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On the surface, human languages seem to be quite different from each other, especially those 

used by speakers from distant societies and cultures. However, under a closer investigation, it 

turns out that languages differ in systematic and largely predictable ways. In the framework 

of Principles and Parameters, a formal approach to the study of language developed at the 

end of the 20th century, variation is assumed to be a result of different settings of parameters. 

Ideally, these parameters have binary values, such as [± null subject] or [± article]. It has been 

noted that a particular parameter setting (for instance, [+ null subject]) corresponds to a 

cluster of many unrelated grammatical properties systematically observed in different 

language families. Thus, the [+ null subject] setting corresponds to free inversion in main 

clauses, long wh-movement of subjects, rich agreement morphology on the verb, and many 

other properties. This observation has repercussions for the theory of first language 

acquisition, as it allows us to explain the speed and easiness of this process: children may 

acquire many unrelated properties of grammar solely on the basis of positive evidence for a 

certain parameter setting (e.g. subject omission) in the language input they are exposed to. 

Furthermore, this approach has predictions for the diachronic evolution of a language. It 

implies that language change affecting a certain parameter setting, such as a switch from [– 

article] to [+ article] instantiated by the reinterpretation of a demonstrative as an article, will 

have a snowballing effect and trigger expected modifications in other areas of grammar. 

Diachronic case studies show that this is indeed the case: the loss of null subjects in French 

coincided with the loss of Verb Second and simple inversion in questions in this language, 

whereas the current emergence of the definite article in Finnish is accompanied by the loss of 

structures with left branch extraction. 

 

In this seminar, the students will be encouraged to conduct a comparative investigation of a 

selected grammatical structure in English and Polish in the outlined framework. A specific 

topic will be subject to negotiations and may reflect any area of comparative research in 

linguistics that represents the student’s interests (e.g. syntax, semantics, morphology, 

historical linguistics, translation studies). The students will be evaluated on the basis of class 

participation, presentations, and written assignments.  
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