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Head movement (HM), once a mainstay of generative syntax, has
undergone a tumultuous series of overhauls over the years (Baker
2009, Boeckx and Stjepanović 2001, Chomsky 2001, Fanselow 2003,
Mahajan 2003, Matushansky 2006, Roberts 2010). The problems with
HM have been discussed in the literature just cited, and we do not
comment further on them here. Rather, we wish to address the issue
of HM and noun incorporation (NI) in light of Roberts’s (2010) recent
reworking of HM. In a nutshell, we show that the mechanism for HM
adopted by Roberts (who uses NI to support his agreement proposal),
while well-suited for capturing other properties Roberts discusses such
as clitics in Romance and Slavic languages, fails to capture various
properties of NI in several languages—notably Fox and Ojibwe (Al-
gonquian) and various Northern Iroquoian languages (Mohawk, Onon-
daga, and Oneida), though we discuss other languages below. We do
not argue that Roberts’s approach for HM is on the whole untenable;
we merely contend that it cannot be the right analysis of NI.1

This squib is organized as follows. In section 1, we give some
background to HM and NI. In section 2, we outline the mechanics of
HM as presented by Roberts, along with Roberts’s preliminary analysis
of NI in Mohawk. In section 3, we present the relevant properties of
NI in the languages mentioned above. In section 4, we discuss the
problems facing Roberts’s proposal for HM and NI. In section 5, we
present our conclusions and the implications of the current discussion
for NI.

We wish to thank our speakers, Beatrice Bullshields (Blackfoot) and Philo-
mene Chegahno and Ernestine Proulx (Ojibwe), for their valuable assistance.
We also wish to thank Elizabeth Cowper and two anonymous LI referees for
some helpful discussions on the points made here. We acknowledge the finan-
cial support of SSHRC (756-2008-0389 and 410-2005-1781). All errors are
our own.

1 Roberts painstakingly shows that the previous approaches to HM noted
in the references above are fatally problematic. Thus, we do not consider NI
in light of these earlier proposals.
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1 Background

One holdover from the Government-Binding era is the distinction be-
tween HM and phrasal movement, which persists to this day (Aboh
2004, Baker 2009, Roberts 2010). However, with the demise of any
formal distinction between X0 and XP and the introduction of bare
phrase structure (Chomsky 1995), the concept of HM has been called
into question (Fanselow 2003, Koopman and Szabolcsi 2000, Mahajan
2003). Chomsky (2000, 2001) suggests relegating HM to PF, but
leaves open the possibility that incorporation phenomena may still be
part of the overt syntax (Chomsky 2001:37). NI certainly cannot be
a purely PF phenomenon given its semantic effects, such as frozen
scope (Baker 1996, Van Geenhoven 1998), and syntactic properties,
such as changes in argument structure (Sadock 1986). In response to
the growing skepticism regarding the existence of HM, Baker (2009)
reaffirms that HM indeed is still needed for NI, but he does not address
how NI can be implemented in a bare phrase structure framework.

2 Head Movement in Roberts 2010

Roberts (2010) recasts HM as a reflex of Agree between a probe and
a defective goal, bringing it in line with mainstream minimalist syntax.
He takes a defective goal to be one whose features are a proper subset
of the features of the probe. Following Roberts, we illustrate the opera-
tion with Romance clitics. Roberts assumes that an active, transitive
v* has an interpretable V-feature, [iV] (to categorize the lexical root),
and [u�]. Following Cardinaletti and Starke (1999) and Déchaine and
Wiltschko (2002), he further assumes that a clitic is a bare �P devoid
of Case features—in other words, a bundle of interpretable �-features,
[i�]. When the V-v* complex enters into an Agree relation with the
clitic, the [u�] feature set on v* is valued by the clitic (Roberts 2010:
60, (30)).

(1) a. Trigger for Agree
v* [Pers: , Num: ] �[Pers:a, Num:b]

b. Outcome of Agree
v* [Pers:a, Num:b] (�[Pers:a, Num:b])

Roberts argues that there is no formal difference between Agree that
exhausts all the features of the goal, on the one hand, and Move/
internal Merge of the goal to the probe, on the other. In other words, the
outcome of (1b) Agree(v*,� ) is indistinguishable from Merge(v*,� )
precisely because the set of features on � is a subset of the features
on v*. Contrast the two structures in (2). In both cases, the same set
of features appears on v* after either Agree or Move.

(2) a. Outcome of Agree
[vP v* [Pers:a, Num:b] [�P � [Pers:a, Num:b]]]

b. Outcome of Move
[vP[v* � [Pers:a, Num:b]i v*] [�P ti]]
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Finally, HM fails with a full DP object because it contains features
that are not part of v* (such as D and Case).

Roberts reviews Baker’s (1996) properties of polysynthetic lan-
guages and proposes that NI can be captured under the same rubric
as cliticization, thus following the tradition started by Baker (1988)
in treating NI as HM. Roberts considers the following example of NI
in Mohawk (Baker 1996:12, (9)):2

(3) wa’- ke- nákt- a- hnı́nu- ’
FACT- 1SG.S- bed- EPEN- buy- PUNC

‘I bought the /a bed.’

The relevant probe in Mohawk (and, we assume, in all languages with
NI) is a v* endowed with a D-feature, which Roberts argues is present
because of rich object agreement (just as T has a D-feature for lan-
guages with rich subject agreement). NI, then, proceeds as follows.
The nominal root incorporates into a nominalizer head (N-n), just as
V raises to v, endowing the nominal expression with an N-feature.3

Roberts further makes the reasonable assumption that a D-feature en-
tails an N-feature. Thus, the set of features on the goal, �[N]�, is a
subset of the features on the probe, �[D], [V], [u�]�, given that [D]
entails [N]. Roberts suggests, leaving various questions unanswered,
that once the v* probe enters into an Agree relation with the goal
(the incorporated nominal), the goal necessarily incorporates since its
features are a subset of the probe’s. This is because, as with clitic
movement above, once v* enters into the Agree relation with the
N-n complex, the result is indistinguishable from actual movement,
so incorporation ensues.

We have sketched Roberts’s analysis of HM and how it applies
to NI. In the following section, we describe some further properties of
NI and then continue to explain how they are problematic for Roberts’s
proposal.

3 Noun Incorporation

We briefly describe the facts of NI relevant to the current discussion,
concentrating mainly on Ojibwe (Algonquian) and Northern Iroquoian;

2 List of abbreviations: ADV � adverb; AG � agent; AN � animate; CISLOC

� cislocative; DEG � degree; DET � determiner; DIM � diminutive; EPEN �
epenthetic; F�feminine; FACT� factual; IMP� imperfective; INVIS� invisible;
LINK � linker; M � masculine; N � neuter; NSF � noun suffix; NZLR � nomi-
nalizer; OBV � obviative; PAT � patient; PEJ � pejorative; PL � plural; PROX

� proximate; PST � past; PUNC � punctual; S � subject; SG � singular; STAT

�stative; TR�transitive; VAI�verb animate intransitive; VIT�verb inanimate
transitive.

3 Note that it is this very property of NI in Northern Iroquoian that is
problematic for Baker’s (2009) HM approach. Baker argues that movement of
a lexical head (a root) to a functional head (e.g., n) and then back to a lexical
head (e.g., V) is barred. This is precisely the kind of movement that Roberts
(2010) argues takes place in NI (the assumption is that n, v, and the like, are
functional categories).
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however, we do introduce data from other languages where they are
pertinent to the discussion (for a fuller discussion of NI, see Gerdts
1998, Massam 2009). Consider first two examples of NI in Onondaga
(Northern Iroquoian).

(4) a. wa≈- ha- y[kw- a- hninu- ≈
FACT- 3SG.M.AG- tobacco- EPEN- buy- PUNC

‘He bought tobacco.’
(Woodbury 1975:15, (1.1b))

b. da- khe- adogw- �tsh- ę-
CISLOC.FACT- 1SG.AG:3SG.F.PAT- spoon- NZLR- hand-
≈
PUNC

‘I handed her a spoon.’
(Woodbury 2003:73)

(4a) shows a bare root incorporated into the verbal complex, and (4b)
shows the incorporated element (adogw ‘spoon’, which derives from
a verbal base meaning ‘scatter’) with a nominalizer. While in many
languages the incorporated nominal (IN) can consist only of a bare
root, it is quite common for nominalizers to appear as part of the IN
complex. Ojibwe also exhibits NI with overt nominalizers, as shown
in (5).4

(5) a. n- gii- beengw- naa- gan- ee
1SG- PST- dry- dish- NZLR- VAI

‘I dried the dishes.’
(Rhodes 1976:263)

b. gii- naa- d- bkwenzh- gan- e
PST- fetch- TR- bread- NZLR- VAI

‘He/She went after some bread.’
(Philomene Chegahno, speaker, 5 May 2008)

Furthermore, the IN in Ojibwe can be modified, as shown in (6).

(6) n- gii- gichi- gizhebaa- wiisin
1SG- PST- big- breakfast- eat
‘I ate a big breakfast!’
(Ningewance 2004:127)

Note that this is not simply a lexicalized compound. While it’s conceiv-
able that ‘big breakfast’ might be common enough to be stored as a
whole, other modifiers that can incorporate include numerals, which
strongly suggests a nonlexical source for these constructions. See
Sadock 1980:316 for similar facts in Greenlandic.

In Fox (Algonquian), this type of incorporation can also involve
nouns that are possessed, as illustrated in (7).5

4 In Ojibwe, it is also possible to incorporate simple roots; but when a
noun is formed from a verb form, a nominalizer (e.g., -gan) is needed.

5 A reviewer suggests that this example looks like a serial construction
and asks whether possession is allowed only in this context. The answer is no:
possession is also allowed in contexts where only one verb appears.
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(7) ne- pyätci- ke- tānes- awâpagā- pen
1- come.to- your- daughter- see- IMP.PL

‘We have come to see your daughter.’
(Michelson 1917:51)

In Fox, it is also possible for demonstratives to incorporate into the
verb, as (8) shows. On the reasonable assumption that demonstratives
are Ds, then clearly they are not defective.6 They nevertheless can
incorporate.

(8) kici- ini- atcimutci
after- that- narrate
‘After he narrated that, . . . ’
(Michelson 1917:51)

Finally, we illustrate NI into light verbs. This kind of NI has
been studied extensively by Johns (2007) for Inuktitut. To illustrate,
in Ojibwe (9) the noun naboob ‘soup’ merges with the morpheme -ke,
a verbal form that means ‘make’, ‘build’, ‘hunt’, ‘pick’, ‘do’, and so
on. The verbal form has a very general meaning akin to an auxiliary
and unlike a lexical verb (see Mathieu, to appear, for a full description
of these denominal verbs).7

(9) Eric gii- naboob- ke- w
Eric PST- soup- VAI- 3SG.S
‘Eric was making soup.’
(Ernestine Proulx, speaker, 19 April 2007)

Ojibwe nominals in such incorporating constructions can also contain
diminutive and pejorative morphology, (10), and number (singular)/
gender (animate) morphology, (11), both showing again that the incor-
porated element is much larger than a root or N-n complex.

(10) gii- [ikwe- zhenzh- ish]- i- w
PST- [girl- DIM- PEJ]- VAI- 3SG.S
‘She was a naughty little girl.’

(11) gii- [makw- a]- ke- w
PST- [bear- SG/AN]- VAI- 3SG.S
‘He/She was hunting bears.’

6 A reviewer questions this assumption and suggests that in many lan-
guages, demonstratives behave like Ns rather than Ds—that is, appear in in-
stances where Ns could have appeared. We suggest instead (noncontroversially)
that when a demonstrative appears on its own and/or in place of a noun, it is
a case of noun ellipsis where the demonstrative is under D and the noun is
phonologically empty (in languages such as English where noun ellipsis of this
kind is not possible, ‘one’ is used instead of a null noun, as in ‘that one’).

7 This type of construction is often called a denominal verb construction.
However, this term is misleading because the construction is very much like
NI. It is very different from denominal verb formation in English (see Mathieu,
to appear, for details). It shares many properties with traditional NI (referen-
tiality of the noun, stranding of modifiers, etc.). We therefore side with Sadock
(1980, 1986) rather than with Mithun (1984, 1986) and Sapir (1911) in our
treatment of denominalization in North American languages.
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To sum up, we have shown that NI constructions can incorporate
material beyond a nominal root and a nominalizer. In particular, we
showed that the IN can be modified by adjectives or can appear with
additional inflectional material such as number or possessive markers.

4 Problems with Roberts 2010

Given that Roberts (2010) provides the most viable revision of HM
within a bare phrase structure perspective, it behooves us to examine
the ramifications of this proposal for NI. As it turns out, Roberts’s
account of NI faces several problems. Recall that for NI to proceed
as HM, it is crucial that the IN not be distinct from the probe, v*, and
that v* consist of active object agreement to license the incorporation
of nominal material. Crucially, we find crosslinguistically that (a) NI
involves incorporation of distinct material, and (b) NI often lacks ob-
ject agreement.

The NI constructions in Algonquian presented in (6)–(8) are prob-
lematic because they include material not contained in the feature
makeup of the v* probe. Spencer (1995:481) also discusses data from
Chukchi where INs are modified. Moreover, the IN cannot be said to
be a clitic (a defective element) since unlike a clitic it is perfectly
capable of appearing separately from the verb, as in (12) (Ojibwe) and
(13) (Mohawk).

(12) n-gii-naad-in bkwenzh-gan
1SG-PST-fetch-VIT bread-NZLR

‘I went after some bread.’

(13) wa’-k-hnı́nu-’ ne ka-nákt-a’
FACT-1SG.AG-buy-PUNC NE N.SG.S-bed-NSF

‘I bought a/the bed.’
(Baker 1996:279)

The case in (14) shows the same result with a different kind of
construction. Adverb incorporation (AdvI) is found in a variety of
languages, including Greek (Alexiadou 1997, Rivero 1992). Consider
the following minimal pair. In the non-AdvI form, the freestanding
adverbial is marked with adverbial morphology. In the AdvI form, the
lexical root appears with a linking vowel (Ralli 2003).

(14) a. O Janis ferete kal-a.
DET Janis behaves well-ADV

‘Janis behaves well.’
b. O Janis kal-o-ferete.

DET Janis well-LINK-behaves
‘Janis behaves well.’
(Alexiadou 1997:179)

Ralli suggests that the linking vowel may be a morphological element
present in compounds. If so, this root�LINK combination is not a defec-
tive goal in Roberts’s terms, as it contains whatever features are present
on the linker that are not present in the probe, v*.
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A clearer case of AdvI with additional functional material comes
from Blackfoot (Algonquian). Consider the following example, where
the incorporated adverb appears with a degree word:

(15) ann-wa John iik-Ikkam-iy-owat-si ann-yi-hka-yi
DET-PROX John DEG-fast-IY-eat-MOOD DET-OBV-INVIS-SG

apastaminam
apple
‘John ate that apple very quickly.’
(Beatrice Bullshields, speaker, 10 August 2007)

If we follow Roberts (2010), we could argue that the nouns in
(5) are formed via the merger of a nominal root, N, with n and that
it is this N-n complex that merges with the lexical verb. However,
INs in such contexts can be modified as shown in (6), thus endowing
the IN with an Adj categorial feature (akin to N and V), which is not
present on the v* probe. The examples of AdvI above also contain
features not present on the probe—namely, an Adj categorial feature
(assuming adverbs are built out of adjectives), and, in the case of
Blackfoot, a Degree feature.

Next, we turn to the issue of lack of object agreement. For Rob-
erts’s proposal it is crucial that object agreement is found on the v*
probe in order to ensure that the goal’s (the IN’s) features are nondis-
tinct from the probe’s. It is well-known that Northern Iroquoian lan-
guages have robust subject and object agreement. However, Northern
Iroquoian languages typically lack any kind of agreement with inani-
mate objects (see Koenig and Michelson 2008 for the source of the
argument developed here). Transitive forms exhibit both subject and
object agreement that does not vary with aspect. Intransitive forms
typically have subject agreement with their single argument (although
there are many lexical exceptions) in nonperfective aspects and object
agreement in the perfective (stative in Iroquoianist terms) (Lounsbury
1949). Consider the following example with NI:

(16) ak- atęna�t- shR- a- hninǫ́- h
1SG.PAT- groceries- NZLR- EPEN- buy- STAT

‘I have bought groceries.’
(Woodbury 2003:538)

The fact that the notional subject of the sentence is referenced by
patient agreement shows that this sentence is morphosyntactically in-
transitive. If there were a phonologically null agreement marker refer-
encing the object, then we would see agent agreement on the subject.

Consider finally the Onondaga example of possessor raising in
(17) (see Michelson 1991 for more details). Here, verbal agreement
references the notional subject and the possessor, but not the IN. North-
ern Iroquoian languages can reference a maximum of two arguments.
Since both agreement markers are used up by other arguments, the IN
cannot be referenced by any agreement marker. In other words, v has
a D-feature (and hence an n-feature), but it does not agree with the
IN; it agrees with Mary.
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(17) wa�- khe- nętsh- ohae- � ne� Mary
FACT- 1SG.AG:3SG.F.PAT- arm- wash- PUNC NE Mary
‘I washed Mary’s arm.’

To sum up, in this section we have provided numerous illustra-
tions of incorporation of nondefective material, such as AdvI and NI
with modifiers forming part of the incorporated element. We also
showed that agreement in Northern Iroquoian is in complementary
distribution with NI (as originally argued in Baker 1996). Both obser-
vations lead to the conclusion that Roberts’s mechanism for head
movement is not tenable for NI.

5 Conclusion

HM continues to play an active role in syntactic theorizing. Roberts
(2010) offers an innovative and viable solution to many of the problems
raised by HM in Universal Grammar. When this solution is applied
rigorously to NI, however, many insurmountable problems arise. It is
crucial for Roberts’s mechanism of HM that the goal’s formal features
be a subset of the probe’s. Roberts argues that NI occurs when a
D-feature appears on the v* probe, which is present as a result of rich
object agreement in languages with NI. The D-feature entails an
N-feature, found on the IN (the goal), thereby ensuring that the goal’s
features are nondistinct from the probe’s. We showed that numerous
languages with productive NI are capable of incorporating distinct
material such as adverbs (Chukchi, Greek, Blackfoot) and adjectives
that modify the IN (Ojibwe, Chukchi). Furthermore, we showed that
in Northern Iroquoian, the requisite object agreement is crucially ab-
sent in NI constructions, or, if present, does not agree with the IN;
rather, it agrees with another argument.

Although NI has a long tradition of being analyzed as HM (Baker
1988), the discussions mentioned at the beginning of this squib have
sparked serious reconsiderations of HM. Although Roberts (2010) has
proposed a viable and coherent solution to many of the problems asso-
ciated with HM, we have shown that this solution will not work for
NI. We suggest, then, that other avenues must be pursued for analyzing
NI, such as XP-movement (Mathieu 2008) or roll-up movement (Bar-
rie 2010).8

8 In relation to the XP-incorporation we discuss, a reviewer mentions the
case of pseudo-incorporation (Massam 2001) and semantic incorporation (Van
Geenhoven 1998). The type of XP-incorporation under review here is similar
to pseudo-incorporation or semantic incorporation in that the incorporated ele-
ment is bigger than a simple root/noun, can be modified, and so on. However,
the crucial difference between the former and the latter is that XP-incorporation
of the sort found in Algonquian and Northern Iroquoian undergoes morphologi-
cal merger, whereas in pseudo-incorporation and semantic incorporation there
is crucially no morphological merger.
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