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Abstract

Noam Chomsky’s most recent research paradigm, the Minimalist Program (MP), overtly proclaims continuity with ear-
lier phases of transformational-generative linguistics. Despite its (limited) use of terminology from these earlier phases and
its continued focus on many of the same issues with which Chomsky and his followers have always been concerned, at a
conceptual level MP represents a dramatic break with earlier generative theories. MP adopts many of the assumptions and
goals of the linguistic research projects that emerged before, alongside, and contrary to Chomsky’s own, the ones which
have come in the linguistic literature to be called functionalism. While this shift has had significant consequences in lin-
guistics, in part driving convergences between functionalist and formalist approaches, its consequences have yet to be fully
realized in fields like philosophy and cognitive science that have based many foundational assumptions on just those
aspects of generativism now challenged by Chomsky’s own theory.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction1

Since the mid-1990s, Noam Chomsky’s work on linguistics has taken a conceptual turn whose full conse-
quences inside and outside of the field have only started to become clear. Because Chomsky repeatedly writes
that this turn, which he calls the Minimalist Program (MP; see Chomsky (1995, 1998, 2001, 2004, 2005a, 2007,
2008)), maintains the spirit of the transformational-generative (TG) program he inaugurated in the 1950s,
researchers (especially Chomskyans) have emphasized the many visible continuities between MP and other
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I appreciate helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper from Ellen Contini-Morava, Eve Danziger, Lise Dobrin, Dan Lefkowitz,
Kevin Russell, and the Linguistics-Anthropology Seminar at the University of Virginia. Comments from several anonymous readers for
this journal were immensely helpful in preparing the final version of the essay. My thinking on this topic was also influenced by having the
chance to see Noam Chomsky deliver a three-day class on minimalism at the LSA Summer Institute at MIT (cited here as Chomsky,
2005b); I am grateful to Chomsky and to the Institute organizers for allowing me to attend. All errors, of course, remain my own.
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generative frameworks. Granted these continuities, though, MP diverges in significant ways from other for-
mulations of generative linguistics. Indeed, surprisingly, but as Chomsky has recently stated explicitly, MP
is not directly a search for the nature of Universal Grammar (UG), the hallmark of his pre-MP programs,
but instead ‘‘approaches UG from below” (Chomsky, 2007), searching for those aspects of the language fac-
ulty that come into being by dint of ‘‘virtual conceptual necessity” (of which Postal (2003), among others, is
highly skeptical) and other non-linguistic factors, and thereby revealing the contents of UG largely by deter-
mining what is left over when these non-linguistic factors are ruled out.

Contrary to other generative programs, then, a major part of the point of MP is to investigate those aspects
of language that do not require what were previously understood as innate linguistic mechanisms for their real-
ization, but instead those which result purely from the shape of any putative interaction between two other
aspects of the human mind whose existence is for Chomsky undeniable: the Conceptual–Intentional (CI) sys-
tem, and the Sensory-Motor (SM) system. That is to say that MP investigates not just UG but also those
aspects of human language that can be accounted for solely on the basis of the needs for transferring CI sys-
tem objects into SM (and vice versa)—in other words, for speaking one’s thoughts aloud, and for understand-
ing the thoughts of other people through their language (whether that language is spoken, signed, or conveyed
via another means).2 While there is no doubt that language-specific mechanisms remain of real interest to
Chomskyans, the guiding methodology of MP is to proceed as if very few such mechanisms exist: ‘how little
can be attributed to UG while still accounting for the variety of I-languages attained,’ Chomsky (2007, p. 3)
asks, where I-language remains, as it has been throughout much of the history of TG, the technical term for
that part of language processed by the individual’s language faculty.

The technical language in which Chomsky has expressed MP has lead some to mistakenly see there prin-
cipally a renewed investigation of UG, and there is a nominal sense in which this is true, but Chomsky is now
clear that UG instead must be a list of ‘exceptions’ to what he calls the Strong Minimalist Thesis (SMT), those
aspects of language necessitated by the SM–CI interface and by what Chomsky calls ‘‘virtual conceptual
necessity.” Ideally, Chomsky writes, there would be nothing in UG at all—in this case language would be ‘per-
fectly designed,’ without ‘exceptions,’ and somehow, perhaps, perfectly reflective of the semantic operations of
CI (since one view is that pure SM operations lack meaning unless assigned by some means to CI functions;
see Culicover and Jackendoff (2005, pp. 94–102), on this aspect of the conceptual entailments of TG remaining
in MP).3 While much of the work in MP recasts familiar features of TG such as crossover effects, C-command,
wh-extraction, and so on, in terms of what he calls external Merge and internal Merge (i.e., Move), Chomsky is
at pains to point out that unlike in previous work, Merge might be all there is in UG, with almost all of what
had previously been thought of as the contents of UG now implemented in other (more general) cognitive
structures, especially conditions imposed by interactions between CI and SM.

Thus despite the desire to recast what had been operations of UG in terms of MP, Chomsky’s program has
undergone a radical change. The idea that language consists largely of the necessary connections between
whatever we call thought and the biological pressures of speaking/signing, along with minimal language-spe-
cific mechanisms, is a hallmark of a much wider range of thinkers than those with whom Chomsky is usually
associated. In some forms, it can be found in thinkers as varied as Kant, Hume, Husserl, Bergson, Heidegger,
Wittgenstein, Hilary Putnam, W.V. Quine, and even poststructuralists like Jacques Derrida—in general, all
thinkers from whom Chomsky has been at pains to distinguish himself, precisely because of their linguistic
views. This is of particular interest perhaps not primarily because of Chomsky’s linguistic work, but because
of the general impact of Chomsky’s views on fields like philosophy and cognitive science, where much work
still depends on the part of Chomsky’s work that underwrites the picture of a highly structured rule-based
UG—which MP dispenses with almost completely (a movement which had already been underway, arguably,
in Chomsky’s programs of the 1980s). In its conceptual entailments, MP is also remarkably close to the per-
spectives offered by Chomsky’s most prominent theoretical opponents in linguistics, today usually referred to
as functionalists (see Butler (2003, 2005a,b, 2006), Bybee (2006), Newmeyer (1998, 2003, 2005)). In the remain-
der of this discussion, what is at issue is not the accuracy of MP, or of functionalism for that matter—indeed, I

2 Burton-Roberts and Poole (2006) is a strong critique of the basic CI/SM split in terms of a straightforward mapping of sound to
meaning, which they argue Chomsky carries over too uncritically from Saussure.

3 See Chomsky (2005a,b).
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am convinced that both approaches have much to offer linguistic inquiry. The point of this discussion is to
understand the foundational underpinnings of the two research programs and how they compare with those
of earlier varieties of TG, especially as these bear on more general theories of cognition, mind, and language.
My argument is that sustained interaction with linguistic data and a real desire to craft an accurate theory
have compelled Chomsky to dispense with exactly those foundational parts of his program that have, until
now, been used to distinguish the ‘‘Chomskyan revolution” from the rest of linguistics, and that MP now
stands in many ways as an argument against just that part of the revolution that has been most influential
outside of linguistics.

2. MP as a research program

From its first incarnations, MP has struck at least some researchers as oddly placed in its philosophical and
linguistic contexts. The goal of MP is not to describe directly the Faculty of Language (FL) but ‘the conditions
imposed on FL by the systems with which it interacts’ (Chomsky, 2004, p. 105), because ‘if language is to be
usable at all, its design must satisfy an ‘‘interface condition” IC: the information in the expressions generated
by [a language] L must be accessible to other systems, including the SM and CI systems that enter into thought
and action’ (Chomsky, 2004, p. 105). This means that the task of MP is ‘to examine every device (principle,
idea, etc.) that is employed in characterizing languages to determine to what extent it can be eliminated in favor
of a principled account in terms of general conditions of computational efficiency and the interface conditions
that the organ must satisfy for it to function at all’ (Chomsky, 2004, p. 105, emphasis added). Here Chomsky
describes the ‘extremely strong minimalist thesis SMT—too much to expect’ that UG is empty, so that every
aspect of language could be explained by ICs themselves, and that the set of ‘unexplained elements of S0. . . is
empty’ where S0 is just the ‘principled elements of FL,’ and the ‘unexplained elements of S0’ becomes another
name for UG (Chomsky, 2004, p. 105).

Despite Chomsky’s insistence that SMT is ‘too much to expect,’ much of the work in MP by Chomsky and
others proceeds as if SMT were true. Another way of phrasing this fact is to say that there is very little in UG,
or that many of the core operations of language are themselves not specifically coded in the language faculty,
but rather in general structures of the brain and body, and conditions that emerge from physical necessity, on
the order of bilateral symmetry, itself not coded-for but omnipresent in biological systems (Chomsky, 2005b).
This allows Chomsky to posit what he calls the evolutionary (and also theoretical) ‘Great Leap Forward’
(Chomsky, 2005a, p. 12): ‘suppose, then, that we adopt the simplest assumption: the Great Leap Forward
yields Merge’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 12)—in no small part because an extremely complex FL has come to seem
unlikely on evolutionary grounds. Furthermore, Merge supplies what had been the fundamental Chomskyan
operations of FL: unless some stipulation is added, there are two subcases of the operation Merge. Given A,
we can Merge B to it from outside A or from within A; these are external and internal Merge, the latter oper-
ation called ‘Move,’ which therefore also ‘‘comes free,” yielding the familiar displacement property of lan-
guage’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 12). Thus ‘that property had long been regarded, by me [Chomsky] in
particular, as an ‘‘imperfection” of language that has to be somehow explained, but in fact it is a virtual con-
ceptual necessity’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 12).

It is this turn in thought that characterizes what has been most compelling and also most controversial
about MP. Until the 1990s, questions of ‘perfection’ had been at best covert within the generative program,
perhaps most notable in the dictum that the lexicon is a ‘list of exceptions’ (see Chomsky (2004, p. 107)), sug-
gesting that syntax was a set of nigh-perfect rules to which words were somehow ‘‘listed exceptions” (that is,
English grammar includes a rule saying ‘‘add -ed at the end of a word to create a past tense,” so every word
that functions differently must contain some kind of notation that it is an exception to this general rule).
According to the tenets of SMT, and this is true with special emphasis in Chomsky’s most recent work
(2004, 2005a,b, 2007, 2008), we learn that something like the operation Move a—which had been posited
as the most fundamental mechanism of TG (in Chomsky, 1981, 1982, 1986)—is produced not by a specifically
coded mechanism but instead from constraints imposed from sources exterior to the FL (including ICs and
‘virtual conceptual necessity,’ Chomsky, 2004, p. 104). While there is no doubt that the willingness of research-
ers to quickly switch gears raises questions about the nature of the Chomskyan revolution (see Johnson and
Lappin (1997), Lappin et al. (2001)), one reason it has succeeded is because while it retains much of the
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Chomskyan operating procedure and its empirical concerns, what it rejects is exactly the controversial machin-
ery of Chomsky’s own earlier work—and what is left behind is very much like a ‘pre-revolutionary’ view of the
character of language.

Thus, many of the most striking elements of TG that had survived through the 1980s Principles and Param-
eters (P&P) theory are now explicitly abandoned by MP. ‘In this conception there is no Logical Form (LF): rather
the computation maps a Lexical Array to hPHON, SEMi’ (Chomsky, 2004, p. 107) ‘where PHON is accessed by
SM and SEM by C-I. [A derivation] D converges if PHON and SEM each satisfy IC; otherwise it crashes at one or
the other interface’ (Chomsky, 2004, p. 106, emphasis in original). Many of the characteristics linguists associate
with language per se become ‘features’ of PHON, distinguishable by whether they manifest syntactic relation-
ships (and are therefore called interpretable in MP) or do not (and are therefore uninterpretable). MP tolerates
‘a relation Agree holding between a and ß, where a has interpretable inflectional features and ß has uninterpret-
able ones, which delete under Agree’ (Chomsky, 2001, p. 3). The ‘relation Agree and uninterpretable features are
prima facie imperfections’ (Chomsky, 2001, p. 3), which is to say violations of SMT, so rather than trying to
define ways in which FL may contain actual coding mechanisms for them, under MP Chomsky now attempts
to find ways that SI-CM interface conditions require them. In particular, ‘locality conditions,’ which is to say
the very requirement that linguistic computations are performed as efficiently as possible ‘yield an intervention
effect’ in some (interpretable) cases, ‘barring Agree,’ i.e., accounting for circumstances where agreement does not
occur, or does not appear on the surface; ‘to the extent that this is true, uninterpretable features and the Agree
relation are not true ‘‘imperfections,” despite appearances’ (Chomsky, 2001, p. 4).

While maintaining a rhetorical commitment to many of the principles that defined earlier phases of gener-
ativism and a theoretical commitment to certain principles of scientific procedure that arguably characterize
all of Chomsky’s programs (though see Johnson and Lappin (1997), Katz (1996), Katz and Postal (1991), Lap-
pin et al. (2000, 2001), Postal (2003) for objections to various aspects of this assumption), and remaining con-
cerned with many of the same linguistic phenomena that informed previous generative projects, MP diverges
from older conceptions of TG in the view that a ‘perfect’ language would not require any kind of substantial,
dedicated linguistic engine in the brain at all. Despite its claims to continuity with earlier projects, some words
that occur in MP like ‘imperfection’ and ‘computational efficiency’ are not just new terms but new ideas in
Chomsky’s research, and point at least provisionally to a concern with issues that have been important for
both critics of generativism and also for linguists working outside of the generative paradigms altogether.

3. Functionalism and syntactic autonomy

In an interesting and suggestive manner, functionalism in linguistics is not a term that can be easily ascribed
to a discrete group of adherents. In this way it is not exactly like the term generativism or like other terms for
various movements in any number of academic fields. Though it has particular adherents and even linguists
who have explicitly taken on the name to describe their project, it is not clear that most functionalists
approach the study of language in the same way, except at a very fundamental or conceptual level. Function-
alism is an umbrella term for a general approach or set of approaches, rather than a particular theory, as are,
for example, Generalized Phrase–Structure Grammar, Categorial Grammar, or GB or Chomsky’s own
Extended Standard Theory (EST/Y).

Such a frame is necessary because the true limits of the functionalist approach to linguistics are not clear,
especially when we look to the past. If the term arises especially via its explicit use in the writings of Simon Dik
(1980, 1989, 1997), Michael Halliday (1973, 1985), and Talmy Givón (1979, 1984, 1990), it is not even clear
that these three authors have been in sustained dialogue with each other, or concerned with building any sort
of comprehensive program beyond their own particular avenues of research. Indeed, these authors are quite
different in their level of concern with precisely the issue that seems to be front and center for TG, namely the
degree to which form can or should be the prominent concern of linguistics. Dik and the later Givón are extre-
mely interested in form and even in what they explicitly call formalisms (despite very significant differences in
their approaches to the subject), yet even in these modes it is hard to call them formalists in the sense that the
term has been used.

To the degree that there exists an overt contrast between formalism and functionalism (see Darnell et al.
(1999a,b), Newmeyer (1998)) that adherents to both programs might acknowledge, it can be said to follow
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a deeply entrenched philosophical tension—a foundational and conceptual tension. Formalists tend to see lan-
guage as primarily emerging in the service of cognition, as befits the rationalist tradition of which Chomsky is
an explicit follower; functionalists tend to see language primarily emerging in communicative contexts, a posi-
tion relatively familiar in the philosophically opposed empiricist tradition. From this contrast a deeper one
emerges:

The central, and most general, tenet of functionalism is that language is first and foremost a means of
human communication in sociocultural and psychological contexts, and that this fact must determine
our view of how language should be modeled. In other words, there is a strong consensus among func-
tionalists that the linguistic system is not self-contained, and so autonomous from external factors, but is
shaped by them. (Butler, 2003, p. 4).

There is no clear way in which functionalists as a group hold to the idea that much of the detail of language
emerges from any particular function, let alone that direct social or even communicative functions can be
imputed to large-scale linguistic structures like case or agreement. It is also not possible to assert that func-
tionalists are uninterested in or not committed to form; as already noted, both Dik and Givón at times adopt
formalisms quite close to some of Chomsky’s and are at all times more interested in form than are other lin-
guists who are today also called functionalists; Halliday, too, although interested in form, tends to examine
formal issues more consistently in terms of interaction with other linguistic, social, and cognitive systems.
Recent functionalists like Van Valin and LaPolla (1997) and Croft (2001) are profoundly interested in form.

It is in fact with regard to the interaction of form with other parts of language that perhaps the clearest line
of demarcation between formalism and functionalism can be drawn, in no small part because of the way in
which certain principles are almost always explicitly adopted in Chomskyan linguistics. The principle most
at issue is that of the autonomy of syntax, which can also be understood as a kind of modularity principle:
there is simply an FL whose only domain of operation is syntax, which is at least somewhat modular with
regard to context and meaning (indeed, context and meaning may be unavailable to FL), which by itself vir-
tually exclusively defines the human language facility or what Chomsky calls Internal (I)-language, and which
is cut off from other linguistic operations. Whatever we want to call semantics, pragmatics, and context, they
are not part of this autonomous syntax module FL; the commitment to such a characterization has remained
nearly uniform throughout all of Chomsky’s work, though at various times it has been emphasized more and
less strongly.

Newmeyer (1998) follows the functionalist Croft (1995) in drawing out fine distinctions among the various
autonomy theses, arguing that many functionalists in fact adopt some forms of these theses and that some of
the basic theses trace back not to Chomsky but to Saussure and perhaps even further. Newmeyer summarizes
what he considers the three core autonomy theses as follows:

the autonomy of syntax, which holds that there exists a cognitive system of non-semantic and non-dis-
course-derived syntactic elements whose principles of combination make no reference to system-external
factors; the autonomy of linguistic knowledge from use, which postulates a system embodying knowledge
of language that is characterizable independently of language use; and the autonomy of grammar as a

cognitive system, namely the idea that there is a cognitive system exclusively dedicated to language. In
each case, I have argued that the hypothesis is correct. (Newmeyer, 1998, p. 94).

While it is not clear that many formalists, even Chomsky, would adhere to these principles, as Newmeyer
himself admits, arguably it is just the rejection of these intuitions, or more precisely their sufficiency for
explaining much of human language as a whole, that joins functionalists as a group, and that connects them
historically with figures who predate Chomsky.

While Newmeyer claims to adhere to all three versions of the autonomy thesis, his discussion of the issues is
more nuanced and ranges more broadly in the literature than do typical discussions in the generative litera-
ture. On its surface, the very idea of autonomy would seem to be a hallmark of Chomskyan grammar, and
the idea of autonomous syntax in particular has been one Chomsky has appeared to endorse throughout
his career and that most functionalists define themselves against. But the substantive thesis is the one that must
bear the more significant weight, or that at least has more clear restrictions on its content: if one believes that
there is a syntactic system that operates without reference to external factors, one is more constrained than if
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one believes simply that some external factors interact with or constitute syntactic operations ‘all the way
down’—whether there are rules operating independent of semantics in FL, or whether FL consists of mech-
anisms that cannot operate without reference to the other parts of language. Reasonable doubt would seem to
be on the side of the anti-autonomist, since we need only show that syntax is in some sense not autonomous to
raise problems for autonomy.

Nevertheless, something like a ‘pure’ autonomy thesis continues to be a rhetorical goal of Chomskyan
linguistics, even as many functionalists grant that some part of the autonomy intuition must be correct.
Functionalists are not prima facie ‘mysterians’ in their rejection of the autonomy thesis, who believe that
language is somehow beyond explanation; rather, they are generally committed to a view according to which
language evolved along with other cognitive capabilities, so that despite the human being’s extraordinary
capability to use and create language, in practice we are going to be able to find very few examples of actual
language that can or should be divorced analytically from other cognitive procedures and operations. For
Chomsky, on the other hand, the interesting parts of language (or the mental representations of language)
are those that can be isolated from the rest of cognition in this way. Thus Newmeyer is able to point out that
Givón certainly seems to endorse something like the third version of autonomy, the ‘autonomy of grammar as
a cognitive system,’ while maintaining a deep and sustained interest in biological and evolutionary principles
that, while often invoked by Chomsky and his followers, are rarely explored by them in detail—or have rarely
been until MP.

Among the surprising characteristics of functionalism, then, is that it is often just as if not more committed
to the facts of biological organization and adaptation as is formalism. Because Chomsky in particular claims
so often that his studies are done in the pursuit of making linguistics ‘scientific,’ it can seem disarming to real-
ize how rarely biology and evolution are discussed in his work and, conversely, how often they are discussed in
much of the functionalist literature, not least of all the work by Givón. Without delving into the multiple rea-
sons for this misunderstanding, it is easy to see on the surface why a relatively minimal view of autonomy
might please those with an interest in evolution: even if the concept were comprehensible, we do not seem
to see any examples of evolved animals with something like the human cognitive capacity but without lan-
guage, or vice versa. Not only is the concept hard to comprehend—itself a powerful clue—but to some extent
we don’t have much trouble imagining that cognition and language are powerfully connected. Dolphins may
be highly intelligent, and they may have a system of language or language like communication. Apes of many
species are highly intelligent, and they seem both to make use of and to be able to learn many aspects, but not
all, of human language. Intelligence and language seem to accompany each other in the animals, rather than
often occurring independently of each other.

It is also, clearly, more parsimonious to imagine that a single change, or a series of small but significant and
interconnected changes, produced both human cognition and human language as we understand them at
about the same time—exactly what Chomsky refers to as a ‘Great Leap Forward,’ which is to say some rea-
sonably plausible story about how UG could have emerged under the known facts and principles of primate
evolution. Again, we speak of there being a transition to Homo sapiens (as well as an ever-more-interesting
series of earlier transitions) that involves both language and cognition; I am not even familiar with a thesis
that puts forward two distinct evolutionary transitions, one involving cognition and then (on Chomsky’s ver-
sion of the autonomy thesis) a later transition that involved language but otherwise did not involve speciation.
Like much in Chomsky’s machinery, this development would be unique and highly unusual in evolutionary
history, whereas the relatively rapid advent of language-and-cognition together, although a development
whose consequences may not have been thoroughly explored, remains a much clearer, more straightforward,
and more evolutionarily plausible story of human development.

The autonomy theses, especially in their strongest forms, have therefore surprisingly put functionalists on
the side of biological and evolutionary plausibility, while also not committing them to the view that there is
nothing at all particularly adapted in the human brain for language.4 Thus in a series of recent essays, for

4 Here see the recent exchanges between Chomsky et al. (Hauser et al., 2002; Fitch et al., 2005) and Jackendoff and Pinker (Jackendoff
and Pinker, 2005; Pinker and Jackendoff, 2005), where Jackendoff and Pinker, both former (and perhaps even current) formalists, take
what I am arguing here is both the functionalist position and a reasonable, if tendentious, interpretation of the logical and empirical
consequences of MP and the role of that theory in Chomsky et al.’s arguments about evolution.
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example, Givón has argued that there are close ties between the language capacity and the ways human beings
process visual information, that ‘most neurological mechanisms that support language learning and change in
humans are phylogenetically old and functionally generalized’ (Givón, 2002, p. 36). While parts of the brain
were adapted for language and cognition in the transition to Homo sapiens, this did not make human beings
radically unlike all other animals or create an entirely new ‘language organ’ that is unlike and unconnected to
the other parts of the brain. Rather,

the mechanisms relevant to human language are neither new nor language specific but have been recruited
into the novel linguistic use from multiple functionally amenable pre-linguistic domains. Many of these
still perform their older pre-linguistic functions. And in the relevant domains of language processing,
these mechanisms may still retain many of their older properties. (Givón, 2002, p. 36).

If we want to understand language in a full sense, we need to know not merely what changed in the brain to
enable what we call language, but what all the mechanisms were that already existed and which are either still
used by or have been repurposed for language and cognition. Put more simply, whether or not pre-human
primates can think in the human sense, human thinking is built on and includes the primate and mammalian
cognitive capacities; it is not a wholly separate kind of thing, and human language is similarly built on existing
cognitive structures.

4. The biology and evolution of language in MP

Though it has been a part of all his research programs, there is a rhetorical re-emphasis in MP to what
Chomsky calls a ‘biolinguistic perspective’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 1), which ‘began to take shape over 20 years
before [i.e., 1954, 20 years prior to the 1974 MIT ‘Debate on Bio-Linguistics’] in discussions among a few
graduate students who were much influenced by developments in biology and mathematics in the early post-
war years,’ including Eric Lennenberg (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 1) As Chomsky puts it, ‘one of the basic questions
to be asked from the biological point of view, is the extent to which apparent principles of language . . . are
unique to this cognitive system or whether similar ‘‘formal arrangements” are found in other cognitive
domains in humans or other organisms’ (Chomsky, 2005a, pp. 1–2). Although this is certainly a way of fram-
ing the autonomy thesis, it is also quite similar to the topic Givón and others have been discussing in recent
work, though of course pursued along different lines: while Chomsky has been profoundly interested in just
those parts of language that do not yoke into service existing or otherwise-purposeful cognitive structures
and capacities, functionalists like Givón are interested in looking at the parts of language that do interact with
the rest of cognition. Framed this way, formalism and functionalism suddenly appear to be halves of the same
project rather than projects competing for the same territory, most especially because Chomsky no longer
seems to insist that Language-with-a-capital-L—whatever that might be—is exclusively composed of modu-
larized functions that serve no non-linguistic purpose.

Indeed, in a typology of the current questions which must be addressed by linguistics, Chomsky now
assigns the questions of most interest to a category which he had hardly considered in earlier work:

Assuming that the faculty of language has the general properties of other biological systems, we should,
therefore, be seeking three factors that enter into the growth of language in the individual:

1. Genetic endowment, apparently nearly uniform for the species, which interprets part of the envi-
ronment as linguistic experience, a non-trivial task that the infant carries out reflexively, and which
determines the general course of the development of the language faculty. Among the genetic ele-
ments, some may impose computational limitations that disappear in a regular way through genet-
ically timed maturation. Kenneth Wexler and his associates have provided compelling evidence of
their existence in the growth of language, thus providing empirical evidence for what Wexler calls
‘‘Lennenberg’s dream.”

2. Experience, which leads to variation, within a fairly narrow range, as in the case of other subsys-
tems of the human capacity and the organism generally.

3. Principles not specific to the faculty of language.
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The third factor falls into several subtypes: (a) principles of data analysis that might be used in language
acquisition and other domains; (b) principles of structural architecture and developmental constraints
that enter into canalization, organic form, and action over a wide range, including principles of efficient
computation, which would be expected to be of particular significance for computational systems such as
language. It is the second of these subcategories that should be of particular significance in determining
the nature of attainable languages. (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 6).

Arguably, the entire Chomskyan project until Minimalism had been devoted specifically to what he here
calls type 1: the specific genetic endowment for language. Yet Minimalism is no longer interested in this pro-
ject; rather, principles of type 3, those ‘not specific to the faculty of language,’ are the main objects of analytic
interest.

In a recent article in the journal Science written with two biologists (Hauser et al., 2002), that does not
extensively discuss MP, Chomsky reveals how dramatically his thinking has shifted on the object of linguistic
inquiry, the nature of language as we receive it in the world, and the ways in which Chomsky’s own project
interfaces with the rest of scientific inquiry. Chomsky’s work is replete with distinctions (like the ones between
I-language and E-language, between Deep and Surface Structure, and between competence and performance)
that seem in part driven by a desire to find some kind of computational engine ‘underneath’ the messy detail of
sociolinguistic practice. For the first time in his published writings, here Chomsky draws a distinction in which
the ‘messy’ parts of language now appear at least arguably intrinsic to human language in every way. Hauser,
Chomsky and Fitch distinguish between the Faculty of Language-Broad Sense (FLB) and the Faculty of Lan-
guage-Narrow Sense (FLN), which very much resembles the older distinctions and also analytic philosophy’s
distinction between wide and narrow content. But in describing the two systems the authors, closely recapit-
ulating the arguments in Chomsky’s recent MP works, write:

FLB includes an internal computational system (FLN, below) combined with at least two other organ-
ism-internal systems, which we call ‘sensory-motor’ and ‘conceptual-intentional.’ Despite debate on the
precise nature of these systems, and about whether they are substantially shared with other vertebrates
or uniquely adapted to the exigencies of language, we take as uncontroversial the existence of some bio-
logical capacity of humans that allows us (and not, for example, chimpanzees) to readily master any
human language without explicit instruction. FLB includes this capacity, but excludes other organ-
ism-internal systems that are necessary but not sufficient for language (e.g., memory, respiration, diges-
tion, circulation, etc.).
FLN is the abstract linguistic computational system alone, independent of the other systems with which
it interacts and interfaces. FLN is a component of FLB, and the mechanisms underlying it are some sub-
set of those underlying FLB.
Others have agreed on the need for a restricted sense of ‘language’ but have suggested different delinea-
tions. [Philip] Lieberman (1984) and his associates have argued that the sensory-motor systems were spe-
cifically adapted for language, and hence should be considered part of FLN. There is also a long
tradition holding that the conceptual-intentional systems are an intrinsic part of language in a narrow
sense. In this article, we leave these questions open, restricting attention to FLN as just defined but leaving

the possibility of a more inclusive definition open to further empirical research. (Hauser et al., 2002, pp.
1570–1571; emphasis added).

This is a remarkable about-face from the rhetoric of nearly all of Chomsky’s prior writings, in which it is
exactly the possibility that SM and CI might be ‘intrinsic’ parts of FLN that is at issue. Unlike any of the
programs before MP, in this article Chomsky rightly says that his current research might be compatible with
the view that either parts of SM or CI might be part of what he calls FLN and what we have been calling
more informally ‘language all the way down’: that is to say that there is no part of the human language capac-
ity that does not take up mechanisms from other cognitive capabilities—or, to put it in Hauser, Chomsky,
and Fitch’s terms, FLN and FLB might be largely or even completely identical. (Indeed, not mentioned
by the authors, Lieberman’s (1984) discussion of the biology of the speech system, along with other work
by Lieberman, is explicitly presented as a strong counter-argument to the FLN-is-everything perspective of
generativism.)
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So where in earlier work Chomsky was renowned for arguing that Language in its strongest sense was
exactly those parts of FLN that could be distinguished from the rest of the brain, he now appears to be argu-
ing a much less controversial thesis, namely that FL simply includes some mechanisms that are adapted for
language, and that these mechanisms might even have other uses in the brain. Indeed, such an admission is
implicit in the rhetoric of MP, since there is ‘a long tradition’ believing that some part of the CI systems might
be strongly connected to language, and that it will be hard if not impossible to craft principled distinctions at
any level between those systems, since they are constantly making use of each other. This ‘long tradition’
against which Chomsky no longer offers counterarguments cannot be said to be exactly the same line of
thought as Functionalism proper, but it does happen to capture exactly the ideas of the philosophers and lin-
guists who have objected all along not to the analytic aspects of Chomsky’s work but precisely to its philo-
sophical commitments—to its (according to many philosophers and linguists) unmotivated or at least
under-motivated adherence to the intuition that at some ‘deep’ level language can be separated from other
parts of cognition and communication (see Katz (1996), Katz and Postal (1991)).

Hauser et al. (2002) is mainly and famously devoted to questions about recursion and discrete infinity that
have fascinated Chomsky from the beginning and that are consistently invoked in the MP literature: ‘Why did
humans, but no other animal, take the power of recursion to create an open-ended and limitless system of
communication? Why does our system of recursion operate over a broader range of elements or inputs
(e.g., numbers, words) than other animals?’ (Hauser et al., 2002, p. 1578). Here again the answer is surprising:
‘one possibility, consistent with current thinking in the cognitive sciences, is that recursion in animals repre-
sents a modular system designed for a particular function (e.g., navigation) and impenetrable with respect to
other systems. During evolution, the modular and highly domain-specific system of recursion may have

become penetrable and domain-general’ (Hauser et al., 2002, p. 1578, emphasis added). Now, even in contrast
with the reasoning offered earlier in the article, FLN itself—or pure recursion, as the article suggests several
times—may be a property of domain-general capabilities rather than a highly specialized module that is
exactly ‘impenetrable with respect to other systems.’ Such ideas are not at all remarkable in philosophy or even
in linguistics, but for Chomsky’s own program, within which they have until very recently been something like
anathema.

Thus, where in the past for Chomsky FLN was the only object of interest and a capability like recursion
was represented through a complex formal architecture, FL, that had a real if not necessarily localizable pres-
ence in the human brain, for Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch FLB is much like the recognizable language faculty
we see in work by Givón et al. as well as philosophers like Putnam, Wittgenstein, and perhaps even Kant, for
whom the identification and pursuit of a unique and uniquely isolated language capacity is likely misbegotten.
For Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch, language is something it has never been for Chomsky before: built on and
inclusive of a range of general cognitive capacities, many if not most of which are apparent throughout much
of vertebrate life, including vocal imitation, sound production and discrimination, theory of mind, number,
and ‘shared mechanisms across different cognitive domains’ (Hauser et al., 2002, p. 1573). Not just this exten-
sive list of capabilities, but others more remote from language—such as facial recognition, gesture recognition
(Hauser et al., 2002, p. 1574), and spatial navigation and foraging ability (Hauser et al., 2002, p. 1578)—may
all play critical roles in the evolution of language and the current state of the human FL.

In a critical sense, this just is the functionalist thesis—which must be understood here, again, not as the view
that every aspect of language has a specific functional relevance for particular aspects of communication, but
rather that language as a whole and specific languages develop in large part to mediate between various com-
municative, cognitive, and social needs. Sometimes these needs may be extremely remote and sometimes par-
ticular features may develop for reasons that cannot be traced back to particular needs at all—a process that
evolutionary scientists and now some linguists, including Hauser, Chomsky, and Fitch, call ‘exaption,’ as
opposed to adaptation. On this view, based on work by Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin (see Gould
and Lewontin (1979), Gould (1997), exaptions are evolutionary explanations, but cannot be directly under-
stood as adaptations with a single purpose, and may reflect multiple repurposings of features that developed
for adaptive reasons that may no longer even be evident. Most Functionalists openly admit that many aspects
of language may have emerged through a process like exaption, but this view has typically been taken as a
strong counter-argument to the Chomsky formalist program (e.g., Bouchard, 2005), rather than as an explic-
itly accepted part of it.
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5. MP and the Nature of FL

The Chomskyan program as defined in the recent MP literature adjusts the objects and methods of linguis-
tic inquiry quite remarkably. What Chomsky still calls UG ‘must provide, first, a structured inventory of pos-
sible lexical items that are related to or perhaps identical with the concepts that are the elements of the
‘‘cognoscitive powers”’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 4); in other words, if language is a computational system of rules
operating over a series of discrete, atomic objects we conventionally call words, it is now conceivable that the
part of the brain that manages the lexicon—in a sense the most apparent physical component of FL—is actu-
ally located in CI (and therefore part of FLB), not in FLN. The second component of UG is ‘means to con-
struct from these lexical items the infinite variety of internal structures that enter into thought, interpretation,
planning, and other mental acts’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 4). This sounds very much like the computational sys-
tem of FLN. But in his latest work Chomsky now turns his eye toward the entire history of TG and its pro-
posals for FLN and its role in UG (indeed, in the earliest work, one would be forgiven for thinking that UG
and FLN were the same thing). Now Chomsky writes that in LSLT (the revision of the 1955 manuscript from
which his dissertation—Chomsky, 1957—was excerpted, and that still stands as the most extensive version of
his original TG model), ‘the assumption . . . was that higher levels of linguistic description, including mor-
phemes, are determined by a general format for rule systems provided by UG, with selection among them
in terms of a computational procedure that seeks the optimal instantiation, a notion defined in terms of
UG principles of significant generalization’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 7). While this general perspective persisted
throughout the Standard Theory and EST/Y of TG through the late 1970s, work by Chomsky and several
of his followers including Richard Kayne, Howard Lasnik and others ‘crystallized in a radically different
approach to UG, the P&P framework, which . . . sought to eliminate the format framework entirely, and with
it, the traditional conception of rules and constructions that had been pretty much taken over into TG’
(Chomsky, 2005a, p. 8; emphasis added). This version of history cannot be pleasing to the most hard-core fol-
lowers of classical generativism, as the idea that UG is in some principled way highly structured is part of what
is thought to distinguish formalism from functionalism, and until the MP writings it has not been clear that
Chomsky sees P&P as ‘eliminate[ing] the format framework entirely,’ though that has certainly been at least
one way of construing the approach.

Chomsky casts the abandoning of the ‘format framework’ as a rejection of the part of TG that was a ‘tra-
ditional conception of rules and constructions [and] that had been pretty much taken over into TG,’ but argu-
ably it was the unusually rigid and formal view of rules and constructions that distinguished pre-P&P TG from
other linguistic approaches, and in fact P&P and MP are both much more accommodating to ‘traditional’ lin-
guistic notions than were their precursors. To begin with, P&P and GB were developed in part to accommo-
date the large amount of typological diversity that linguists like the late Kenneth Hale had brought to bear on
the generative apparatus. In early TG, ‘there is a ‘‘natural position of interpretation” for each item (Chomsky,
1998), and this ‘‘natural position of interpretation” is the one occupied by similar elements in sentences where
the semantic relation is expressed by a ‘‘conceptually natural” syntactic relation. This ‘‘‘natural position of
interpretation” generally happens to correspond to an English surface position’ (Bouchard, 2005, p. 1687).
P&P at least allowed formalists to suggest that there might be something ‘natural’ about languages that do
not follow the same syntactic structure as does English, something which had rather remarkably continued
to be at issue throughout all the prior phases of TG.

In MP, especially, we are now finally told that such ‘formats’ can be discarded. Already this is a remarkable
change from the prior versions of Chomskyan linguistics, and militates against those views of P&P/GB that
saw it continuing to hold on to a strongly transformational core for grammatical theory (though this was
always a tendentious position). ‘Acquisition,’ Chomsky now writes apropos of P&P, ‘is a matter of parameter
setting and is therefore divorced entirely from the remaining format for grammar: the principles of UG. There
is no longer a conceptual barrier to the hope that UG might be reduced to a much simpler form, and that the
basic properties of computational systems of language might have a principled explanation instead of being
stipulated in terms of a highly restrictive language-specific format for grammars’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 8). Even
Chomsky’s supporters in the audience for his recent lectures (e.g., Chomsky, 2005b) have reacted with some
surprise to hear him make statements like this, not least because he now speaks of ‘principled explanations’
that are not specific to language, and because the invocation of non-linguistic cognitive powers throughout
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language has until now been a hallmark of Chomsky’s opponents, going back as far as the Generative Seman-
tics dissent if not further (Harris, 1995; also see Culicover and Jackendoff (2005, pp. 94–102)).

Today, however, Chomsky does not just suspect that both cognitive capacities and even more general
human ones might contribute a great deal to the structure of language, but he has come to desire the explicit
elimination of just about anything that looks like a structured FL, despite his continued use of that terminol-
ogy (in an ambiguous manner, since he sometimes uses it to refer to FLB and sometimes to FLN, and it is
sometimes difficult to determine which of these objects he means to address). From the MP framework,
Chomsky now writes that

the operations forming complex expressions should consist of no more than a rearrangement of the
objects to which they apply, not modifying them internally by deletion or insertion of new elements.
If tenable, that sharply reduces computational load: what has once been constructed can be ‘‘forgotten”

in later computations, in that it will no longer be changed. That is one of the basic intuitions behind the
notion of cyclic computation. The EST/Y-model and other approaches violate this condition exten-
sively, resorting to bar levels, traces, indices, and other devices, which both modify given objects and
add new elements. A second question, then, is whether all of this technology is eliminable, and the empir-
ical facts susceptible to principled explanation in accord with the ‘‘no-tampering” condition of efficient
computation. (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 11).

As clear as this is, it manages to sneak in a definition of MP that must be received with some shock in those
parts of the intellectual world relying on earlier versions of TG, because what Chomsky proposes should be
‘eliminated’ in the spirit of MP is almost all the machinery that Chomskyan grammar had previously
developed.

Thus in one important sense, exactly what is minimized in MP is the very apparatus Chomsky spent the
first forty years of his career building; what is eliminated is TG itself:
Other questions arise about the variety of operations—phrase structure, transformations, reconstruc-
tion, and so on; about the crucial reliance on such notions as government that seem to have no principled
motivation; and about many principles that are hard to formulate except in terms specific to the lan-
guage faculty. The general question is, How far can we progress in showing that all such language-spe-
cific technology is reducible to principled explanation? (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 11).

Now, the highly structured computer FLN that performed so many elegant calculations and transforma-
tions is said to violate a kind of Occam’s razor principle—it appears to be implausible both biologically and
scientifically—and all the highly detailed apparatus that Chomsky and his followers spent 40 years developing
is eliminated in the name of principle. This has of course been a great part of the objection that non-Chomsk-
yans have made against formalism on both evolutionary and linguistic grounds—how exactly could such a
complex piece of computational machinery have developed biologically, and what might the intervening forms
look like between animal and human language?

Despite his protestations, the principle that Chomsky’s recent work now considers unavoidable is exactly
one of those which his opponents and apostates have been advocating all along: it makes little sense to pre-
sume that the human mind has elaborate built-in mechanisms for language production, but instead relies on a
single or very small number of changes (some available to cognition in general, and perhaps a few available
‘‘only” to language, however exactly we cash out that restriction) that make language and language learning
possible—something close to what Hilary Putnam once called, in a very early debate with Chomsky, ‘heuris-
tics, i.e., learning strategies’ (Putnam, 1967, p. 21). In Hauser et al. (2002), the authors suggest that some ver-
sion of recursion might be all that is needed to enable language; in Chomsky (2005a) as well as the earlier
Science article, he is clear that this capability might be cognitively general, and so available to many parts
of the brain and evident in many activities besides language—again, just as most functionalists have always
argued. In much of Chomsky’s recent work (e.g., Chomsky, 2005a,b, 2007, 2008) it looks as if recursion
and Merge are functionally identical, and that since Move is simply a special case of Merge, UG consists
almost exclusively of recursion (along with the ability to detect ‘‘edge features”).

What becomes of the detailed Chomskyan apparatus without the highly structured FL of earlier phases of
generativism? It is here that the rhetoric and activity of MP help to obscure what is really happening under
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the surface. The writings of Chomsky and his followers are still full of phrase–structure diagrams, several
new sets of technical vocabulary (especially the ‘phase’ and ‘probe-goal’ terminology), and reference to exist-
ing machinery like C-command, the Extended Projection Principle (EPP), movement, spec-head relations, TP
and CP as phase heads, and so on. The work continues to make a strong argument that there are certain
highly general sentence patterns that can be found even in highly divergent languages, but only when seen
at an extremely high level of abstraction. What is especially fascinating is another new feature of the
Chomskyan terminology, especially the ideas of ‘interpretable’ and ‘uninterpretable’ features and the notion
of probe-goal ‘matching.’ Thus in a full rehearsal of the current picture of the operation of FL, Chomsky
writes:

We would like to determine whether all internal levels are dispensable, with the five cycles of the EST/Y-
model reduced to one—better still unformulable, as D-Structure is. That will follow if computation relies
solely on Merge, perhaps pair- as well as set-Merge, yielding syntactic objects that, at some point in the
derivation, are transferred to the two interfaces [CI and SM]: transfer to the sound interface is often
called ‘‘Spell-Out.” Let us call the syntactic objects that are transferred ‘‘phases.” Optimally, once a
phase is transferred, it should be mapped directly to the interface and then ‘‘forgotten”; later operations
should not have to refer back to what has already been mapped to the interface—again, a basic intuition
behind cyclic operations. We therefore hope to be able to establish a ‘‘Phase Impenetrability Condition,”
which guarantees that mappings to the two interfaces can forget about what they have already done, a
substantial saving in memory.
If these general ideas are on the right track, then all internal levels are unformulable, hence dispensable
in the strongest sense. We are left with only the interface levels, and the five cycles of the EST/Y-model
are reduced to a single one, based on Merge. The cyclic properties of the interface follow without com-
ment. Pure cyclic computation is also required for the simplest account of uninterpretable features. Their
values are redundant, determined by an Agree relation with interpretable features. (Chomsky, 2005a, pp.
16–17).

Couched in technical vocabulary, this boils down to something like an elimination of all of the formal
machinery to which functionalists have objected in the generative program all along. Instead of levels and
cycles, FL operates almost exclusively in consideration of the needs of the brain and the articulatory appara-
tus, and no less of the structural aspects of the language the person has learned, which may not even be visible
to FL at all.

Uninterpretable features operate via ‘an Agree relation,’ which might also be understood as a variety of
phenomena with which all linguists are familiar: agreement, gender, concord, and other aspects of morphology
that are found throughout world languages, in some cases with much higher frequency than they are found in
English. In the early heyday of transformationalism it was thought that features like these might be eliminated
in terms of complex syntactic operations that ultimately generate features like Case from a ‘natural position of
interpretation’ as found in English. Instead, under MP we find that ‘structural Case’ [Case that encodes infor-
mation, as opposed to being redundant] ‘may be present even when not spelled out. . . a very strong version of
this thesis holds that inflectional features are in fact universal’ (Chomsky, 2005a, p. 17). Of course languages
like English display many features that look like Case and Agreement, that may even perhaps be Case and
Agreement; what is new is that Chomsky no longer thinks these facts out of typological and historical studies
of world languages can be eliminated in favor of a complex syntactic engine that ultimately creates them.
Instead, to satisfy the demands of computational efficiency, what must now be eliminated from grammar is
exactly what functionalists have all along said was unnecessary and unnecessarily elaborate.

The consequences of this shift have been notable in both formalist and functionalist linguistics, precisely
because it entails the abandonment of the conceptual principle on which earlier versions of TG (especially
the Standard Theory and EST/Y) had rested. Already, the parameter-setting machinery of P&P had helped
to give rise to Optimality Theory (OT), first in phonology but then later in syntax and morphology, and while
Chomsky has worked hard to distance himself from the theory, its emphasis on economy and ‘‘violable con-
straints” (as opposed to rules) as the basic principles of linguistic construction showed a convergence between
functionalist and formalist thinking (indeed, it is not clear whether OT should be properly called a formalist or
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functionalist theory). Most functionalists have never denied that there is something biologically substantive in
the human brain that enables language, so that the very limited nature of FLN under MP leads to additional
thoughts of convergence.

One of the more ambitious recent programs in linguistic theory, the one conducted by the former orthodox
generativist Jackendoff (see especially Jackendoff (1997) and Culicover and Jackendoff (2005)), very much
resembles MP, overtly so, although without the rhetoric suggesting that the current program retains the sub-
stance of earlier TG. Culicover and Jackendoff put forward what they call the ‘‘Simpler Syntax Hypothesis,”
which sounds almost exactly like MP: ‘the most explanatory syntactic theory is one that imputes the minimum
structure necessary to mediate between phonology and meaning’ (Culicover and Jackendoff, 2005, p. 5). This
hypothesis ‘is a radical break from the spirit of mainstream generative grammar’ (Culicover and Jackendoff,
2005, p. 5). The reason is not because UG still exists, in a highly minimized form: it is because the rest of lan-
guage, which Chomsky has long put aside and even, in earlier writings, suggested were in some way epiphe-
nomenal performance ‘‘errors” in the individual production of language, now comes to seem every bit as
important to language itself as it had to pre-Chomskyan researchers. Thus, both Hauser et al. (2002) and Fitch
et al. (2005) show a great deal of interest in the nature of both FLN and FLB, where the Chomsky of as late as
1978 was likely to write that a grammar is ‘a system of rules that provides representations of sound and mean-
ing (among others). . . our task is to discover the representations that appear and the rules operating on them
and relating them . . . and more important, to discover the system of UG that provides the basis on which they
develop’ (Chomsky, 1980, p. 65).

Under MP it seems misguided to call UG a ‘‘system.” It is instead a set of operations, Merge and Move
(along with edge-feature detection), that enable everything we call language to be built up on top of them.
They may be necessary for language but they are not sufficient; they require a host of cognitive, productive,
and articulatory mechanisms to result in what we recognize as a human language like English or Japanese, and
it is not possible to decompose or see through these languages down into as system of hard-wired rules (for
example, rules for passivization, nominalization, or C-command) that exist independently of the rest of the
individual’s cognitive capacity. Thus functionalist theories that acknowledge a minimal amount of computa-
tion as part of language—Construction Grammar as practiced today by Croft (2001), or Van Valin’s (Van
Valin and LaPolla, 1997; also see Butler (2003, 2005a)) Rule and Reference Grammar—look very much like
modern generative theories, generative theories without the conceptual commitments of early Chomskyanism
(indeed, Culicover and Jackendoff, 2005, p. 1ff, include both theories as varieties of generativism, despite the
fact that none of today’s orthodox Chomskyans describe them this way), like Jackendoff’s own theory. Lan-
guage is syntax, to be sure, but it is also all those other phenomena—case, pragmatics, morphology, phonol-
ogy, discourse, and so on—that TG is thought to have long ago discarded. For the same reason, both
functionalists and formalists have started to notice a great deal of convergence in not merely the objects that
interest them but also in their analytical methods (see Carnie and Mendoza-Denton (2003), Darnell et al.
(1999a,b); also see Seuren (2004, pp. 125–149), who argues that this convergence demonstrates the weaknesses
of MP as a research program).

After 50 years of the Chomskyan revolution, linguistic theory is returning to the generalizations and obser-
vations that Chomsky told the whole world would be eliminated in favor of computational abstraction. Per-
haps the only surprise is that it is Chomsky himself who is leading the return, discovering that phenomena like
case and agreement are not epiphenomenal but instead uneliminable parts of language—unlike the highly
structured syntactic computer on whose existence he insisted for many of those 50 years. Without its highly
structured, rule-following FL, generativism has lost claim to much of what distinguished it from its precur-
sors—so that Chomskyan theory, in its conceptual foundations, has become hard to distinguish from func-
tionalist theories. It remains to be seen if this shift will have the same influence outside of linguistics
enjoyed by Chomsky’s earlier research.
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