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In this squib I examine two superficially competing explanations for the Final-over-Final Constraint (FOFC): 

those of Hawkins (2004) and of Biberauer, Holmberg & Roberts (2007, 2008). I argue that while an external, 

quantitative approach cannot account for all the relevant facts, such an approach, correctly formulated, may play 

a role in explaining the origin of a grammar-internal principle. 

 

 

In this squib I examine two superficially competing explanations for the Final-over-Final Constraint (FOFC): those of 

Hawkins (2004) and of Biberauer, Holmberg & Roberts (2007, 2008). I argue that while an external, quantitative approach 

cannot account for all the relevant facts, such an approach, correctly formulated, may play a role in explaining the origin of 

a grammar-internal principle. 

Section 1 discusses the issue of explanation in syntax. In 2 I give an overview of FOFC and the internal analyses 

advanced for it. 3 introduces and discusses the processing theory of Hawkins (2004); 4 recasts two of Hawkins’s metrics in 

computational terms and thus derives a statistical FOFC. Section 5 concludes. 

 

1 EXPLANATIONS IN SYNTAX 

Much recent work within the generative tradition has attempted to go beyond explanatory adequacy as defined by Chomsky 

(1964:63) and adopt something closer to the functionalist notion of explanation. Hauser, Chomsky and Fitch (2002) pose 

the question of “to what extent the computational system [of natural language] is optimal” in the sense of meeting natural 

conditions of efficiency: 

 

(1) “To the extent that this can be established, we will be able to go beyond the ... accomplishment of finding 

the principles of [FL], to an understanding of why the faculty follows these particular principles and not 

others.” (2002:1578) 

 

This challenge has been taken up by much work within the Minimalist Program. In an influential paper, Chomsky (2005) 

argues that the growth of language is affected by three factors: 

 

(2) “1. Genetic endowment [...] 

2. Experience, which leads to variation [...] 

3. Principles not specific to the faculty of language.” (2005:6) 

 
The third factor, which includes “principles of efficient computation”, is a new introduction to the Chomskyan enterprise. 

Importantly, these three factors are active on the level of “the individual” (Chomsky 2005:6), meaning that third-factor principles 

may be involved not only in the evolution of UG but also in the development of language in each human brain. 
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used to calculate EIC or OP-to-UP ratios. Since these provide the basis for the well-supported empirical predictions of 

Hawkins’s theory, including the statistical FOFC, they are arguably its most appealing and valuable feature. In this section 

I recast these two metrics so that they are compatible with a UG-based FOFC. 

Much of Hawkins’s work is neutral on the issue of production vs. comprehension: “if EIC can be systematically 

generalized from a model of comprehension to a model of production... then so much the better” (1994:427). Data from 

production also seems to confirm EIC benefits for the speaker (Hawkins 2004:106). We have seen in 3 that conceptualising 

the metrics as measuring processing preferences is problematic; I will therefore follow Mobbs (2008:12) in making no 

reference to processing, instead concentrating on computation/production. 

A consequence of this is that we must abandon Hawkins’s representational model of syntax, which 0 1 35.9lo
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metrics in syntactic derivation. If trees are constructed bottom-up, then orders dispreferred by both EIC1 and OP-to-UP1

arise only through Merge of an EPP-feature-bearing head with a phrase whose head does not bear such a feature. This 

operation would create the structure ruled out by the constraint in (3), in which a head-final phrase immediately dominates 

a head-initial phrase, e.g. V-O-Aux. (The opposite, “anti-FOFC” Merge exemplified by Aux-O-V will usually create 

structures preferred by OP-to-UP1.) The effect created by the interaction of EIC1 and OP-to-UP1 in computation is thus 

equivalent to (3), albeit quantitative rather than absolute. 

It is an open question how such third-factor principles would affect any given grammar. One possibility is via an 

acquisition preference such as the Superset Bias (Boeckx 2008): “Strive for parametric value consistency among similar 

parameters”, with the relevant microparameters being the presence/absence of EPP-features on heads (cf. also Roberts 

2007:273). Alternatively a least effort strategy in production could reduce the frequency of computationally inefficient 

structures in the PLD, thereby reducing the likelih

Deriving the Final-over-Final Constraint from third factor considerations 71



 

72 George Walkden


