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Abstraction in sound
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• Phonemes as abstraction over phones 
(categorical perception).



Abstraction in syntax
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• Syntactic category as abstraction over a class of 
words. 

• Phrase structure as abstraction over a sequence 
of classes of words.



Abstraction in syntax
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“Syntax is not inherent in the words employed or in the idea to be 
expressed. It is a generalized pattern imposed upon the specific 
acts as they occur (Lashley, 1951, p.120)”

Karl Lashley



Abstraction in syntax

5Dell (1986) Ferreira et al. (2019)



Accommodation in speech errors
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“That is true of most cities” -> "Most cities are true of that”
“That is too good for you” -> “You are too good for that”

“She offends his sense of how the world should be“ -> “ 
He offends her sense of how the world should be”

Stemberger (1985) 
Garrett (1980)

Agreement accommodation

Case accommodation



Syntactic category constraint

7Garrett (1975)

Nouns exchange/substitute with nouns, verbs exchange/
substitute with verbs, etc.

Intended: The dog chases the frisbee. 
Possible errors: the frisbee chases the dog. 
Unlikely errors: The chases dog the frisbee. 

Intended: The dog is barking. 
Possible errors: The cat is barking. 
Unlikely errors: The woof is barking. 



Syntactic priming - demo



My dad bought me a guitar!

Read aloud



Describe



What did you say?



My mom sent me a letter!
Read aloud



Describe



What did you say?



The man is giving the girl 
the present

Double object 
(DO) dative

The man is handing the 
clown the hat



The man is giving the 
present to the girl

Prepositional 
dative (PD)

The man is handing the 
hat to the clown
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PD prime DO prime

syntactic priming effect
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Bock (1989)
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Structural priming
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No word needs to be shared between the prime and the 
target sentences.

Speakers are more likely to use the same structure.

Taken as the evidence for the existence of word-
independent structure.



Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Bock & Loebell (1990)



Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Bock & Loebell (1990)

26



Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Bock & Loebell (1990)
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Locative-dative priming 
Locative-passive priming 
No infinitive-dative priming 

-> phrase structure represented 
independently from meaning?



Abstraction in syntax
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Ziegler et al. (2019)
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Structural priming and abstraction in syntax?
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Perhaps we can explain structural priming in terms of 
lexical overlap OR meaning sharedness? 
• Locative to dative and for-to-to dative: thematic role/

info structure shared? 
• Locative to passive: “by” shared.

Discuss: do we need to postulate lexically independent 
structural representation to explain the syntactic priming 
effect?



Abstraction in syntax
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