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INTRODUCTION
In the first paragraph introducing phases: core notions…
« The term Phase Theory refers to a set of theoretical innovations in post-2000 minimalism
(Chomsky 2000, 2001, 2004, 2005, 2008). One of the core ideas in minimalism is the idea that
the language faculty is an optimal solution to the constraints imposed on it by the two
cognitive systems with which it interacts: the system of thought and the articulatory–
perceptual system. What Phase Theory adds to this picture is the idea that the language faculty
interacts with these two cognitive systems at very specific points during the syntactic derivation,
and, consequently, that syntactic derivations are constructed in chunks referred to as phases.
In most general terms, phases cannot be accessed by the narrow syntax once they are
transferred to the interfaces. » (p.1)
Goals …
“giving the reader a sense of what is fairly settled upon and what is still under debate” (p.1)
“in what sense a syntactic theory that involves phases is more adequate (in a descriptive,
explanatory, or beyond-explanatory adequacy kind of sense) than a syntactic theory that does not
involve phases”? (p.2)
Open questions of note ….
“Even though many (though not all) syntacticians (explicitly or implicitly) assume the concept of
a phase, there seems to be less of a consensus regarding many of the most fundamental properties
of phases, such as those listed in (1).
(1)

a. How do we define phases?
b. What categories count as phases?
c. Do the same categories count as phases with respect to semantic and
phonological considerations?
d. Are phases dynamic or static?
e. Is there any crosslinguistic variation with respect to phasehood?
f. How do phases interact with the interfaces?
(p.2)
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CH. 1 THE MINIMALIST PROGRAM
“(1) Its [the Minimalist Program’s, B.C.] task is to examine every device (principle, idea, etc.)
that is employed in characterizing languages to determine to what extent it can be eliminated in
favor of a principled account in terms of general conditions of computational efficiency and the
interface condition [emphasis mine, B.C.] that the organ must satisfy for it to function at all.
(Chomsky 2004: 106)”
Paraphrase “Kids, it’s time to clean up your toys.”
Minimal design : The grammar, minimally, needs to interface with the Sensory-Motor (SM, also
PF) and the Conceptual-Intensional (C-I, also LF) systems. It needs to explain how we get from
no language (S-0) to having a whole language (S-Final).
Paraphrase: Language is minimally a Saussurean sign-building device, and minimalism aims to
do the building with the fewest tools necessary.
The minimal system:
Lexical Array (X, Y)
(Some items from your lexicon)
and its Numeration (X1, Y1); an unordered set annotated with the number of times you need
each item (three eggs, 2 bananas, one cup of flour…)
ê
Internal Merge (Move) and External Merge (Merge); the Narrow Syntax
(Building your tree, making sure you have the right pieces.)
(Internal merge = playing Jenga / External merge = playing Lego)
ê
Projection/Labeling: if X and Y are merged, the one that selected for the other will project.
Valuation/Checking: One thing needs something from another (has an
Unvalued/Uniterpretable Feature (uF)), and when it gets what it needs (something that has the
relevant Valued/Interpretable Feature (iF), it’s happy. Valuation is done via Agree, which can
be local (Merge or Move) or long-distance.
(If I select you, it’s because I need you. Then you’re on my team, so I pick the team-name)
(team) X
(team) Y
2
2
XuF
YiF
XiF
YuF
í
Phonological Form (S-M interface)
(the beauty)

î
Logical Form (C-I interface)
(the brains)

If PF and LF have everything they need, your derivation Converges. If they do not, your
derivation Crashes.
(If you forget the eggs, your cake will not succeed in being a cake)
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Questions!? What does it mean to be interpretable at PF/LF, and what kinds of features are
interpretable at each interface? Can a goal Agree with multiple Probes? Can multiple goals Agree
with a Probe? How do we know unvalued features exist if they are always valued by the time they
get to the interface? What does a valued/unvalued feature look like anyway?....
We’re going to look at answers to these questions, and how Phases figure into these answers.
CH. 2 INTRODUCING PHASES
The major motivator for Phase Theory (or, the requirement that a derivation not have 1 Lexical
Array + derivation, but a sequence Lexical Array + derivation steps):
2.1

Merge over Move preference (explaining MOM)

(1)

a. There are likely to be many parrots at the clay lick right now.
b. *There are likely many parrots to be at the clay lick right now.

Parrots at a clay lick in Peru. No one knows for certain why they lick (and eat) the clay,
although hypotheses abound. Citko’s book is about Phases only. It does not even attempt to
explain clay licks.
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Why is (1b) bad? Nothing technically goes wrong with the following derivation:

The solution to why the previous derivation is bad: MOM.
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2.2

Motivating phases (So, what does MOM have to do with Phases?)

If MOM holds, why is (5) good? Shouldn’t there be merged low, like in (1)?
(5) There is a strong likelihood that many parrots will be at the clay lick right now.

If there is merged low, then the final sentence would be as follows. Movement of the subject of
the embedded CP to the subject position of the matrix CP is, however, problematic. Citko states
that this movement is “is unmotivated; hence ruled out by economy”.
(7) * Therei is a strong likelihood that ti will be many parrots at the clay lick right now.
I could use a little more explanation here. It’s been a while. Syntacticians?

5

A solution: Lexical SUBarrays :
“(8) Suppose we select LA as before . . . Suppose further that at each stage of the derivation a
subset LAi is extracted, placed in active memory (the ‘work space’), and submitted to the
procedure L. When LAi is exhausted, the computation may proceed if possible. Or it may return
to LA and extract LAj, proceeding as before. (Chomsky 2000: 106)” (p. 28)
Phases are cycles of access to Subarrays. Only when a Subarray is exhausted, can you access the
next subarray. If ‘there’ is not part of Subarray #1 (the embedded CP), then it can’t be merged in
the first phase of the derivation. (You have to eat your dinner one course at a time).
“With lexical arrays in place, the Numeration becomes a more structured object, which instead of
being a set (as in (9a)), is a set of sets (as in (9b)). These subsets are the subarrays we have just
learned about.” (p. 28)
(9)

a. N = { a, b, c, d, e, f }
b. N = { {a, b},{c, d},{e, f} }

(10)

N = { {THERE, is, a, strong, likelihood}, {that, many, PARROTS, will, be, at, the, clay
lick, right, now } }

(12) A phase of a derivation is a syntactic object derived . . . by choice of LAi.
(Chomsky 2000: 106)
(p. 29)
BUT, what then, determines the division between Subarrays?? Citko notes that at this point we
have a very circular argument.
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2.3

Phasehood properties

Phases as complete propositional objects (complete functional complexes)
“In Chomsky’s words, a phase is ‘the closest syntactic counterpart to a proposition: either a verb
phrase in which all theta roles are assigned or a full clause including tense and force’ (2000: 106).”
(p. 29).
So, phases are defined propositionally, or, they are entities that must be interpretable at the C-I
interface. So, “CPs are phases, as are transitive and unergative vPs, but TPs, unaccusative and
passive vPs are not.” (p.29)
Problem discussed by Citko: The definition of a complete functional complex is not clear. If
passive and unaccusative vPs are not complete because they lack subjects (which are not selected
for anyway, so not actually missing), then why are optionally transitive ergative vPs not
incomplete?

(p. 30)
Other definitions of phases:

(p. 30)
*(17a) : as it would “require a considerable look-ahead, thus negating whatever advantages of
reducing computational complexity phases were meant to afford.”, argues Chomsky (2000).
Heather’s perpetual question: What does computational complexity have to do with anything
here? Who knows what is too complex? Are we handwaving here? If not, I would love some
citations.
(17b) and (17c) are both assumed, and are logically unrelated.
With regard to (17c):
(18) The head of a phase is inert after the phase is completed, triggering no further operations.
(Chomsky 2000: 107)
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“The idea of phase heads being the loci of uninterpretable features is often viewed as a definitional
property of phase heads. This is the view articulated explicitly by Gallego (2010), Legate (2012)
and Miyagawa (2011), among others, whose formulations are given in (19a–c).”
(19)

a. Uninterpretable features signal phase boundaries. (Gallego 2010: 151)
b. A C/v possessing an unvalued-feature in the numeration is a phase head. (Legate 2012:
239)
c. Case identifies phase heads. (Miyagawa 2011: 1273)

But then, what about (17b)?
2.4

PHASE IMPENETRABILITY CONDITION

The PIC states that some part of the phase becomes opaque to further computation after it has
undergone interpretation (transfer to the interfaces). The configuration that PIC definitions all
make reference to:
(20)

a.
b.

[ZP Z . . . [XP X [HP
[H YP ] ] ] ]
[CP C . . . [TP T [vP DP [v VP ] ] ] ]

(cf. Chomsky 2001: 13)

The OG PIC:
(21)

Phase Impenetrability Condition
In phase a with head H, the domain of H is not accessible to operations outside a, only H
and its edge are accessible to such operations.
(Chomsky 2000: 108)

“According to (21), as soon as HP is complete, the complement of H is spelled out. HP is complete
when H no longer projects. Being inaccessible in this context means that if there are any features
that are unvalued (or unchecked), they are going to remain so.” (p. 31-32)
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So, if something needs its features valued, it must move into the Edge before spell-out occurs.
(23) The head H of phase Ph may be assigned an EPP-feature.
(Chomsky 2000: 109)
EPP = Extended Projection Principle = Clauses must contain a Subject. It became a catch-all for
‘something needs to move into the specifier of this projection’. Nobody is happy with this, as far
as I can tell. Citko will talk about movement more in Ch. 4.
There is another definition of the PIC (the Strong PIC is as above, the Weak PIC allows for a delay
in Transfer):
(25)

STRONG PIC/PIC1
a. The domain of H is not accessible to operations outside HP [emphasis mine, B.C.]; only
H and its edge are accessible to such operations.
WEAK PIC/PIC2
b. The domain of H is not accessible to operations at ZP [emphasis mine, B.C.]; only H
and its edge are accessible to such operations.
(Chomsky 2001: 13–14)
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According to the Strong PIC, YP becomes unavailable once HP has been constructed.
According to the Weak PIC, YP becomes inaccessible once ZP has been constructed.
A more concrete abstract example:
Strong PIC:
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Weak PIC:

A concrete concrete example: Quirky Nominative Objects:

Here, the objects are argued to be assigned Nominative Case by entering into a relationship with
T. Only the Weak PIC allows for such a relationship.
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Heather : So, so far, we have to explain the following things all at once:
Why this is bad:
*There are likely many parrots to be at the clay lick right now.
But this is good:
There is a strong likelihood that many parrots will be at the clay lick right now.
While allowing for Quirky Nominative Objects:
See (29) above.
It seems like for all these examples we can say that CP is a domain in which things must happen.
Nothing so far has given us that vP needs to be a phase (although successive-cyclic movement has
been mentioned). Nothing relevant to transfer/the PIC has been argued for so far. We’ve just been
looking at some definitions of a hypothetical principle.
There is then a short discussion about things we’re not sure about:
What are the sizes of the numerations? Does T have to be in C’s phase, or can it be in v’s phase?
Why are phases and spell-out domains not isomorphic? Can we get them to be? Do we want to?
Are both Move and Agree (the only two relevant operations, as Merge is proposed independently
to not be able to target the interior of a tree) subject to the PIC?
And, and example from Bosković is argued to show Long Distance Agree, of a matrix verb with
an embedded object. Notably, the embedded clause is finite, and so is a full CP, and so the PIC
should block Agree, if Agree is subject to the PIC.

It is argued that Hindi–Urdu and Tzez also have LDA.
Landau (2000) offers more evidence of a cross-phasal operation, here Control of PRO.
In (35) Maria enters into an Agree relationship with the embedded C, but not directly with PRO.
This allows PRO and Maria to disagree for number features. Maria is singular, but the subject of
go for a walk together must be plural.
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In (36), however, Maria controls the number of PRO, and therefore must agree with PRO.
Notably, this agreement occurs across a Phase boundary (37).
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Landau argues for a modification to the PIC (as opposed to Bosković, who argues that LDA is
evidence that the PIC does not apply to Agree at all).
(38)

In a structure [. . .X. . . [YP . . .Z. . .] ], where YP is the only phase boundary between X
and Z, Z is accessible to X.
a. only at the head or edge of YP, if Z is uninterpretable;
b. anywhere in the YP phase, if Z is interpretable.
(Landau 2000: 69)

“The possibility of Agree not being subject to PIC raises a very fundamental question concerning
the relationship between Transfer and PIC. Implicit in the discussion so far has been the
assumption that the reason the complement of a phase head becomes inaccessible at a certain point
in the derivation (i.e. when the next phase head is merged) is the fact that it has been transferred
to the interfaces. From this perspective, Agree that violates PIC, which would be Agree after
Transfer, should never be possible. But is the conclusion that PIC determines Transfer a logical
necessity? Could it be that PIC determines locality but not Transfer? For the proposals we
discussed in this section, PIC determines both Transfer and locality. This, however, is only one
possibility. Another possibility would be to assume that in certain cases (such as the cases of LDA
considered here), Transfer to the interfaces is simply delayed. This would keep the concept of
Transfer intact, in that once an object is transferred, it is no longer visible to syntactic processes
such as Merge, Move or Agree, but would allow delayed Transfer, the possibility we will discuss
in more detail in Chapter 6.” (p. 41).
Heather: I think the ‘Implicit in the discussion’ part is very important here. There has been no
explicit argument for the PIC. There has been one explicit argument for MOM/Subarrays (the
parrots), and there has been on promissory note that Movement will show the same thing in Ch.
4.

14

2.5

Multiple Spell-Out

Why is the complement of a phase head subject to the PIC? “The most straightforward explanation
for why this should be the case is that at a given point, this complement is not accessible to the
syntax because it is no longer part of the syntax; it is transferred to the two interfaces.
The technical term used to describe this moment is Transfer; however, it is often referred to as
Spell-Out, even though – technically speaking – Spell-Out refers only to transfer to the SM
interface.” (p. 41)
As Spell-out will happen
multiple times in a
derivation that contains
multiple phases heads, the
derivation really looks like
this now… (see Ch. 6 for a
discussion
on
nonsimultaneous Spell-out.)

MSO works like this:

(Again, Citko is trying to tell us something about the eating habits of Parrots.)
Now it all goes sideways for me….
Then there is a whole discussion about feature valuation. It is proposed that only phase heads have
unvalued features (so this is the defining property of a phase head). As some non-phase functional
heads (like T) sometimes undergo Agree, they must also have unvalued features at some point.
But, these have to be inherited from the phase heads that c-command them.
As phase-heads, those with unvalued features, trigger Transfer, Transfer cannot happen after
Agree values the phase-head’s features. Transfer also cannot happen before Agree values the
features of the phase head, because then Agree will not be able to happen (but the last section
included evidence that Agree is not subject to the PIC?). So, Transfer and Agree must happen
simultaneously.
I’m not sure what the above has to do with an argument for phases. There is a proposal that phase
heads are distinct from other heads (have unvalued features), and then a discussion of how this
distinction causes a conundrum for Spell-out, and for Agree with non-phase heads. And then it is
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solved by proposing that Transfer and Agree behave like trains passing in the night, and that there
is a third train, that is feature inheritance (see next paragraph).
So, this is just a technical discussion of how things must work if phases are defined by heads with
unvalued features? But, does having an unvalued feature have anything to do with being
propositionally complete? Do these different definitions of phasehood have anything to do with
each other? Why are C and v the heads that have unvalued features if the two definitions are not
related?
Heather’s technical confusion:
Feature inheritance – T inherits from C, V inherits from v. If we have PIC2, VP is transferred at
the same time that it inherits v’s features (and v’s features are valued), then movement to Spec,vP
(which values v’s features) also has to happen at the same time. This time is when C is merged.
So, movement to Spec,vP happens after C is merged?
“Let me conclude this chapter with a concrete illustration of how exactly Feature Inheritance
affects Narrow Syntax. In particular, let us look at how the derivation of the example (44) above,
repeated below as (62a), changes with Feature Inheritance in place. There are two cases of Feature
Inheritance to consider: T inherits its uninterpretable-features from C, and V inherits its
uninterpretable-features from v. What is significant is that a number of processes happen
simultaneously at phase levels (the steps (63c) and (63h)). These are: Feature Inheritance, Agree
(and feature valuation), movement and Transfer.” (p.55)
Simultaneously:
• V inherits features of v
• Agree between V and
DP
• V moves to v (why?)
• the subject gets built
and merged to
Spec,vP
Why does all this happen if
there is no Transfer? If
Transfer and Agree happen at
the same time, why not wait
to Agree/move until Transfer
occurs?
TP doesn’t attract the subject
to its Spec until after C has
been merged and Feature
Inheritance has occurred, so
why not wait for it all?
If we don’t care about the
Extension Condition in (h),
why care about it at all?
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Conclusion so far (according to Heather): Phases are the explanation for the Parrots and for the
Quirky Objects, and they are defined by unvalued heads, which must at one point be valued and
unvalued at the same time, and must also send a propositionally complete structure to the interface
(so it’s CP and vP, but maybe DP that are phases (but their complements go to the interface, not
the whole phase, so the interface doesn’t actually get a propositionally complete object).
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