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The articles assembled in this issue of the Canadian Journal of Linguistics/Revue
canadienne de linguistique contribute to our understanding of the role of asym-
metric relations at the interfaces. Asymmetric relations have privileged status in
the syntactic, phonological, and morphological derivation of linguistic expres-
sions (see for example the articles in Di Sciullo 2003).

Interfaces are representations that must meet legibility conditions imposed by
external systems. According to the Strong Minimalist Thesis (Chomsky 2001),
language is an optimal solution to interface conditions, in that language is an
optimal way to link sound and meaning. Questions arise regarding the proper-
ties of the interface representations that make them optimally legible by external
systems. These properties could very well be abstract, and remote from the per-
ceptual systems, and could bear on the form of interface representations, rather
than on the interpretation of their parts. A strong hypothesis in this regard is that
asymmetric relations are core properties of the relations derived by the grammar
(Chomsky 1981, 1995, 2001; Kayne 1994; Moro 2000; Di Sciullo 2005; Zwart
2006). From this perspective, asymmetry is a pervasive property of derivations
and interface representations; it is thus expected to be a property of different struc-
tural relations, such as the relation between a displaced constituent and its copy,
the relation between an anaphor and its antecedent, the relation between a head
and its dependent, and more generally, the relation between the constituents of a
configuration.

Understanding of interface asymmetries is of central importance in generative
grammar, since the asymmetries concern the mapping between the form and in-
terpretation of linguistic expressions. Interfaces can be thought of as being repre-
sentations ensuring the contact between different systems. Within the Minimalist
Program (Chomsky 1995, and related work), interfaces are structural descriptions
providing the necessary and sufficient information to be interpreted by the exter-
nal systems, namely the conceptual-intentional and the sensorimotor systems.
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Asymmetric relations can be thought of as unidirectional relations between
two elements belonging to the same representation. Precedence, dominance, and
sister-containment (asymmetric c-command) are the most discussed asymmetrical
relations. Investigating interface asymmetries makes it possible to contribute to
our understanding of core properties of the faculty of language, which is a part of
the human genetic endowment. It might be the case that asymmetric relations are
specific to the faculty of language, and contribute to differentiate the latter from
the other faculties of the cognitive system.

We would expect asymmetric relations to play a crucial role at the interfaces,
since this would restrict the class of relations optimally interpretable by external
systems. Interface asymmetries would optimize the legibility of linguistic expres-
sions, as they would reduce to one the set of properties of relations optimally
legible by the external systems. Complexity would arise if, say, symmetry and
asymmetry could equally contribute to interface legibility. Moreover, it is likely
that the stability brought about by asymmetric relations as opposed to the insta-
bility brought about by symmetric relations would contribute to make interfaces
optimally legible by external systems.

The advent of the Minimalist Program led to the adoption of a multiple spell-
out derivational model based on the unit of the phase. In this framework, legibility
conditions are what make grammars usable by the performance systems. If asym-
metry does make such a contribution, we would expect it to play a crucial role
in the proper interpretation of different structural relations, including movement
chains and head dependencies, as well as for linearization and parametric varia-
tion, and the contact between syntactic and prosodic phases.

The articles assembled in this special issue illustrate how the asymmetrical
properties of movement, headedness, and structure contribute to the legibility of
the interface representations by external systems, and thus contribute to the opti-
mality of language design, efficiently linking sound and meaning. The issue is
organized into three sections. The first is dedicated to the interface effects of
asymmetric movement. The second section includes articles on headedness as an
asymmetrical interface relation. And the articles in the last section present cases
where asymmetric relations play a role in the derivation of covert structures, and
structures that are parasitic to the syntactic hierarchy.

In the section on Movement, Ambar’s article shows that asymmetric move-
ment to the left accounts for word order variation, and that this apparent (lexical)
micro-variation— for example variation in the position and the interpretation of
adverbs in dialects of the same language —can be seen as a particular case of
the head-directionality (syntactic) macro-parameter. Di Sciullo and Isac’s article
systematically illustrates that possible and impossible movement chains at both
interfaces can be thought of as being the result of featural and configurational
asymmetry between the displaced constituent and its copy. Miyamoto’s article
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shows that scope interactions between a wh-phrase and a QP should be under-
stood to occur derivationally, based on the asymmetrical relationship between a
wh-phrase and a QP at one point in the derivation

In the section on Headedness, Fong’s article brings evidence that parsing
preferences could be identified on the basis of the recovery of functional heads,
which must check their features in an asymmetrical probe-goal relation. Shio-
bara’s paper illustrates that language variation with respect to linearization may
be related to intonation, and multiple spell-out to the phonological component.
It is suggested that Phillips’s (1996) style of top-down structure-building merger
should take into consideration whether the terminal that merged is a head that lex-
ically selects a dependent. Assuming that Kayne’s (1994) Linear Correspondence
Axiom holds only at the sensorimotor interface, and that points of symmetry must
be eliminated by movement (Moro 2000), Richards’s article show that desym-
metrization strategies are at play in non-lexical (macro-)parameters, such as the
head-directionality parameter.

In the section on Structure, de Almeida and Dwivedi’s article argues that
asymmetric relations are also at play in the recovery of structural gaps in so-called
type-shifting constructions. The structural property of this gap should comply
with the asymmetric selection of reconstruction verbs that typically head these
constructions. However, the semantic interpretation of the structural gap, being
context-dependent, might not be accessible to the conceptual-intentional system.
Irurtzun’s article presents a derivational account of the construal of focus, based
on the asymmetric property of the merger of syntactic constituents rather than
the alignment of focus and main stress through the Nuclear Stress Rule. Finally,
in de Vries’s article, it is argued that a finer-grained distinction should be made
with respect to the definition of the dominance relation, such that parataxis can be
accounted for.

In closing, we would like to thank the Social Sciences and Humanities Re-
search Council of Canada for supporting the major collaborative research initia-
tive on Interface Asymmetries and their treatment by the performance systems.
This support made possible two international conferences, at which previous ver-
sions of the articles assembled in this special issue were presented: the first one
took place at I’Université du Québec a Montreal in October 2003, and the other
was held in Loreto Aprutino in July 2004.
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