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Abstract 
A coordinate construction is built by two basic levels of combination: a categoryless functional head is 
combined with a conjunct, and the result is combined with a categorizer, which is the other conjunct. The first 
combination is seen in all structures headed by a functional element, and the latter is seen in the categorization 
of a root. The same two levels of combination are also seen in a modification construction. A categoryless 
functional head is realized by a coordinator or a modification marker. The positions of the low and high conjunct 
are also those of a modifier and the modified element, respectively. Thus, neither a coordinate construction nor 
a modification construction has a construction-specific structural representation or functional head. This means 
that no coordinate construction is built by any construction-specific operation and there is no stipulated 
Adjunction operation. The categoryless functional head can also be found in compounds, which can also be 
categoryless, like single roots. 

1. Introduction 
This paper is first about the syntactic relations between conjuncts of a coordinate construction, the ways to 
build the construction, and the syntactic status of the components of the construction: coordinators and 
conjuncts.1 Likewise, it shows the parallel syntax of modification constructions. The paper argues that 
coordinators and modification markers are functional elements; however, they are different from other 
functional elements because they have no syntactic category features. This paper also argues that in a 
coordinate construction, one conjunct is the complement of the coordinator, and the formed cluster must be 
merged with another conjunct, and the whole coordinate complex is categorized by the latter conjunct. The 
latter merger is also found in the categorization of roots. Therefore, there are two basic layers of merger in 
building a coordinate construction: complementation and categorization. This paper further argues that the 
same two layers of merger are seen in a modification construction, where the structural position of a 
coordinator can be taken by a modification marker, which is visible in languages such as Mandarin but not 
in languages such as English. An overt or covert modification marker is merged with a modifier, the formed 
cluster is merged with the modified element, and the whole construction is categorized by the modified 
element. Therefore, neither a coordinate construction nor a modification construction is built by any 
construction-specific operation, and neither has a construction-specific syntactic representation. 

The paper is also about the occurrence of coordinators and modification markers in compounds, 
extending my analysis of these two kinds of functional elements to the organization of roots in compounds. 

In §2, I discuss the asymmetrical relation between conjuncts, and in §3, I show the parallel syntactic 
relation between a modifier and the modified element. In §4, I explore the shared properties of coordinators 
and modification markers, proposing a unified syntactic analysis. In §5, I discuss compound-internal 
coordinators and modification markers. §6 concludes the paper. 

 
1 Early versions of parts of this paper have benefited from comments from David Adger, Yichun Chen, Tim Chou, 
Michael Diercks, Jowang Lin, Asia Pietraszko, Shuying Shyu, Peter Svenonius, Dylan Tsai, Susi Wurmbrand, Barry 
Yang, Ching-Yu Yang, and the rest of the audiences at the 14th Workshop on Formal Syntax and Semantics (Taipei, 
Oct. 21-22, 2022) and the Workshop on Foundations of Extended Projections (Tromsø, Oct. 27-28, 2022). Special 
thanks go to Robert Freidin, Phoevos Panagiotidis, and Edith Aldridge, for their comments. James Myers helped me 
with the data and Sam Wang with the references. I also thank the two anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments. 
Remaining errors are mine. This research has been partially supported by grants from the National Science and 
Technology Council, Taiwan. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
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2. The syntactic relations between conjuncts 
In this section, the issue how conjuncts are integrated into a structure is addressed. I focus on the most basic 
construction, the one that has only two conjuncts (see Zhang 2023 for an extension of the analysis to 
coordinate constructions that have three or more conjuncts). I argue that there are two levels of merger: 
complementation and categorization. The mergers are motivated by the properties of coordinators. I first 
give critical comments on major previous analyses (§2.1), and then argue for the two kinds of merger 
sequentially (§2.2 and §2.3). 

2.1 Previous analyses 
The first previous analysis of coordination is a symmetrical sister analysis. In Dik (1968: 25), a coordinate 
construction is defined as “a construction consisting of two or more members which are equivalent as to 
grammatical function, and bound together at the same level of structural hierarchy by means of a linking 
device”. In this viewpoint, conjuncts are symmetrical sisters, and thus the structure of Asia and Africa is (1) 
(also Blümel 1914: 193, 205; Bloomfield 1933: 185; Gleitman 1965: 276; Chomsky 1965: 12-3, 196 n.7; 
Jackendoff 1977: 51). In Neeleman, Philip, Tanaka, and van de Koot (2022), conjuncts are also in a 
symmetrical relation (called “mutual adjunction”), although the coordinator is not a sister to all conjuncts 
(see our §4.1). 

(1)  
 Asia  and  Africa 

However, at least three facts show a possible asymmetry between conjuncts, challenging the symmetrical 
analysis. First, binding facts show that the first conjunct can asymmetrically c-command the second one in 
nominal coordinate constructions (Moltmann 1992). For instance, in (2a), the first conjunct every man can 
bind his in the second conjunct. However, in (2b), the second conjunct every man cannot bind his in the 
first conjunct. Thus, the two conjuncts are not structurally symmetrical.  

(2) a. Every mani and hisi dog left. 
b.  * Hisi dog and every mani left. 

However, following Progovac (1998), Neeleman et al (2022: §3.3) state that this variable binding does not 
show any asymmetry between conjuncts, if the binding in (2a) can be accounted for by the LF raising of 
the quantifier out of the coordinate structure. To answer the question why such a raising does not rescue 
(2b) if the conjuncts are symmetrical, they claim that “a pronoun cannot be bound by a quantifier that 
appears to its right on the surface”. However, in examples like (3) (Culicover and Jackendoff 1997: 204), 
a pronoun is bound by a right element.2 Also, see den Dikken (2018: 88) for more arguments against the 
precedence analysis of binding. 

(3) If you come up with a few more nice stories about himi, every senatori will change his vote in your 
favor. 

Also, in (4a), the R-expression John in the first conjunct may be co-referential with the second conjunct; 
but in (4b), where the order of the conjuncts is reversed, this co-referential relation disappears (Munn 1992). 
Since an R-expression cannot be c-commanded by a co-referential expression, the contrast in (4) again 
shows that the first conjunct asymmetrically c-commands the second one in nominal coordinate 
constructions. See more similar asymmetries in Zhang (2010: 11-13). 

(4) a. Johni’s dog and hei went for a walk. 
b.  * Hei and Johni’s dog went for a walk. 

 
2 One anonymous reviewer does not think (3) is acceptable; however, all of my informants agree with Culicover & 
Jackendoff’s (1997) judgment. 
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Second, if the first conjunct is negative, it can license a negative polarity item in the second conjunct, but 
not vice versa, as seen in the acceptability contrast in (5) and (6) (cf. Progovac 1998). Since the licensing 
needs an asymmetrical c-command relation, the contrast in these examples indicates that the first conjunct 
c-commands the second one, but not vice versa. 

(5) a. No cat or any dog has entered this building. 
b.  * Any cat or no dog has entered this building. 

(6) a. I met [no professors or anyone else].  (Hoeksema 2000: 124) 
b.  * I met [any professors or no one else]. 

Third, in a coordinate construction in English, if the two conjuncts are of different categories, it is always 
the one that is next to X that satisfies the c-selection of X, and the category of the other conjunct does not 
have to. This has been discussed in Zhang (2010: 50-54) and confirmed by Bruening’s (2023) experimental 
investigation. A preposition c-selects a DP, but not a declarative CP (Pesetsky 1991: 5), as seen in (7b). In 
(7a) (Sag, Gazdar, Wasow, and Weisler 1985: 165), the first conjunct, but not the second one, satisfies the 
c-selection of on. In (7c), the first conjunct, a CP, does not satisfy the c-selection of on, and the example is 
not acceptable. If one thinks that the CP in (7a) is headed by a null noun and thus the two conjuncts are 
both nominals (cf. Neeleman et al 2022: §3.2), one still cannot explain why the assumed null noun cannot 
rescue other unacceptable examples in (7). 

(7) a. You can depend on [DP my assistance] and [CP that he will be on time]. 
b.  * You can depend on [CP that he will be on time]. 
c.  * You can depend on [CP that he will be on time] and [DP my assistance]. 

In addition to the selection of a preposition, the selection of a transitive verb also shows the categorial 
decisiveness of a single conjunct in English. The verb devour c-selects a DP, instead of a PP. In the 
acceptable (8a) (adapted from Grosu 1985: 232), the first conjunct only pork is a DP, satisfying the c-
selection of the verb, and the second conjunct only at home is a PP. In the unacceptable (8b), the first 
conjunct is a PP and the second one is a DP. Thus, two conjuncts can be categorially asymmetrical and it 
is the conjunct next to the verb that satisfies the c-selection of the verb.3   

(8) a. John devoured [DP only pork] and [PP only at home]. 
b.  ?∗	 John devoured [PP only at home] and [DP only pork]. 

The above discussion shows that it is not true that “[a] coordination of α and β is admissible at a given place 
in sentence structure if and only if each of α and β is individually admissible at that place with the same 
function.” (Huddleston and Pullum, 2006: 201), or that “each conjunct must satisfy all functional 
constraints on the coordinate structure” (Przepiórkowski 2022: (67)).  

Theoretically, a binary-branching structure is more economical than structures with greater numbers 
of branches (Yngve 1960: 453; Collins 1997: 77; 2022); and thus, a binary-branching structure is preferred 
to (1). 

 
3 As pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, the word only is necessary in (8a), but this focus marker does not play 
any role in syntactic category (Herburger 2000: 87). Thus, the example indeed shows that conjuncts can be of different 
categories. Also, we explore the possible category relations between conjuncts in syntax, and do not expect that 
conjuncts must be semantically parallel to each other, although the conjuncts in (8a) are both focused. Moreover, 
although the two conjuncts in (ia) are of the same semantic type (<e,t>), type <e,t> elements cannot occur in a subject 
position, as seen in (ib). Thus, the unacceptability of such an example does not affect the generalization that the category 
of the coordinate structure is identical to that of a single conjunct. 

(i) a. Pat is either stupid or a liar. b.  * Stupid or a liar entered the building. 

Furthermore, we also do not expect combinations of conjuncts of different categories are always possible. See Borsley 
(2005: 464) for impossible examples. 
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The second previous analysis of coordination is a Spec-Comp analysis. Thiersch (1985), Munn (1987), 
Kayne (1994), Zoerner (1995), Johannessen (1998), and Zhang (2010) assume that two conjuncts are Spec 
and complement of a coordinator, respectively. In this structure, one conjunct asymmetrically c-commands 
the other conjunct. Although this analysis avoids the empirical problems of the symmetrical analysis, it still 
has problems. One problem is that since the assumed head has no syntactic category, not being able to 
provide the category features to the whole structure, Zoerner (1995: 20; 1999: 324) and Zhang (2010) 
assume that there is a feature percolation from a Spec to the whole complex. Although the Spec-Head 
dependency of other formal features has been recognized, e.g., phi-feature agreement, stipulating a Spec-
Head dependency of the syntactic categorial features is ad hoc. Unvalued categorial features are never 
licensed by copying of such features from one element to another. 

Another problem is that the head of this structure is a construction-specific functional category. 
Removing or reducing construction-specific syntax is one goal of generative syntax. 

Den Dikken (2006) proposes a richer complementation structure, where the combination of and and 
the last conjunct is the complement of a silent coordinator. But the two problems mentioned above remain 
in his structure. 

The third previous analysis of coordination is an adjunction analysis. Munn (1992, 1993) proposes 
that BP (Boolean Phrase), which contains the second conjunct and a coordinator, adjoins to the first 
conjunct, as seen in (9) (also Cormack and Smith 2005). In this analysis, if the second conjunct is a clause, 
an operator moves to SpecBP (see Kayne 1994: 59 for a comment). 

(9) [DP [DP Asia] [BP and Africa]] 

This analysis still has a construction-specific functional category, BP. Moreover, this projection is 
intrinsically an adjunct, unlike the projection of any other categories. Later, we will show that the empirical 
similarity between one conjunct and a modifier can be captured by a theoretically improved approach. 

The fourth previous analysis of coordination is a multidominance analysis. Goodall (1987), Muadz 
(1991), Moltmann (1992), and de Vries (2005) all propose their versions of multidominance structure for 
coordinate constructions. Decades ago, in a different context, Emonds (1970: 83, 200; 1972: 50) introduced 
the concept that two or more constituents can occupy one phrase-structure position in “deep structure”, and 
the positions of the constituents integrated in this way may be assigned arbitrarily (Emonds 1972: 61 n. 20; 
I thank Robert Freidin for the reference). The multidominance analyses of coordination seem to develop 
this idea. Both Moltmann and de Vries give critical comments on Goodall (1987) and Muadz (1991). In the 
following, I briefly introduce de Vries’s structure only. 

De Vries (2005) assumes that a coordinator heads a CoP, and the first conjunct does not c-command 
the second conjunct. Nevertheless, he correctly states that a coordinator has no category and two conjuncts 
can be categorially different. He gives the structure in (10a), where the Co element and and the second 
conjunct YP are “behind” the first conjunct XP. I illustrate the structure with the example Asia and Africa 
in (10b). In this analysis, the elements linked by the dotted lines have a “behindance” relation to the rest 
part of the structure. 

(10) a.       CoP  Co  YP  b.   CoP  and Africa 
          
    XP    Co’       Asia Co’ 

There are more versions of multidominance structures proposed in the literature. Their basic ideas are the 
same. The analysis has the construction-specific CoP. Also, deriving such structures needs a special mode 
of merger, designed for coordination only. Linearization of such structures is necessarily more complicated 
than that of two-dimensional structures. Advocates of the multidominance analyses have sought to 
formalize the theory-internally necessary operations; but if their empirical goals can be met by simpler two-
dimensional approaches, we see no point in pursuing the complicated and construction-specific approach. 

The fifth previous analysis of coordination is a sister movement analysis. In Chomsky (2013: 46), a 
coordinate construction is derived by three basic steps: the two conjuncts are merged, the resultant structure 
is merged with a coordinator, and finally, the first conjunct moves to the left of the coordinator, as illustrated 
in (11).  
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(11)    g 
    

    Asia   a 
           

and  b  
       

<Asia>   Africa 

In (11), after the merger of Asia and Africa, one of them must move out for b to be labeled. If Asia moves, 
b receives the label from Africa. Now, since and and the construction it heads (i.e., a) are not available as 
a label, g receives the label from Asia. A similar analysis is proposed in Weisser (2015: 190, 194) for 
asymmetrical coordination (Culicover and Jackendoff 1997), and a more elaborated version of this analysis 
is seen in Chomsky (2021: 33). One problem of the analysis is that in (11), the combination of the two 
conjuncts must be selected by a coordinator, and a coordinator must select such a combination. These are 
construction-specific operations. Another problem is that according to Chomsky’s (2013 et seq.) labeling 
theory, if two sisters share formal features, the label of their combination should be the shared features, 
without moving either of the sisters; but in (11), one sister must move, even if it shares features with the 
other sister. This analysis of coordination predicts either that *and Asia Africa should be well-formed or 
that two conjuncts must always have different features. Neither is true. 

2.2 The merger of a coordinator and one of the conjuncts 
To avoid the problems of the previous analyses, in this section, I argue for the functional element status of 
coordinators, showing how they take one conjunct as their complement, and then, in the next subsection, I 
explain how to integrate the other conjunct into the structure. 

First, a functional element has no theta relation with any other element in a structure, and thus it is 
neither substantive nor predicative (Chomsky 2019: 52); this is also true of a coordinator.  

Moreover, a functional head must be transitive, i.e., it must be merged with a complement, and this 
is also true of a coordinator: it must be merged with one conjunct first. This means that conjuncts are not 
structurally symmetrical: the one that is the complement of a coordinator is c-commanded by the other 
conjunct. This asymmetry captures the binding and NPI licensing facts reported in 2.1. Therefore, in a 
coordinate construction, one of the conjuncts is syntactically lower than the other. This conjunct is the 
complement of the coordinator (also called an internal conjunct).  

Furthermore, in a head-complement cluster, the complement cannot decide the category of the cluster; 
similarly, the category of the internal conjunct cannot decide the category of the whole coordinate structure. 
This asymmetry captures the categorial fact seen in (7) and (8) in 2.1. 

I claim that various coordinators (and, or, but) realize a functional head position Junct (J). These 
different coordinators may have different semantic features. As stated above, a functional element must 
take another element as its complement. How to represent this general property of all functional elements? 
One can assume that a functional head has an unvalued a feature, and its complement values this feature. 
One anonymous reviewer asks: “What kinds of features can an element bear if it lacks category?” My 
answer is that if it is a functional element, it has this unvalued a feature, at least; otherwise, it (i.e., a root) 
has its lexical semantic features, as generally assumed. 

I call the combination of J and its complement a J-set. The merger of J and its complement is the first 
step in forming a coordinate construction. We discuss the next step below. 

2.3 The merger of a J-set with the other conjunct 
In this section, we answer the question why a coordinate construction must have more than one conjunct 
syntactically. My claim is that J has no syntactic category, and this property forces a J-set to be merged 
with another element, the external conjunct in a coordinate construction. 

One issue needs to be clarified: the property of complement-taking (all functional heads have this 
property) is different from the property of carrying syntactic category features. 
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It is well-known that a root, which is a syntactic element bearing conceptual content, does not have syntactic 
category features. Roots also do not take complements. On the other hand, some syntactic elements, e.g., 
the noun cup, the adjective flat, and adverbs in general, do have category features but they do not take a 
complement. Therefore, having syntactic categorial features and taking a complement do not correlate to 
each other. 

Many familiar functional elements not only introduce their complement into a structure, but also 
provide a category to the resultant combination, e.g., T, C, D, A, etc. In the previous subection, I have 
argued that coordinators are functional elements. I argued for the functional element status of coordinators 
without considering the issue whether they have syntactic category features. I now introduce the fact that 
although coordinators (i.e., J elements) share the complement-taking property with other functional 
elements, they also share properties with roots. 

First, neither a root nor a J element has a syntactic category. The occurrence of a coordinator in a 
coordinate construction cannot decide the category of the whole construction. A coordinate construction 
can be an NP, VP, or AP, etc., where and does not play any role in deciding the category of the combination 
(i.e., the J-set). In Chomsky (2013: 46), a coordinator does not label a structure, but “it must still be visible 
for determining the structure. In Chomsky (2021: 33), “&” is treated like other atoms of computation such 
as INFL, but he does not elaborate on this “&”. In my J-theory, since J has no syntactic category features 
(also see Zoerner 1995: 19; de Vries 2005: 91), a J-set is not categorized and has no label. 

Second, both a root and a J-set need a categorizer. No root can take part in syntactic computations 
without being categorized; a root must be categorized by combining with a category-defining element. 
Since a J-set has no category, it must be categorized. The highest conjunct (called the external conjunct) 
functions as a categorizer. It is obvious that the category of a coordinate complex is identical to that of at 
least one conjunct. Chomsky (2013: 46) states that if the whole coordinate construction is g, and “if the 
coordinated expressions are APs, then g is an AP, etc.” In (7a) and (8a), the category of the first conjunct 
categorizes the J-set, allowing the whole coordinate complex to satisfy the c-selection of the complex by a 
higher element (i.e., P in (7a) and V in (8a)). I therefore claim that in such constructions, the first conjunct 
categorizes the J-set. Then, the structure of Asia and Africa is (12), where the first conjunct Asia categorizes 
the J-set. Asia is a DP and thus the whole structure is a DP. 

(12)      DP      
     

DP      J-set 
      
Asia      J   DP 

and  
    Africa 

The requirement of a categorizer explains why the combination of a coordinator and one conjunct must be 
merged with another conjunct in syntax. 

Third, neither a root nor a J-set is required to occur for any element. For a coordinate construction, 
the presence of the external conjunct satisfies the c-selection of the syntactic context (see (7) and (8)), and 
therefore, the presence of the rest part (i.e., the J-set) is not syntactically required. This has been pointed 
out by Zhang (2010: 61): “[n]o syntactic position is found to be taken by coordinate complexes exclusively. 
For example, verbs such as compare select plural nominals, and the selected element can be either a 
coordinate complex or a simplex plural nominal.” Therefore, a J-set is syntactically optional. This 
optionality entails a dependency asymmetry: to take part in a syntactic computation, a J-set must be merged 
with a categorizer, but no element selects for a J-set. If an element can be merged with a J-set, it can also 
be merged with a categorized element. A root is in a similar situation. No element needs a root, but for a 
root to take part in a syntactic operation, it needs a categorizer. It is the lack of a category feature in J that 
causes a J-set to be optional to a categorized element. 

I conclude that J is a categoryless functional element. 
In this proposed analysis, because J must take a complement and because it must be categorized by 

another element, to build a coordinate construction, two levels of merger are necessary: the merger of J and 
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its complement, and the merger of a J-set and its categorizer. In the first merger, J is the head, but in the 
second merger, J or the J-set is not the head. In both mergers, the two sisters are asymmetrical to each other. 
The first merge is seen in the syntax of functional elements and the second merger is seen in the syntax of 
roots. Therefore, neither operation is ad hoc, or stipulated for coordinate constructions only. 

This analysis of the relations between conjuncts is superior to other available analyses reviewed in 
2.1, which do not capture the categoryless property of coordinators. In this analysis, the external conjunct 
is a categorizer, instead of a Spec element, as assumed in the Spec-Complement analysis. Unlike a 
categorizer, a Spec element does not project its categorial features. 

Recall that in the theory of Chomsky (2013: 46), the coordinate construction Asia and Africa should 
have the structure in (13). 

(13) [g Asia [a and [b <Asia> Africa] 

Our proposed (12) is different from Chomsky’s (13) in two major aspects: the two conjuncts show up in 
their base-positions and thus the level of the merger marked by b does not exist, and the categoryless a is 
identified as a J-set. In both analyses, however, one conjunct decides the label, and the sister of this conjunct, 
a in (13) or J-set in (12), is unable to label a structure. 

Summarizing, a coordinate structure is built by two necessary levels of merger: complementation and 
categorization. They both are necessary because a coordinator is a categoryless functional element. 

3. Syntactic similarities between coordinate and modification constructions 
In this section, I show that the same two levels of merger in the building of a coordinate construction are 
also found in the building of a modification construction. I argue that the syntax of a modifier is similar to 
the syntax of a J-set in a coordinate structure. Zhang (2022b, 2023) presents several shared structural 
properties of the two constructions. I introduce three of them in this section. 

3.1 The categorial decisiveness of one of the two elements 
We have seen in (7) and (8) that if the two conjuncts of a coordinate construction are different in their 
categories, the external conjunct alone, rather than the internal conjunct, can decide the category of the 
whole structure. Similarly, in a modification construction, it is the modified element, rather than the 
modifying element, that decides the category of the whole structure. Modifiers are invisible to the labelling 
algorithm (Safir 2022: 2). In my analysis, this is because modifiers are the complement of a (silent) 
modification marker, which is also a J element. Therefore, in both constructions, one element alone satisfies 
the c-selection of the complex by a higher element. This element (i.e., the external conjunct or the modified 
element) is the categorizer of the J-set. 

3.2 Syntactic optionality 
When a modifier modifies an element, e.g., an adjective modifies a noun or an adverb modifies a verb, it is 
syntactically optional. If a modifier is the complement of J, and its combination with J is a J-set, a J-set is 
syntactically optional. The combination of an internal conjunct and a coordinator, i.e., a J-set, is also 
syntactically optional (see the third point in §2.3). Thus, a J-set is syntactically optional, although it enriches 
the whole construction semantically. 

Note that syntactic arguments and modifiers do not always match semantic ones (e.g., McNally 2016). 
One example is the clause-final adverb in English middles (e.g., Bread cuts #(easily)). According to 
Condoravdi (1989), middles involve structured generic event quantification. The adverb there supplies the 
quantificational scope, whereas the rest of the clause supplies the restriction on the null generic quantifier. 
Thus, the adverb is semantically obligatory. Larson (2018) extends Condoravdi’s analysis to some other 
adverb constructions. Similarly, although one of the two conjuncts is syntactically optional, its properties 
can be visible to the semantics of the whole construction. De Vries (2005: 100) states that “as for c-
command relations – a second conjunct is invisible for the context, in contrast to the first.” The notion 
“invisible” here should be restricted to category features only. For example, “quantifier raising out of a 
coordinate structure is possible only if the raised quantifier binds a variable in each conjunct” (Neeleman 
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et al 2022: 21). A variable is absent in the second conjunct in (14a), but present in (14b) and (14c). 
Quantifier Raising is impossible in (14a). 

(14) a. A (different) student likes every professor but hates some TAs. 
  *‘[Every professor]1 is such that a different student like him1 but hates some TAs.’ 

b. A (different) student likes every professor but hates some of his1 TAs. 
 ‘For [every professor]1 there is a different student that likes him1 but hates some of his1 

TAs.’ 
c. A (different) student likes every professor1 but wants him1 to fire some TAs. 
 ‘For [every professor]1 there is a different student that likes him1 but wants him1 to fire 

some TAs.’ 

In such cases, it is the interfaces between semantics and syntax that play a role. 

3.3 Stackability 
Different from arguments, both modifiers and conjuncts can be stacked. The number of modifiers can be 
unlimited syntactically. For example, one can say I met a young, happy, diligent, …, and smart boy. More 
modifiers can be added to this construction. Conjuncts can also be stacked, as seen in the unbound 
unstructured coordination construction (Chomsky 2013: 45), such as (15).  

(15) a. John is tall, happy, hungry, bored with TV, etc. 
b. I met someone young, happy, eager to go to college, tired of wasting time, … 

In both (15a) and (15b), more conjuncts can be added; also, among the multiple conjuncts, no one is 
syntactically dependent on another. But since merger is binary, an early merged conjunct appears at a lower 
position than a later merged one. 

The above three shared properties between modification and coordinate constructions lead us to claim 
that like an internal conjunct, a modifier is also introduced by a J element. However, this J element is null 
in languages such as English, but is a modification marker in languages such as Mandarin Chinese, to be 
introduced in the next section. Then, the syntactic position of a modifier is the same as that of an internal 
conjunct, and the syntactic position of the modified element is the same as that of an external conjunct. 

4. Coordinators and modification markers as J elements 
In §2.2 and §2.3, I have claimed that a coordinator realizes J, which is a functional head element without 
any categorial features. In this section, I first review a few previous analyses of the syntax of coordinators 
(§4.1), and then present the shared syntactic properties of coordinators and modification markers, to show 
that they both are J elements (§4.2). 

4.1 Previous analyses 
Theory A: no status or adjunct. Some scholars think that coordinators have no syntactic status. Blümel 
(1914: 52) even declares “Strictly speaking, ... such words should be excluded from dictionaries” (see Lang 
1984: 67 for a review). Goodall (1987: 32) states that coordinators are inserted at PF when the structure of 
a coordinate complex is linearized. Similarly, Moltmann (1992: 25, 28) states that “the coordinator is treated 
formally as an adjunct to the following conjunct” and “‘coordinator’ does not denote a syntactic function.” 
However, if an element has no syntactic status or plays the role of an adjunct, its occurrence with one 
conjunct should not require the occurrence another conjunct. Also, like other head elements, coordinators 
may c-select conjuncts (Zhang 2010), and exhibit other properties of head elements (Bošković 2020; contra 
Li 2022). 

Theory B: functional element with a construction-specific category. Coordinators have been assumed 
to realize a functional head, with various names, e.g., & in Zoerner (1995), B (Boolean) in Munn (1993), 
and Co in Johannessen (1998) and de Vries (2005). As stated in §2.1, there are problems with this analysis. 
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For example, the functional head is construction-specific. In the BP Adjunction analysis, B heads a 
projection that functions as an adjunct only, unlike any other projections. 

Theory C: a vacuous functional head. Neeleman et al (2022: §5) state that a coordinator is not the 
head of the structure of a coordinate construction; instead, it is a functor that selects the conjunct to its right, 
in a language such as English. They assume that the properties of the complement of a coordinator are fully 
projected to the coordinator. Thus, the assumed functor does not project any functional category. The theory 
can be illustrated in (16). 

(16)     
        YP     XP 

  

and   XP 

One can see that this assumption is not empirically different from Theory A reviewed above. They share 
the same problems. 

Our J element analysis of coordinators (§2) avoids the problems of the three analyses. 

4.2 Shared properties of coordinators and modification markers 
In this section, we show the similarities between coordinators and modification markers. English does not 
have modification markers, but some other languages do (Rubin 1994, 2003). The Mandarin modification 
marker de occurs between elements of various categories that have a modification relation. In the examples 
in (17), de is next to the underlined modifier (Zhang 2010: 95-96; we do not discuss de in non-modification 
constructions):4 

(17) a. Lùlù mòmò-de   líkāi-le. Manner Adv 
Lulu silently-MOD leave-PRF 
‘Lulu left silently.’ 

b. Lùlù yī-jù  huà  yě  bù  shuō-de  kàn-zhe tiānkōng. Adverbial clause 
Lulu one-CL word also not  say-MOD look-PRG sky 
‘LuLu looked at the sky without saying a word.’ 

c. Nà-gè cōngmíng-de nánhái líkāi-le. Adjective 
that-CL smart-MOD  boy  leave-PRF 
‘That smart boy left.’ 

d. Lùlù yǒu zǐ-sè-de         xiàngliàn.  NP 
Lulu have purple-color-MOD necklace 
‘Lulu has a purple necklace.’ 

e. Nà-gè líkāi-de    nánhái shuāidǎo-le.  Relative clause 
that-CL leave-MOD boy   fall-PRF 
‘The boy who had left fell.’ 

f. Lùlù zǒujìn-le jǐ-jiā     yán mǎlù-de   shāngdiàn.  PP 
Lulu enter-PRF several-CL along road-MOD shop 
‘Yani entered several shops along the road.’ 

g. Lùlù zhǎodào-le qítā-de   tóngxué.  Scope-taking Adj 
Lulu find-PRF  other-MOD classmate 
‘Lulu found the other classmates.’ 

 
4 Abbreviations: CL: classifier; MOD: modification; PRF: perfective; SFX: suffix. 
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In (17a, b), the modified element is a verbal expression, but in the rest of the examples of (17), the modified 
element is a nominal.5 Paul (2017: 9-10) claims that the de with a modifier of a VP and that with a modifier 
of an NP are different syntactically, and thus unlike the former, the latter projects a DP. In other words, de 
may have categorial features. However, none of her arguments is convincing. First, she claims that de is 
excluded for a monosyllabic modifier of a verbal expression but no such constraint applies to the modifier 
of a nominal. But one can see that the monosyllabic modifier zhēn ‘real’ occurs with de in both the verbal 
modification construction in (18a) and the nominal modification construction in (18b).  

(18) a. Lùlù zhēn-de   líkāi-le. 
Lulu really-MOD leave-PRF 
‘Lulu really left.’ 

b. Zhè shì zhēn-de zuànshí. 
this be real-MOD diamond 
‘This is a real diamond.’ 

Second, she claims that although many different categories can modify an NP, “there exists no choice for 
XP besides adverbs when the modifiee is a VP or a clause”. But (17b) has a clausal modifier for the VP. 
Third, she claims that an adverb such as xiǎnrán ‘obviously’ can precede either a negative or affirmative 
vP, but an adverb such as rènzhēn ‘diligently’ may not precede a negative vP, and therefore, the following 
question arises: “how to determine the exact categorial identity of the modifiee”. However, one can see that 
the former type of adverb is speaker-oriented, and thus is base-generated above the vP domain. Thus, its 
position with respect to negation is free. But the latter type of adverb, a manner type, is base-generated 
below negation, and thus it cannot precede a negative vP. Semantically, it is impossible for a manner to 
scope over negation. Fourth, she claims that “an adverb such as rènzhēn-de, being a manner adverb, is 
excluded from the sentence-initial position to the left of the subject, another difference with the sentential 
adverb xiǎnránde (#-de).” But a manner modifier can be moved to the sentence-initial position, as shown 
in (19). Therefore, the alleged contrasts between the uses of de in the two types of modifiers do not support 
the claim that the modification marker de has categorial features. 

(19) Yī-bù-yī-bù-de,      Lùlù pá-dào-le   dòng-kǒu.6 
one-step-one-step-MOD Lulu crawl-to-PRF cave-entrance 
‘Step by step, Lulu crawled to the entrance of the cave.’ 

There are seven shared properties of coordinators and modification markers. First, like other functional 
elements, neither has a theta relation with another element.  

Second, like other functional elements, both are a closed set.  
Third, both must be associated with at least two elements: one links a modifier to a modified element, 

and the other links one conjunct to another conjunct.  
Fourth, neither has any category features. And does not project any categorial features (see §2.3), nor 

does the modification marker de in Mandarin (Li 2008). In (17), de occurs in various categorial contexts.  
Based on the third and the fourth shared properties above, Li (2008) finds that the syntactic behaviors 

of the modification marker de and and are almost identical (also see Zhang 2010: 97). 
Fifth, like many functional heads, both can be PF null in a language or in certain constructions of a 

language. J is always null in modification constructions in English. We have seen null coordinator 
constructions in (15). In Mandarin, a null modification marker in seen in examples like (20) (also see Tang 

 
5 In Larson (2018), de with a modifier in Mandarin is analyzed as a case concordializer, which requires case but can 
receive it only by agreement. However, as pointed out by Li (2022: 174; also see Huang et al. 2009: 36), many modifiers 
do not contain any nominal, e.g., congming-de ‘intelligent’ in (17c). Thus, the case concordializer analysis is challenged. 
6 The combination of a modifier with de is a J-set, which has no categorial features and thus should be unable to move. 
However, in the movement of a conjunct, the enclitic coordinator -to moves together with the hosting conjunct, in 
Japanese. See Zhang (2023: §4.2.1) and the references therein. Similarly, in examples like (19), the enclitic de moves 
together with the modifier, which is its morphological host. 
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1979: 147), although, as pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, the occurrence of such a null form is 
restricted (note that calling the null form a null J or null de makes no empirical difference in this case).  

(20) Hútú    rén   cái  zuò zhè-zhǒng shì. 
confused person only do  this-kind  thing 
‘Only confused people do this kind of thing.’ 

Sixth, both occur in a linker position, which is between the two associated elements, regardless the order 
of the two elements (see Nichols 1986; Zhang 2022b, 2023). The Mandarin modification marker de may 
precede or follow a modifier of a verbal expression, as seen in (21a) and (21b), respectively (also see Li 
2022). 

(21) a. Ālán xiào-dé   hěn  kāixīn.7 
Alan laugh-MOD very heartily 

b. Ālán hěn kāixīn-de    xiào-le. 
Alan very heartily-MOD laugh-PRF 
Both a and b: ‘Alan laughed heartily.’ 

In some languages, the form variation of a linker is exhibited in the phonological forms (Chung 1991: 97), 
but in Mandarin, it is exhibited in the written forms of de. The linker that precedes a nominal Head, as in 
(17c, d, e, f, g) and (18b), is 的; the one that precedes a verbal Head, as in (17a, b), (18a), (19), and (21b), 
is 地, and the one that follows the Head, as in (21a), is 得. These different written forms in Mandarin 
correlate with different phonological forms in some dialects (e.g., in Cantonese, the three forms are ge, gam, 
and dak, respectively; Zhu 1980: 162).  

De is an enclitic consistently (cf. C. Huang 1987), like the Japanese conjunction -to. It thus cannot 
occur at the left-edge of a prosodic word. If a modification marker introduces a modifier to the modified 
element, it forms a constituent with the modified element; and thus, in both (21a) and (21b), de forms a 
syntactic constituent with hen kaixin ‘very heartily’. The syntactic constituency boundary matches the 
prosodic boundary in (21b), as shown in (22a), but not in (21a), as shown in (22b).  

(22) a.   VP         b.  VP  
                

J-set	 	 VP	 	 	 	 	 	 VP	 	 	 	 	 	 	 J-set	
              

AdvP      J       xiao      xiao      J   AdvP 
       de      laugh      laugh    de  

 hen kaixin          hen kaixin 
 very heartily              very heartily 
         cliticization  

Seventh, if there are three or more elements and only one coordinator or modification marker occurs, it 
must be next to the final element. The constraint on coordinators is seen in (23), and the same constraint on 
the modification marker de in Mandarin is seen in (24).  

(23) a. Asia, Africa, and Europe 
b. *Asia, and Africa, Europe 

 
7 Multiple modifiers may occur preverbally, but at most one modifier may occur post-verbally. This is captured by 
Huang’s (1982, 1984: 54) constraint that “a verb in Chinese may be followed by at most one constituent, though it may 
be preceded by an indefinite number of constituents (including subject and adverbial modifiers).” 
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(24) a. Ālán dú-le   yī-běn  hěn cháng, hěn nán,    hěn wúliáo-de  shū. 
Alan read-PRF one-CL very long  very difficult very boring-MOD book 
‘Alan read a long, difficult and boring book.’ 

b.  * Ālán dú-le   yī-běn  hěn-cháng, hěn nán-de,     hěn wúliáo shū. 
Alan read-PRF one-CL very long  very difficult-MOD very boring book 

Other than the above shared properties of coordinators and modification markers, not surprisingly, the two 
kinds of linkers may also share the same form in some languages. The Classical Chinese linker er is used 
as a conjunction in (25a), but a modification marker in (25b). The same linker also has multiple uses in 
several Formosan languages (Tsai and Wu 2012). The linker ru' is a conjunction in (26a) and a modification 
marker to introduce a purpose expression in (26b) (Tsai and Wu 2012: 167; AV is agent voice, PV is patient 
voice, LK is linker). 

(25) a. Wén shàn ér  bù shàn jiē yǐ   gào  qí shàng. 
hear good and not good all with report it lord 
‘When you hear good and bad things, you should report both to the lord.’ 

b. Zǐlù shuàiěr  ér   duì. 
Zilu carelessly MOD answer 
‘Zilu answered carelessly’  [Classical Chinese] 

(26) a. S<um>'an  eu' bauwak  'i'   Tapas [ru' hab-un=nia']. 
breed<AV> ACC wild.hog NOM Tapas  LK kill-PV=3SG.OBL 
‘Tapas bred hogs and then killed them.’ 

b. S<um>'an [ru' pahab] cu' bauwak  'i'   Tapas.  
breed<AV> LK kill   ACC wild.hog NOM Tapas  
‘Tapas bred hogs to kill.’  [Mayrinax] 

The meaning instability of the formative er in Classical Chinese and ru' in Mayrinax follows Carlson’s 
(2000) generalization that functional elements often present mismatches in form and interpretation that 
lexical elements do not. 

Summarizing, in this section, I have argued against three previous analysis of coordinators, which 
claim that coordinators have no syntactic status, or are functional heads only for coordinate constructions, 
or are vacuous functional heads. I have also argued that both coordinators and modification markers are 
realizations of J, again reaching a unified analysis of coordinate and modification constructions. Of course, 
the functional element J may be specified with various features in different constructions, similar to C, 
which is specified with various features for finite, nonfinite, relative clauses, and so on. 

I have argued that both coordination and modification constructions are derived by two levels of 
merger: complementation and categorization. The syntactic unification comes from the perspective of 
category, optionality, and stackability (§3), among other perspectives (see Zhang 2022b, 2023), and from 
the shared properties of coordinators and modification markers (this section).8 This unified analysis of the 
two constructions is compatible to Bošković’s (2020) unified analysis of conjunct and adverbial island 
effects (Ross 1967). Our two levels of merger for modification also leads to a unification of operations to 
build modification constructions and non-modification constructions (also see Safir 2022 for a similar 
unification from other perspectives). Also, not only a head element but also a phrase (phrasal conjunct or 
modified element) can be a categorizer.9 

 
8 To give a unified analysis of ATB gaps and parasitic gaps, Williams (1987) claims that there is a function head 
COORD, which covers relevant syntactic relations. However, his COORD is not a categoryless element and it also 
covers non-coordinate and non-modification relations. 
9 Some scholars (e.g., Marantz 1997) assume that roots are categorized by specialized functional heads such as n or v, 
but some other scholars assume that roots are categorized by their functional superstructure, without any dedicated 
categorizing head (e.g., Borer 2005; Adger 2013). The categorization of a J-set is compatible with the latter theory. 
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5. Coordinators and modification markers in compounds 
In this section, I argue that when a coordinator or a modification marker occurs with roots, it is also a J-
element. 

The notion compound is understood as an expression that contains at least two roots. Root is 
recognized as a syntactic atom bearing conceptual content without a syntactic category. 

In a compound, the semantic relations between roots are parallel to those between phrases, as seen in 
(27a) through (27d) (although the last type is included in many grammar books, e.g., Zhu 1982: 32, it is not 
included in Scalise and Antonietta 2009).10 

(27) a. modification  kōng-xí   xǐ-jù 
     sky-attack  happy-drama 
     ‘air raid’   ‘comedy’ 
 b. coordination  kāi-guān   xīn-kǔ  
     open-close  pungent-bitter 
     ‘switch’   ‘hard-working’ 
 c. internal argument-taking sī-jī   shāng-xīn   

     control-machine  hurt-heart 
     ‘driver’   ‘sad’ 
 d. external argument-taking dì-zhèn    yǎn-hóng   
     earth-quake  eye-red 
     ‘earth-quake’  ‘jealous’ 

In this section, I first show that like a single root, a compound can also be categoryless (§5.1), and then 
show that for the coordinate and modification relations in roots, they also allow coordinators and 
modification markers to occur in certain cases, parallel to the similar relations between categorized 
elements (words or phrases) (§5.2). 

5.1 The categorylessness of root clusters 
Unlike a categorized element, neither of the two roots in a compound can decide the category of the whole 
compound, as seen in (28) (Zhang 2007). 

(28) a. zhè-zhāng zhuōzi-de dà-xiǎo [A-like Ö +A-like Ö] à N 
this-CL   table-MOD big-small  
‘the size of this table’  

b. yī-gè  hěn bǎo-shǒu-de     rén  [V-like Ö + V-like Ö] à A 
one-CL very keep-defend-MOD person  
‘a very conservative person’   

The combination of two roots can also be underspecified with its category: 

(29) a. Ālán xiǎng zuǒ-yòu Bǎoyù.  Verb 
Alan want left-right Baoyu 
‘Alan wants to control Baoyu.’ 

b. Ālán rang Bǎoyù zuǒ-yòu bù  shì rén.  Adv 
Alan make Baoyu left-right not be person 
‘Alan put Baoyu in a very difficult position.’ 

 
10 The combination of a verb and a result expression, as in (i), is derived by verb-incorporation (Zhang 2022a). Such 
a combination is exclusively verbal and cannot follow tā-de ‘his’. We do not discuss such expressions. 
(i) a. nòng-huài  b. chī-nì 
  make-ruined   eat-bored 
  ‘damage’    ‘tired of eating something’  
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(30) a. Ālán zài yǎn-chū.  Verb 
Alan PRG perform-exit 
‘Alan is performing a show.’ 

b. Ālán de  yǎn-chū    hěn bang. Noun 
Alan MOD perform-exit very good 
‘Alan’s performance is good.’ 

Thus, like a single root, the combination of multiple roots also has no categorial features. 

5.2 Coordinators and modification markers in root clusters 
Nóbrega and Panagiotidis (2020: 226) mention that a conjunction may occur between two roots (bed and 
breakfast). We list more examples in (31). The Mandarin examples in (32) are proper names in Taiwan. 

(31) to-and-fro, spic and span, surf-and-turf, bread and butter  

(32) a. Bǎo-ér-bǎo   b. Fù-ér-měi 
 burger-and-full     rich-and-beautiful 

  ‘a restaurant name’   ‘a restaurant name’ 

We note that in Mandarin, a modification marker may also occur between two roots of a compound:  

(33) a. Ài-zhī-wèi   b. Lǜ-de    yàozào 
 love-MOD-taste        green-MOD medicine-soap 
 ‘a food brand name in Taiwan’   ‘the name of a kind of green herbal soap’ 

The word er can be used as either a conjunction or a modification marker, as seen in (25) above. The two 
uses of the formative are kept in compounds. It is used as a modification marker in (34), but a conjunction 
in (35). 

(34) a. Guǎng-ér-gào-zhī 
wide-MOD-announce-it 
‘broadly announce’ 

b. Nǐ kě    qiānwàn bù yào   tìng-ér-zǒu-xiǎn! 
you rather ever   not should chest.up-MOD-walk-danger 
‘You should never take a risk.’ 

(35) a. qǔ-ér-dài-zhī   b. jiǔ-ér-jiǔ-zhī 
 take-and-replace    long-and-long-SFX 
 ‘replace’     ‘after a long time’ 

Theoretically, it is problematic for a canonical functional projection (e.g., the assumed &P or ModP in the 
literature) to occur in a cluster that has not been categorized. But there is no problem for a categoryless 
functional element to occur between roots. In the previous sections, we have identified coordinators and 
modification markers as J elements, which are categoryless functional elements. I propose that when such 
a functional element occurs in a compound, it not only takes one root as its complement, but also takes 
another root as its Spec, and then the whole compound is categorized by a (null) categorizer, similar to the 
categorization of a single root. 
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(36) 

 
In Chomsky (2002: 133-134), the element that the head first merges with is called complement and another 
element that the head merges with is called specifier; and “[so] the whole notion of complement and 
specifier disappears except as a terminological convenience: you have the things that you merge first, the 
things that you merge second, and so on.” To build a compound that has two roots, it is possible for J to 
take the two roots as its complement and Specifier, respectively. If there are more than two roots in a 
compound, a J may have multiple Specs, before the whole root cluster is categorized (cf. Zhang 2007).  

In this analysis, no root in a compound must be categorized independently. This captures the contrasts 
between roots and categorized elements. We conclude that exactly because a J element, which can be a 
coordinator or a modification marker, is a categoryless functional element, it may occur in a compound, 
before the root cluster is categorized.  

Bruening (2018) argues that there is no Lexical Integrity, which separates words from phrases, and 
Collins and Kayne (2023) argue that there is no morphological component in UG. Our research further 
shows that as in phrases, categoryless functional elements can also occur in compounds.  

6. Conclusions 
In this paper, I have discussed the syntactic relation between conjuncts and the syntactic status of 
coordinators, and the syntactic relation between modifiers and their modified elements and the syntactic 
status of modification markers. The following major conclusions have been reached: there is no coordinate 
construction-specific functional head (e.g., Co, Conj, &, Boolean), structural representation, or syntactic 
operation; and there is no modification construction-specific functional head (e.g., Rubin’s 2003 Mod). The 
syntax of coordination and that of modification can be unified: they both use the categoryless functional 
element J. J is realized by a coordinator or a modification marker. These two kinds of functional elements 
share systematic formal properties. Moreover, both coordinate and modification constructions are built via 
two basic layers of merger (i.e., J takes either a modifier or a low conjunct as its complement; and the result 
is merged with a categorizer, which is either the modified element or the other conjunct), as shown in (37). 
A J-set can either follow or precede its categorizer, XP, as shown in (37a) and (37b), respectively (see 
Zhang 2022b, 2023). 

(37)  a.  XP      b.     XP 
                  
     XP        J-set   ß integrating a categoryless element à    J-set       XP 
 modified                    modified 
 element/      J     YP       ß complementation à    YP      J   element/ 
 ext. conjunct  modifier/      modifier/      ext. conjunct 

 int. conjunct      int. conjunct 

The proposed J theory is also applied to the syntactic formation of compounds. The major contributions of 
this paper include the recognition of a categoryless functional element and the unification of the syntax of 
coordination and modification. 

The former contribution leads us to see that a functional head does not have to keep the lexical 
category feature of its complement (cf. Grimshaw’s 1991 extended projection). This conclusion has been 
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reached in Kayne (1994) and Pietraszko (2019), among others, from different empirical considerations (e.g., 
D can be merged with CP, in addition to DP). J does not have the category of its complement. 

The latter contribution leads us to rethink the relation between the syntactic representations of 
argument-taking relation and other syntactic relations. The two kinds of representations can be 
distinguished by the absence and presence of the categoryless J, respectively. J introduces a non-argument 
element to X. It is the feature makeup of a functional head, rather than any special type of representation 
(e.g., adjunction), that explains the differences between the argument-taking relation and non-argument 
taking relation in syntax. 
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