep’ parameters
Research in the 1980s took grammatical properties to swing in tandem. For instance,
Rizzi (1982) attempted to build correlations between thematic null subjects, null
expletives, free inversion and that-trace effects. A number of authors (e.g. Newmeyer
(2005), Haspelmath (2008), Hornstein (2009) and Boeckx (in press)) have seen reason to
retract from this position. PMT argues, however, that a pessimistic conclusion is
premature, and that it is still possible to assume parameters in a deep sense within
minimalism (cf. also Richards 2008 and Roberts and Holmberg 2010). PMT takes a
‘deep’ parameter to be one that has a ‘range of surface effects’ (p. 5). Strictly, this is not
We are grateful to Marc Richards and Rozz Thornton for comments on this reply, and to Hans-Martin
Gärtner for giving us the opportunity to react to Holmberg’s topical piece.
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quite the same sense in which parameters were taken to be ‘deep’ in the 1980’s. With few
exceptions (e.g. ideas that Richard Kayne attributed to Jean-Pierre Changeux, as
discussed in Uriagereka 1994), classical parameters were seen as part of Universal
Grammar – the origin of James Higginbotham famous ‘switch-board’ metaphor. In
contrast, PMT takes the features that govern variation not to be ‘dictated by UG’ (p. 20).
So although UG is taken to provide ‘the mechanism […] for […] dependency relations’,
namely feature valuation (p. 20), relevant features to be valued vary from language to
language.1
PMT shows how Insular Scandinavian languages (ISc) have unvalued number
[uNr] and person [uPn], whereas the Mainland Scandinavian languages (MSc) do not.
This difference is related to the agreement differences between ISc and MSc. Based on a
number of assumptions, PMT accounts for the factual base that it sets to explain,
although the piece does honestly admit in its conclusions that the relevant parameter ‘in
the big scheme of things […] is more of a microparameter than a macroparameter’ (p.
40). In more conceptual terms, then, PMT attempts to build the case that ‘deep
parameters’ can be contemplated within the Minimalist Program. From a minimalist
perspective, however, it is actually not easy to decide whether, first of all factually, a
single ‘deep’ property does have a range of surface effects, and if it does, second,
whether this should be seen as part of narrow syntax (Chomsky 1995, 2001, Sigurðsson
2004). The matter does not seem to us to be resolved with PMT’s case study.
All the properties that PMT discusses are salient, thus easy-to-observe by a child
acquiring the language (e.g. rich subject-verb agreement, oblique subjects, stylistic
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fronting, null expletives, null generic subject pronouns, transitive expletives or heavy
subject postposing). PMT actually manages to involve just two features to entail all these
differences. But precisely the elegance of the analysis raises the question of whether this
counts as resorting to a ‘deep’ parameter. The converse of easy-to-observe properties is
hard-to-observe properties, meaning those that cannot be realistically abstracted away
from the input. Consider for instance that-trace effects, illustrated with Standard English:

(1)

a.

Who do you think that John saw t?

b.

Who do you think (*that) t left?

The problem is how a child comes to realize that (1b) is bad, under standard assumptions
about negative data (see Lohndal (2009) for discussion). What made Rizzi’s case
interesting in 1982 was the fact that a child may have observed something about
agreement (or whatever else allows her to easily detect subject-drop), but that-trace
effects in embedded clauses are not part of a realistic data base for a learner to have. And
yet, given some assumptions about UG, in the classical view of things the child is
literally ‘cornered’ into the surprising co-occurrence of that-trace violations, perhaps
after a period of hesitation, given the elaborate deduction.2
The variation in null generic subjects that PMT discusses, for instance, seems
quite different in nature. The relevant examples are repeated here in (2) (PMT’s (11)).

(2)

a.

Hér má ekki dansa.

[Icelandic]

2

Thornton (1990) shows how children struggle to acquire this property, and so in particular English
children violate the that-trace filter at an early age.
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here may not dance
‘One must not dance here.’
b.

Her må *(man) ikke danse.

[Norwegian]

here may one not dance

Simply put, even if the presence of null generic subjects happened not to be part of the
cluster of effects argued for in PMT, the variation in (2) would not raise any particular
learnability problems. Silent subjects in SpecTP are never possible in MSc, so the learner
will not develop a grammar that licenses null subjects of any kind. SpecTP in ISc seems
to be different, at least on the assumption that stylistic fronting involves movement of an
XP to SpecTP, in which case the elements that can occupy SpecTP in ISc are a superset
of the elements that can occupy SpecTP in MSc. Presumably the primary linguistic data
will also show Icelandic children that null generic pronouns are possible. Even if PMT’s
analysis happened not to be correct (which we are not claiming), the variation in (2)
would be less serious a learning problem than acquiring that-trace effects.3
As it turns out, the correlation between that-trace effects and, e.g., null subjects or
the difference between preverbal and postverbal extraction sites (Kenstowicz 1989) in the
end fails, as Newmeyer (2005) and others have discussed. Unfortunately, one may say,
because this was a case where we could have made good use of parameters in solving
‘Plato’s problem’. PMT’s plausible correlation for the data set it deals with would require
a further ancillary phenomenon as just discussed to constitute a defensible instance of a
‘deep parameter’. This may well exist, but the present piece does not show it.
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Holmberg is of course aware that we are dealing with poverty-of-the-stimulus
issues, and thus casts the discussion in terms of ‘the logical problem of language
acquisition’ (p. 6). However, his piece also notes how ‘purported absence of clusters of
properties means that parameters, if they exist at all, are relatively superficial, with a
limited number of effects’ (p. 6). Now to the extent that this happens to be true (we do
not know), parameters will simply be less interesting, and in the end less relevant to core
linguistic theorizing. Note, in passing, that this is not quite the conclusion reached in the
locus classicus of structural variation within the Principles and Parameters approach,
namely Borer (1984). Although Borer conjectured that variation may be a property of the
lexicon, given the sort of rich deductive system assumed at the time, minute differences
in lexical specifications (such as the possibility of verbal inflection correlating with null
subjects) could have quite drastic effects in the shape of particular grammars, as
discussed above. The beauty in that sort of approach was not so much whether a language
did or did not have, say, clitics. What was extraordinary was to be able to predict how a
child whose grammar has clitics knows where to place them, in matrix or embedded
clauses (see for instance Uriagereka 1988, 1995 for that sort of approach).
Again, perhaps deep parametric conditions simply do not exist, as a matter of fact,
or at least we have not been able to detect them yet. But certainly reducing their range to
properties that can be easily observed, in and of themselves, does not have the same
theoretical clout.

2. Constraining variation
PMT actually claims that ‘wherever the variation is located, it must be constrained so as
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to allow only a limited number of options, or else we have not addressed the logical
problem of language acquisition’ (p. 11). However, we must again insist in differentiating
easy-to-observe from hard-to-observe properties, from a learner’s perspective. If we are
only looking at easy-to-observe properties, the argument does not go through, at least not
on strict learnability grounds. This is worth emphasizing from a different angle.
One can often see reference in the literature to the expression ‘a theory of
parameters’, a locution PMT also employs (p. 3). From a learnability perspective that
description actually makes relatively little sense. One can, of course, impose constraints
on what a theory of learning should be (on negative data, direct or indirect, on degrees of
learnability, on the instantaneous or developmental nature of the acquisition, etc.). But,
from that point of view, imposing constraints on the parameters one should encounter
would be like imposing constraints on a putative ‘theory of principles’ to reckon with.
There are no ‘theories of principles’ because, in empirical science, we are in the business
of postulating such principles, and as common practice tells us all too well, these are
moving targets, as understanding grows. So all that one can require from this acquisition
approach is that the observables to set putative parameters should be, well, observable –
in terms that are feasible for a human learner. There is, then, no a priori sense in which
variation ‘must be constrained’, for even if we have an unlimited ‘number of options’
these will pose no logical acquisition problem if they can be easily observed. The set of
idiosyncracies in a lexicon, for instance, can be acquired that way, whether or not it has
much internal structure, possibly full of unconstrained variation.
Now granted: one doesn’t have unlimited time and funds to proceed with science,
so one makes wagers on what could be the shape of conditions to encounter, whether they
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be principles or parameters. The Minimalist Program is one such wager, for better and for
worse. One may, then, conjecture that, in fact, variation happens to be both systematic
and constrained, so as to allow only a limited number of options. But unless among the
options there are hard-to-observe conditions, this will have nothing to do with language
acquisition. PMT correctly argues that it does not matter where variation is located within
the system, if it exists (fn. 7); however, it does matter what kind of variation we are
dealing with. In an interesting architectural way, it is not the same to say that variation
arises because of learning considerations than to say that it arises because of design
specifications in the design of grammar – or for that matter for superficial reasons that do
not affect core grammar in the least. These are all very different ontological claims.

3. Underspecification
The most interesting idea in PMT is not developed beyond the programmatic statement
that ‘the right way to think of parameters is in terms of underdetermination by UG’ (p. 3),
and that ‘UG provides for the possibility, but does not dictate, that a given grammatical
feature has an unvalued counterpart, and also does not dictate the distribution of the
unvalued feature […]’ (p. 36). Underspecification in this sense has not been a prominent
alternative in linguistics. After Richard Kayne played with it two decades ago, the idea
was revived in Biberauer and Richards (2006), Richards (2008), Roberts and Holmberg
(2010) and Berwick and Chomsky (in press). For Richards (2008: 153) “an
underspecified UG relying on third-factor principles yields points of indeterminacy where
the system ‘no longer cares’ owing to a loss of information or lack of specification.”
Back in 1981, Jean-Pierre Changeux was saying that:
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As a compromise between these [the innate and the empiricist] attitudes,
we have postulated (“selective stabilization hypothesis”) that the genetic
program directs the proper interaction between main categories of neurons
[…]. However, during development within a given category, several
contacts with the same specificity may form; in other words, a significant
but limited “redundancy” of the connectivity exists. The early activity of
the circuits, spontaneous (in the embryo) or evoked (after birth), would
increase the specificity or the organization of the system by reducing this
transient redundancy (Changeux 1981: 193).

We can easily change the terms in this quotation and talk about principles and parameters
(see also Vercelli and Piattelli-Palmarini 2009). The core idea here is that even if we do
not encode the range of variation as part of UG, UG may still determine variation through
its interaction with the environment, viz. the input. This is underspecification, which
stands in radical opposition to overdetermination, as e.g., in Yang (2002). It also stands in
opposition to the idea that all languages have the same universal set of features as part of
UG (Sigurðsson 2004, Richards 2008, Boeckx in press).
It is important to emphasize the significance of this idea from a minimalist
perspective: Even if we want narrow syntax to be entirely uniform, this does not preclude
that the genetic component, aka. UG, can still yield variation in the sense described by
Changeux (1981). We are not attempting to defend this particular view here, as opposed
to the overspecification approach (which we also believe has serious merits and a definite
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place within current biology)4. All we would like to see is a thorough discussion of these
different perspectives, to determine whether one trumps the other or they are both part of
the system, actually a possibility as well.

4. Conclusion
PMT is an important contribution to the present debate on the nature of parameters, in
that it shows that minimalism is also able to capture correlations by looking closely at
how various features come to play. However, we have argued that the approach does not
make some necessary distinctions in order to clarify what the acquisition problem is, and
whether further dimensions exist to the problem of variation. We have also attempted to
contextualize PMT’s appeal to underspecification and argued that it is an important
research program, which connects current linguistic theorizing to contemporary biology.
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