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Fifty years have passed since the first attempt to apply generative grammar methods 
to Latin syntax. The well-known book by Robin Tolmach Lakoff, published in 1968 
by the MIT Press with the title of Abstract Syntax and Latin Complementation, was 
presented as a dissertation in linguistics at Harvard University in 1967, with the title 
of Studies in the Transformational Grammar of Latin. The Complement System.1 In 
order to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary, we thought it was appropriate to publish 
a collection of papers written by some distinguished specialists who approach the 
study of Latin syntax from a generative perspective. Their works show the import-
ant research that is being currently carried out in this active field. 

In this introduction, we would like to briefly trace the development of this 
research area, trying to emphasize elements of continuity, changes, results, and 
problems. Although generative grammar has provided very important contributions 
to phonology and morphology as well, it is nonetheless clear that, from the very 
beginning, its theoretical focus has been on syntax.2

1. The generative research project 

The development of generative studies on Latin language has been conditioned 
by the internal evolution of the syntactic theory in general linguistics. As is well 
known, in the history of generative grammar we can identify different stages, 
which schematically bring us back to the success of some of the main books pub-
lished by Noam Chomsky. The beginning can be traced back to the first trans-
formational phase, from Syntactic Structures (Chomsky 1957) to the so-called 
“Standard Theory” of Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Chomsky 1965). A second 
phase goes from the “Extended Standard Theory” (Chomsky 1973) to Lectures on 
Government and Binding (Chomsky 1981). In the end, as a continuation of the so-

1. Lakoff (1967). See the discussion of Lakoff’s book by Touratier (1969).
2. Cf. Bortolussi (2006) for a more general history of generative grammar applied to ancient languag-

es. See also Quetglas (1985/2006) for an excellent review of some relevant generative approaches 
to Latin linguistics.
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called “Principles and Parameters” framework, we get to The Minimalist Program 
(Chomsky 1995). In the last decades, generative linguistics has further evolved 
and differentiated in a wide range of orientations (e.g., see Chomsky, Gallego & 
Ott 2017). 

Generative grammar, by its nature, is constantly evolving: the aim of this school 
of thought is not the achievement of definitive truths, since every theoretical elabo-
ration is considered as temporary. Although the continuous changes in the theo-
retical framework have somehow limited the success of generative grammar, two 
general assumptions on the nature of human language and the structure of scientific 
theories have remained unchanged throughout its whole history. We have to keep 
these assumptions in mind, in order to clearly understand the nature of this research 
and in order to avoid requiring from it something different from its nature. 

Firstly, generative grammar assumes the nature of language as a very com-
plex phenomenon. Therefore, the generative approach rejects all opinions reducing 
grammar to something banal, scholastic or prescriptive. Starting from the famous 
controversy of Chomsky against Skinner’s behaviorism (Chomsky 1959), gen-
erative linguists have always believed that language should not be reduced to a 
behavioral system imposed by the environment or by the education. The linguistic 
research should not only reach a descriptive adequacy, but also an explicative ade-
quacy, and this is only possible within a more general theoretical framework, i.e., 
a general theory of language whose main focus is the study of so-called “Universal 
Grammar”. As a matter of fact, the existence of a Universal Grammar, from which 
particular grammars of the single languages can arise, is postulated for two reasons. 
Firstly, it states that the grammar of each language does not have an indefinite 
variability, but is subject to a series of universal principles. Secondly, it explains 
the naturalness and simplicity of language acquisition by children, even without a 
particular teaching, only on the basis of exposure to a flow of linguistic data from 
the input/environment.

This conception of language is strictly bound to the second essential postulate 
of generative grammar, i.e. the conception of science as a continuous refinement of 
theories, considered as approximations to an ultimate reality, which we will never 
be able to own in a definite form. Any theory should have the characteristic of being 
capable to be confirmed or falsified by the observation of data, and so no theory can 
be proved to be true at all. Therefore, the scientific progress not only consists on the 
accumulation of new observations of facts, but mostly on the subsequent theoretical 
hypotheses, increasingly refined and general. It is the same method currently used 
in natural sciences, which has been object of reflection by the epistemologist Karl 
Popper (1935). In this hypothetical-deductive conception of scientific research, 
“grammar” is considered as a theory of language, an abstract mechanism able to 
explain the particular characteristics of human language. 

It follows that, by its nature, generative grammar is characterized by a for-
mal approach. The technical term “to generate”, drawn from mathematics, means 
“to enumerate explicitly”, in order to formally describe infinite sets like human 
languages by means of a finite set of primitive elements and formal operations. 
Therefore, the leading characteristic of generative grammar is the use of formaliza-
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tion. From origins to today, the typical generative style of syntactic investigation 
has often been based on phrase structure and derivations, and the syntactic tree has 
often been the typical formal tool used with the purpose of providing an explicit 
structural description for any sentence. 

According to what has been said so far, we can affirm the existence of a unitary 
“Chomskyan program”, which does not have to be identified with a single thesis 
supported by this or that single scholar, but that forms a unitary style of research, 
which is applicable to the study of language in general or of specific languages.3 

As is often the case for every research method in human sciences, this view 
is not acknowledged by all linguists, particularly by many of those who deal with 
ancient languages. We can find some scholars, whose aim is the elaboration of the-
ories intended as perfect and not falsifiable systems, according to a certain reading 
of the Saussurean structuralism. We can also find many other scholars, who entirely 
deny the possibility of building general abstract theories, confining their activity to 
the collection and classification of data in always partial and changeable systems, 
according to another reading of the same structuralist tradition. This is why, as we 
will see, generative approaches have always been a minority in the field of Latin 
linguistics, but they have nonetheless provided useful contributions towards a more 
systematic, explanatory, and accurate analysis of the Latin language. 

Thanks to the improvements accomplished in all the fields by generative gram-
mar in the last years (see below), it is now possible to display the entire structure 
of Latin grammar in a unitary generative framework (Oniga 2004/2007; 2014). 
The formal description of many seemingly odd features of Latin grammar using a 
small number of simple and universal principles has also proved to be useful for 
the teaching of the language (Oniga, Iovino & Giusti 2011).

2. The transformational origins

The first generative approaches to Latin syntax adopted Chomsky’s (1957, 1965) 
transformational perspective. Although in these works Chomsky himself did not 
deal with classical languages, from the late 1960s to the early 1980s a widespread 
belief among classicists was that this research perspective could have useful appli-
cations to Latin.4 These studies are characterized by the central role played by the 
concept of “transformation”. At first, we have a deep syntactic structure produced 
by phrase structure rules, necessary for the semantic interpretation, which is then 
modified by a certain number of transformations, which may add, move or remove 
elements, eventually reaching the form of the surface structure of the sentence. 

3. See Uriagereka (1998), Haegeman (2006), Honda & O’Neil (2007), and Larson (2010), for some 
pedagogical introductions to “thinking syntactically” from a generative perspective. Readers who 
are interested in learning about formal approaches to syntax but are not (quite) familiar with the 
Chomskian perspective are invited to consult these handbooks. Our recommendation is to do it in 
an order inverse to the chronological one: cf. the basic introductions by Larson (2010) and Honda 
& O’Neil (2007), the intermediate one by Haegeman (2006), and the “advanced” introduction to 
minimalist syntax by Uriagereka (1998).

4. For example, see the remark by Guiraud (1972) and the review by Maraldi (1975).
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The already mentioned work by Lakoff (1968) is the most complete analysis of 
Latin subordination in this framework, following the model that was previously 
elaborated by generative linguists for the description of English.

Two other linguistic dissertations followed the one by Lakoff, but were not 
published: Binkert (1970) tried to provide an explanation of the Latin cases 
alongside prepositional constructs, with the hypothesis of the existence of abstract 
prepositions in deep structure, similarly to Lakoff’s use of abstract verbs, while 
Conlin (1973) put forward new hypotheses on the controversial concept of 
transitivity. 

The characteristics of deep structure, in use at that time, were also discussed 
by Kelly (1968), with reference to the structure of the noun phrase, and by Keiler 
(1970), with reference to the structure of the verb phrase. Around the middle of 
the 70s, we can find many other attempts that use the transformational approach to 
deal with some particular problems of Latin syntax, such as the semantics of cases 
(Calboli 1975; later also Taraba 1985), the comparative attraction (Giannecchini 
1975), the ablative absolute (Castelli 1976), the reflexive pronouns (Milner 1978), 
and the infinitive structure (Calboli 1980; Pillinger 1980; Goggin 1983), i.a. In this 
latter sector, the “raising” theory was firstly formulated (Pepicello 1977; Bolkestein 
1979), a transformation that moves a noun phrase from subject position in a com-
plement clause into either subject or object position in the matrix clause, which 
still remains as a valid hypothesis. 

3. Principles and Parameters I: Government and Binding 

By the end of the 70s there was a crisis moment for the generative theory, with 
the transition to a new theoretical paradigm often referred to as “Government and 
Binding” (GB; see Chomsky 1981), which is the first version of the “Principles 
and Parameters” approach that was dominant in the 80s. GB was a modular theory 
which divided grammar into a number of distinct subcomponents with a single 
transformational rule “Move alpha”, which in principle allowed any element to 
move anywhere at any point. The resulting overgeneration was handled by postu-
lating various modules (e.g., Theta-theory, Case theory, etc.), which filtered out the 
undesired structures. Four levels of representation were posited where conditions 
of Universal Grammar applied, filtering out the illicit structures: D-Structure (DS), 
S-Structure (SS), Logical Form (LF), and Phonological Form (PF). The central 
grammatical relation was Government, a powerful grammar-internal relation that 
crucially held in a number of otherwise distinct modules.

This new theoretical framework gave an appearance of obsolescence to many 
previous transformational approaches to Latin syntax, deemed as innovative only 
a few years before. In addition, there was a spread of distrust towards generative 
grammar, progressively discredited and marginalized within the field of Latin lin-
guistics, which had begun to organize a series of biennial international colloquia. 
For example, Bortolussi (2006: 57) remembers what Harm Pinkster wrote in his 
introduction to the proceedings of the colloquium he edited: “Transformational 
Generative Grammar, in its development over the years, has been the most influen-
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tial of all in Latin linguistics (which, however, is not to say that it has also contrib-
uted most to new insights into Latin)” (Pinkster 1983: XII: our italics). Two years 
later, Echarte Cossío (1985) reached a similar conclusion in her “meditations”: she 
clearly set herself against generative grammar in favor of functional linguistics, 
expressing what would become the orthodoxy of Latin linguistics for many years. 
Gualtiero Calboli himself, who had followed generative grammar during the seven-
ties, gradually abandoned it in the subsequent decades. 

Therefore, generative research on Latin syntax continued in an unfavorable 
context. The few linguistic dissertations, such as those by Ostafin (1986), Bortolussi 
(1987), and Maurel (1989), were not published. The focus was almost exclusively 
put on the new syntactic phenomena examined by Chomsky (1981), i.e., govern-
ment and binding. Latin was rightly recognized as a language that is particularly 
suitable for investigations on binding, because it clearly distinguishes the distribu-
tion of the reflexive pronoun from that of the free pronoun, and has long anaphors. 
Very thorough works in this field were carried out by Bertocchi and Casadio (1980; 
1983), Bertocchi (1986), and Benedicto (1991). Furthermore, other types of pro-
nouns, i.e. possessives, and particularly the abstract pronoun referred to as “null 
subject” (pro), were examined by Bertocchi (1985), Maraldi (1985), and Bertocchi 
and Maraldi (1990). As for the government theory, the contributions on accusative 
case by Bortolussi (1988; 1991), and the ones on syntactic ambiguity by Bortolussi 
(1998), should also be remembered. Ros’s (2001) contribution deals with binding 
theory (although, by that time, it was not at the center of Chomsky’s grammatical 
thinking), and even more significantly suggests a return to the so-called “valency 
theory”, i.e., to a pre-generative structuralist framework.

4.  Principles and Parameters II: The minimalist program.  
Other generative approaches

An important impulse to generative approaches to Latin syntax was given after 
the rise of the new “minimalist” program put forward by Chomsky (1995). The 
research carried out in the “Principles and Parameters” framework aimed at 
studying linguistic variation, not only from a synchronic point of view but also 
from a diachronic one. On this basis, generative grammar faced some previous 
unresolved issues with renewed impetus. For example, see Miller (2000) for a 
derivational analysis of gerund and gerundive and Gianollo (2016) for a formal 
proposal of the syntax of negation and negative indefinites. The typological 
comparison between Latin and English within the theory of Principles and 
Parameters also gave origin to a new comparative syntax (e.g., see Haegeman 
1997, i.a.), which encouraged the collaboration between scholars of Latin and 
other languages: e.g., new contributions have been produced on the analysis 
of infinitive sentences (Cecchetto & Oniga 2002; 2004), on verbal ellipsis 
(Cecchetto & Oniga 2104; 2016), and on the structure of noun phrase (Gianollo 
2007; Giusti & Oniga 2006, 2007; Iovino 2012).

Similarly, the collection of papers edited by Katalin É. Kiss (2005) succeeded 
in demonstrating that the concept of Universal Grammar could be useful in the 
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restoration of the ancient languages’ grammar, filling the documentary gaps with 
conceivable hypotheses, based on linguistic universals. The study of languages 
attested only by a closed corpus was not an obstacle for generative linguistics any 
more, but became a new and rising research field (Bortolussi 2009; Giusti & Oniga 
to appear, i.a.).

Importantly, the identification of variable parameters next to universal princi-
ples allowed the researchers to deal with crucial issues for Latin linguistics, such as 
the diversity between archaic, classical and post-classical Latin, and the transition 
from Latin to Romance languages too. For example, concerning the evolution from 
Latin to Romance, two generative monographs have prevailed as the more complete 
and elaborated essays on the field, largely appreciated by non-generativists as well: 
Salvi (2004) and Ledgeway (2012).

Furthermore, the investigation of phenomena related to the periphery of 
the sentence enabled generative grammar to face the problem of the pragmatic 
functions, whose absence had been an evident disadvantage of generative 
approaches to Latin syntax compared to functionalist ones. Thereby, the long-
dating puzzle of word order, essential in Latin, which had been object of reflection 
in classical philology even before the birth of linguistics, could finally get new 
answers. Some important monographs spread new light on the field. Polo (2004) 
offered an extended comparison among Latin, Italian, and Slovene, combining 
statistical considerations with a careful evaluation of the informational structure 
of the sentence. Even more clearly, Devine and Stephens (2006) succeeded to 
reduce the intricate surface patterns of Latin word order to a simple and universal 
system of syntactic structures, which allows every phrase to host the constituents 
of pragmatic and semantic meaning. More recently, two monographs on word 
order in Latin have also appeared (see Danckaert 2012; 2017), where it is shown 
that a generative approach to this topic is compatible with a meticulous use of 
quantitative, corpus-based methods. Finally, it is also important to point out that 
there are generative linguists who have recently argued that movement in Latin 
does not take place in syntax but in the phonological component of the grammar, 
following the mapping from syntactic to prosodic structure (see Agbayani & 
Golston 2016).

As for generative approaches to the syntax of argument structure (see Mateu 
2014, i.a.), the recent monograph by Acedo-Matellán (2016) provides a very 
detailed formal account of the Talmyan typological classification of Latin within 
the set of so-called “satellite-framed languages” (see also Acedo-Matellán & Mateu 
2013; 2016). Another area of argument structure that has shown renewed interest in 
generative approaches to Latin is the syntax of deponent verbs (see Migliori 2016; 
Pinzin 2017, i.a.), psychological verbs (Cavallo 2014), and change of state verbs 
with -sc- suffix (Mateu 2017), i.a. 

Last but not least, it is also important to mention that there are interesting 
non-Chomskian/non-transformational generative approaches to Latin syntax. For 
example, Vincent (2000) has argued for the validity of combining two non-der-
ivational generative theories (Optimality Theory (OT) and Lexical Functional 
Grammar (LFG)) when dealing with the topic of null arguments in Latin and 
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Romance. See also Haug (2016), Haug & Nikitina (2012, 2016), and Jøhndal 
(2012) for some LFG-based approaches to other syntactic phenomena of Latin. 

5. The contributions in this volume

The contributors of the present volume of Catalan Journal of Linguistics deal 
with important topics of Latin syntax. Acedo-Matellán’s paper addresses a thorny 
issue of Latin argument structure: namely, those dative arguments that typically 
appear with some prefixed verbs. By adopting a syntactic approach to argument 
structure, he puts forward the hypothesis that these datives, which are interpreted 
as the Ground with respect to spatial preverbs (e.g. flumini incidere ‘to fall into the 
river’), are best analyzed as applied arguments referencing an entity that possesses 
a null nominal sitting in a vP-internal prepositional phrase headed by the preverb 
(before it attaches to the verb). Two interesting consequences of this proposal are 
explored: (i) unprefixed verbs expressing change of location by themselves (e.g., 
venire or ire) are also expected to admit a dative identifying the goal of motion and 
(ii) unprefixed verbs of manner of motion (e.g., currere), which do not encode a 
resulting location, are prevented from taking these dative arguments. 

Gianollo’s paper deals with the conditions of use of negative particles such 
as neque / nec ‘and not, neither, not even’ and ne…quidem ‘neither, not even’, 
which are shown to present interesting phenomena at the syntax-semantics interfa-
ce. These particles can express sentential negation while at the same time narrowly 
focusing on some constituent of the clause. They are shown to be multifunctional 
elements that can express various types of focus (additive or scalar) and, in the 
case of neque / nec, also have a coordinative and a discourse-structuring function. 
After providing an introduction to the Classical Latin system of negation and focus, 
the author analyzes ne… quidem and concentrates on the syntax of focus-sensiti-
ve negation. She then deals with the more complex case of neque / nec and uses 
semantic-pragmatic criteria to account for their various interpretations. A syntactic 
analysis is also proposed, highlighting the parallelism with ne…quidem. Finally, the 
diachronic implications of the analysis provided for Classical Latin are discussed. 

Devine & Stephens’paper offers an outline of a syntax-semantics interface 
for broad scope focus sentences in Latin which conforms with the facts of Latin 
syntax and uses independently available semantic mechanisms. As pointed out by 
the authors, the problem of how to interpret the arguments in their various syntactic 
positions can be dealt with in the context of an explicit syntactic theory as to what 
those positions are and, assuming a derivation, how and, particularly, why the argu-
ments got there in the first place. The compositional system proposed in this paper 
is shown to be suitable for topicalized (and quite possibly scrambled) arguments; 
so it actually accounts for much of what has been perceived as free argument order 
in Latin. Importantly, the authors show that Latin does not have free word order in 
all sentences: sentences with broad scope focus have a regular default fixed order. 

The topic of the rest of the papers is also word order, which indeed has a privi-
leged status in many handbooks of Latin syntax. Bortolussi’s paper deals with the 
cartography of the so-called “Left Periphery” in Latin and provides an overview 
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of the different types of topic phrases in Latin. In particular, he claims that in 
Dislocations, which include Hanging Topics and Clitic Left Dislocations, the DP is 
base generated in a Left Periphery position, whereas in Topicalizations the DP has 
moved from an internal position up to a Left Periphery one. He also addresses the 
so-called “proleptic accusative” constructions, which are regarded as an alternative 
way of topicalizing the subjects of some subordinate clauses. The main conclusion 
to be drawn from his paper is that the cartography of Latin left periphery is not very 
different from the one to be found in languages with fixed word order.

Danckaert’s paper deals with the issue of subject placement (VP-internal and 
T(ense)P-internal) in Classical and Late Latin. The author addresses the important 
question as to how VP-internal and TP-internal subject XPs can unambiguously be 
identified as such and provides corpus evidence to show that one needs to distin-
guish an earlier grammar (‘Grammar A’, whose heyday is the period from ca. 200 
BC until 200 AD), where there was no rule of A-movement displacing subjects 
to the TP-layer, and a later grammar (‘Grammar B’, which is on the rise from 
ca. 50-100 AD, and fully productive from ca. 200 AD onwards) where subjects 
optionally move to the inflectional layer. It is shown that it is only in the Late Latin 
period that TP-internal subjects fully establish themselves as a grammatical option. 
Finally, it is speculated that the shift to a head-initial T-node may have contributed 
to this development.

Finally, Ledgeway’s paper offers a systematic study of the word order pat-
terns of the Itinerarium Egeriae, one of the best known texts of the Late Latin 
period, to show how they differ from those of Classical Latin and modern stand-
ard Romance languages. Despite enjoying an apparently greater degree of free-
dom than the latter, though less than that of the Classical language, the Late Latin 
word order of the Itinerarium Egeriae is shown nonetheless to be constrained by 
a number of clearly definable structural principles which ultimately characterize 
it as a V2 language. The article therefore offers very valuable original evidence 
for the growing consensus among linguists that, typologically, Late Latin and 
Medieval Romance displayed a high degree of structural cohesion in presenting 
a uniform V2 rule.

Each paper has been reviewed by two anonymous reviewers and we are very 
grateful to them for their efforts and help. We hope that readers will find our 
selected papers interesting and inspiring.
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