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Adpositions (i.e. pre- and postpositions, henceforth Ps) are one of the most elusive and ill-
understood syntactic categories (cf., for example, Panagiotidis’s (2005) recent monograph
on categorial features, where Ps are explicitly set aside). The purpose of this talk will
be to contribute to our understanding of Ps by tackling a traditional question in the
generative literature on which consensus has never been reached: where do Ps fit in
the lexical/functional typology of syntactic categories?

This issue, central to our understanding of the role of Ps in grammar, has been highly
controversial. For example, Ps are lexical categories according to Jackendoff (1977) and
Déchaine (1993), they are functional according to Emonds (1985), Grimshaw (1991),
and Baker (2003), and they are semi-lexical according to van Riemsdijk (1998). More
recently, they have been associated with complex syntactic structures containing both
functional and lexical elements, which may be realised separately by different subtypes
of Ps (cf. Asbury et al. 2008, Cinque & Rizzi 2010, a.o.). If Ps can indeed straddle the
lexical/functional divide, the question that I have set out to answer becomes all the more
pressing. In order to tackle it, I will proceed in three successive steps.

Firstly, I will make some theoretical commitments, in order to be as explicit as possible
in defining what exactly the lexical/functional distinction amounts to, and how it can be
diagnosed. In particular, I will adopt fairly standard assumptions from the Minimalist
Program (cf. Chomsky 2000 et seq.), Distributed Morphology (cf. Bobaljik 2011), and
Borer’s (2013) constructivist model of morphosyntax. For instance, I will assume that,
for each lexical category, the syntax builds an Extended Projection consisting of a series
of functional heads in a set order dominating a root.

Against this background, I will draw the lexical/functional distinction as one between
two different types of morphemes, as follows:

(1) a. Funtional items are morphemes spelling out functional heads in an Extended
Projection.

b. Lexical items are morphemes realising categorised roots within a certain
syntactic environment, at the bottom of an Extended Projection.

As a second step, given (1), I will propose and motivate a series of six tests that I will
use to distinguish functional Ps from lexical Ps in English. I summarise them in (2), in
the form of six sufficient (but not necessary) conditions for an item to count as lexical.

(2) a. Lexical Ps, unlike functional Ps, can have intrasitive uses, without any overt
arguments. See (4) vs. (5), below.

b. Only lexical Ps can have particle uses as part of semantically noncompositional
“phrasal verbs”. See (6) vs. (7).

c. Only lexical Ps (or rather, the roots that they realise) are categorially flexible,
and consequently:
(i) may undergo “zero-derivation” (see (8a,b) vs. (9a)), or
(ii) may have category-changing derivational morphology (see (8c) vs. (9b)).

d. Only lexical Ps (or the roots that they realise) may be found as part of:
(i) nominal compounds (see (10a) vs. (11a)), or
(ii) verbal compounds (see (10b) vs. (11b)).
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As a case study, I will apply these diagnostics to the subset of English prepositions in
(3), as I exemplify in (4)-(11) with the prepositions out (lexical) and from (functional).

(3) above, at, atop, behind, below, beneath, by, down, for, from, in, inside, off, on, out,
outside, over, till, to, under, underneath, up, with.

LEXICAL P: out

(4) The bird flew out.

FUNCTIONAL P: from

(5) The bird flew from *(the tree).

(6) black out, run out, work out, ... (7) *get from, *put from, *set from, ...

(8) a. She decided to out[V] her brother.

b. She was looking for an out[N].

c. an outing[N], an outage[N], ...

(9) a. *to from (something/someone),
*a/the from, ...

b. *a from(m)ing, *a from(m)age, ...

(10) a. outcomeN, outcryN, outpostN, ...

b. outlawV, outlineV, outputV, ...

(11) a. *[from +
√
root]N

b. *[from +
√
root]V

Taken together, my diagnostics will ultimately lead to the following classification:

(12) a. Functional Ps: at, for, from, till, to, with, ...

b. Lexical Ps: above, atop, behind, below, beneath, by, down, in, inside, off, on,
out, outside, over, under, underneath, up, ...

It should be noted that some of the Ps in (12b) may be analysed as morphologically
complex: a-top, be-hind, in-side, etc... To defend my claim that they are lexical, I need
to show that both elements are indeed “lexical” (i.e. roots), and that a-/be-/in- are not
incorporated functional heads. At this point, I will also discuss other overtly complex
Ps, such as in front of. I will argue, contra Svenonius’s (2006, 2010) approach, that both
morphemes that appear in these complex Ps are roots in an exocentric compound.

As a third and final step, I will show that the results in (12) are indeed successful
insofar as they allow us to make interesting and correct predictions. For example, I will
show that, from (1) together with the typology in (12), we can derive the non-trivial
prediction that some cases of stacked Ps, such as (13a), should be grammatical, while
other cases, such as (13b), should be ungrammatical.

(13) a. The seal jumped [from [atop the iceberg]].

b. *The seal slid [off [atop the iceberg]].

In conclusion, I will have shown that, given an explicit formulation of the lexi-
cal/functional divide in current generative terms, as in (1), we can reach a clear under-
standing of the place that different Ps occupy, solving a long-debated and controversial
issue. I will have also shown that the lexical/functional typology we have arrived at,
in (12), can be used to make useful and powerful predictions that go beyond our initial
concerns and pertain to the syntactic behaviour of Ps at large.
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