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The aim of this paper is to evaluate the theoretical motivations given for feature 
inheritance, and the workings and distribution thereof. The standard motiva-
tions for feature inheritance in the literature are shown not to be tenable. The ra-
tionale for feature inheritance given in the literature is based on the requirement 
that Value and Transfer happen at the same time. This requirement falls through, 
however; hence, feature ineritance cannot be derived on that basis. Feature 
inheritance can instead be enforced as the only way to meet a constraint to the 
effect that the EPP property of a phase head must be satisfied within the minimal 
structure created by Merge of the phase head with its complement. Syntax then 
requires feature inheritance as long as ‘EPP’ is necessary and is defined as a 
Spec–Head relation. Both of these premises are subjected to close scrutiny in the 
paper, as is the question of whether the predicates ‘(un)interpretable’ and ‘(un)
valued’ both need to be recognised by syntactic theory.

If only phase heads can be inherent probes (Chomsky 2008), any node that does not 
define a spell-out domain but that does engage in probe–goal relationships and at-
tract material up to its edge must be endowed with probing features by a phase head 
higher up the tree. Such feature inheritance (FI henceforth) is at the forefront of cur-
rent research in minimalist syntax. The aim of this paper is to evaluate in detail the 
theoretical motivations given for FI, and the workings and distribution of FI. I show 
that existing attempts to make FI fall out as a necessary ingredient of minimalist syntax 
are unsuccessful, both theoretically and empirically, and subsequently explore the pos-
sibility of deriving the need for FI from the EPP and its consequences in the realm of 
the distribution of A-movement and its interaction with head movement.

For Chomsky, the fact that FI ensures that the subject is not in SpecTP at the point 
of Merge of C with TP is a decisive advantage of the FI hypothesis. The C–T relation is 
real and intimate, he says, but in the structure in (1a), familiar from half a century of 
syntactic research, it is a pure stipulation: there is no particular reason to expect C to 
engage in a relationship with T rather than with the subject in this configuration. This 
changes if, by the time C merges with TP, the subject is not in SpecTP yet: in a struc-
ture like (1b), Minimal Search will unambiguously relate C to the head of TP.
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 (1) a. [CP C [TP subject [T [vP subject …]]]]
  b. [CP C [TP T [vP subject …]]]

The FI hypothesis, so the argument goes, delivers precisely this result: since T does 
not have any inherent probing features, hence no EPP specification, it cannot drive 
the subject up to SpecTP until after it has received such features from C. Subject rais-
ing must hence wait until after TP has merged with C. Thus, the FI hypothesis solves 
the problem for Minimal Search that would otherwise arise, so the argument goes, 
and that makes FI useful. But nothing in this line of thought would make it necessary 
for FI to happen: if no FI transpired, the derivation would converge as well, but with 
a different surface output — one in which the subject is never raised to SpecTP but 
instead stays in its base position or, if the EPP is active, is raised to SpecCP. We know, 
of course, that the nominative subject can be in SpecTP. So we need there to be some 
driving force for this movement, and FI provides us with this driving force in the just 
right place (i.e., in T) without getting us into a Minimal Search problem. But that 
might only make FI descriptively necessary; nothing in this line of argument will force 
the theory to have a mechanism to hand down a phase head’s probing features to the 
head of its complement.

To my knowledge, Richards (2007) is the only linguist to have addressed the theo-
retical need for FI in a principled way. He puts the central question as follows: ‘If phase 
heads do everything, then why do nonphase heads exist at all?’ (p. 565). He goes on 
to argue that phase heads cannot actually do all the work on their own, and that FI to 
proxy nonphase heads in their complement enables them to do their business proper-
ly. Richards’ central concern is to reconcile with the Phase Impenetrability Condition 
(which shields the edge of a phase from immediate Transfer) the requirement that 
Value and Transfer happen together. For these to be met simultaneously, Richards ar-
gues correctly, the features of a phase head must be handed down to a nonphase head 
in its complement before the phase is completed, so that the phase head’s features 
can be both valued and transferred at the completion of the phase; if the phase head’s 
features were not handed down to a nonphase head in its complement, they would be 
valued within the phase but could be transferred only later. For Richards this means 
that ‘the derivation is doomed if valued uF remains on the phase head’ (p. 569).

If this is the answer to the question of why FI is needed, it predicts a root/non-
root contrast in the distribution of FI: Value and Transfer of C’s features automatically 
go together if CP is itself the root, so FI should not be necessary in root–CPs. Non-
application of FI in a root–CP would entail either of the following: either (a) the T in 
root–C’s complement, remaining featureless, cannot attract the subject to its specifier; 
or, if featureless heads cannot survive unless they are the beneficiaries of FI (the null 
hypothesis in light of the Principle of Full Interpretation), (b) root–C would have to 
select vP rather than TP. Either way, the nominative subject of a root–CP is expected 
not to raise to SpecTP, which we know is not in agreement with the facts: there is solid 
evidence for many languages that subjects can occupy a vP-external A-position in root 
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clauses. So the need to reconcile the PIC with the requirement that Value and Transfer 
happen together does not provide a descriptively adequate answer to the question of 
why we need FI and nonphase heads.

The idea that Value and Transfer have to happen together is itself poorly moti-
vated. Richards (2007: 566) writes:

Given Full Interpretation …, uninterpretable features (uFs) must be deleted be-
fore they reach the semantic component (Sem); however, once valued by Agree, 
they are indistinguishable from interpretable (i.e., lexically valued) features, with-
out reconstructing the derivation. It follows that uFs must be spelled out (trans-
ferred) as soon as they are valued if the system is to avoid lookback.

Chomsky (2007: 18–19) echoes Richards, and elaborates slightly:

Once valued, uninterpretable features may or may not be assigned a phonetic 
interpretation …, but they still have no semantic interpretation. Therefore they 
must be removed when transferred to the CI interface. Furthermore, this opera-
tion cannot take place after the phase level at which they are valued, because once 
valued, they are indistinguishable at the next phase level from interpretable fea-
tures, hence will not be deleted before reaching the CI interface. It follows that 
they must be valued at the phase level where they are transferred …

The definitional property of uninterpretable features on which this line of thinking 
builds is Chomsky’s (2001: 5) assumption that ‘the uninterpretable features, and only 
these, enter the derivation without values, and are distinguished from interpretable 
features by virtue of this property’. What makes uninterpretable features different 
from interpretable ones is the fact that they are not inherently valued. If indeed this 
is the definition of uninterpretable features, hence if the only thing that differentiates 
between interpretable and uninterpretable features is the latter’s lacking an inherent 
value (but see Pesetsky & Torrego 2007, Bošković 2011), their definition makes no 
reference to their status in the interpretive components. On such a definition, valued 
uninterpretable features are indeed perfectly indistinguishable from interpretable fea-
tures. And if indeed they are formally indistinguishable from interpretable features 
once valued, there should be no formal problem with them staying on indefinitely. 
The idea is that that would burden the CI system with things it cannot make sense of, 
which is said to make the derivation crash at the CI interface. But if the only formal 
property that makes uninterpretable features different from interpretable ones is their 
lack of an inherent value, nothing should be able to make the CI interface register 
uninterpretable features as trespassers once they have been valued. That is, represen-
tations with valued uninterpretable features should not crash but converge at the CI 
interface, their worst offence possibly being that they converge as gibberish. Epstein, 
Kitahara & Seely (2010: 127) are right to point this out.

As an alternative to the Chomsky/Richards line, Epstein et al. propose that 
Transfer can recognise a valued uninterpretable feature ‘as a CI-offending feature and 
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will remove it from a CI-bound object’ (p. 132). This is tantamount to saying that their 
lack of an inherent value is not the only thing that makes uninterpretable features 
different from interpretable ones: Epstein et al.’s way of making Transfer recognise 
uninterpretable features is by assigning them the diacritic [−Int] (equivalent to the 
‘u’ diacritic widely used elsewhere). With this additional formal property assigned to 
uninterpretable features, there would be no problem with Value and Transfer not hap-
pening at the same time: the uninterpretable features would simply be stripped away 
at the next available opportunity, which could present itself at any time, not necessarily 
at the same point at which valuation takes place. This of course eliminates the need for 
FI, which Richards derived precisely from the joint requirements of having Value and 
Transfer take place together and satisfying the demands of the Phase Impenetrability 
Condition.

Epstein et al.’s (2010) way of dealing with uninterpretable features adds a diacritic 
to a feature. This diacritic could prove useful if it turned out that there are features that 
are uninterpretable yet inherently valued, so that being inherently unvalued can no 
longer be the definitional hallmark of uninterpretable features. Bošković (2011), ex-
ploring this possibility, has suggested that finite T has a valued but uninterpretable case 
feature (nominative), valuing the unvalued case feature of the subject. But Pesetsky & 
Torrego (2001) took a different approach to this matter, circumventing entirely the 
need to postulate a valued uninterpretable case feature on finite T: for them, the fea-
ture involved in the ‘case checking’ relationship between finite T and the subject is in 
fact the [T] feature, uninterpretable and unvalued on the subject but interpretable and 
valued on the T-head. Bošković also argues that the grammatical gender features of 
nouns are uninterpretable yet inherently valued. For this argument against Chomsky’s 
claim that uninterpretable features are unvalued by definition to go through, much 
depends on whether grammatical gender is indeed uninterpretable. I will come back 
to this shortly.

For now, let us continue to subscribe to the definition of uninterpretable features 
that says that the only thing that distinguishes them from interpretable ones is the 
fact that they are not inherently valued. And then let us explore the consequences of 
Value and Transfer not happening together in the case of uninterpretable features. The 
consequences are simple: Value will ensure that the CI interface is served only with 
valued features; the question of whether each and every one of these valued features 
receives a semantic interpretation is not a matter of ‘converge or crash’; the worst thing 
that could happen is for the CI interface not to be able to put a semantic interpretation 
on some valued features. Does this violate Full Interpretation? Plainly not. There are 
even valued interpretable features that fail to receive a semantic interpretation — a 
case in point is the use of the third person plural pronoun in gender-neutral contexts 
in English: in (2), the subject of the subordinate clause, a bound variable linked to 
the quantificational subject of the higher clause (which, being negative, clearly does 
not refer to a plurality of individuals), is morphologically plural and controls plural 
agreement with the embedded finite verb; but despite the fact that the plural feature 
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of this pronoun receives no apparent semantic interpretation, the derivation not only 
converges but does not even come out as gibberish.

 (2) No studenti thinks that theyi are going to fail the exam.

 The appeal to ‘uninterpretability’ has, it seems to me, been a mistake throughout 
minimalist research, encroaching as it does on the autonomy of syntax. From its incep-
tion, it has always been a one-sided appeal, focused uniquely on the CI interface. The 
idea has always been that when a syntactic object undergoes Spell-Out, it is ‘handed 
over’ to PF integrally; but its valued uninterpretable features are ‘stripped away’ be-
fore the syntactic object is fed back into the syntax so that LF need not be bothered 
with those features anymore. The PF component clearly needs the features that have 
been called ‘uninterpretable’ — especially so if we adopt a Distributed Morphology 
approach to Vocabulary Insertion. In this approach, the terminal morphemes coming 
out of the syntax must be paired not just with semantic features but also with the cor-
responding phonological features in order to be spelled out: Vocabulary Items are pair-
ings of morphological and phonological features. Thus, for the third-person singular 
form of English finite verbs, the Vocabulary Insertion rule [−participant, −plural]  
-s (where ‘-s’ is a shorthand for the phonological features associated with /-s, -z, -iz/) 
guarantees the correct surface output. PF needs to be presented with the uninterpre-
table morphological features of the finite verb on the basis of which the appropriate VI 
for the inflectional affix can be selected or else the inflection of the verb could never be 
spelled out. Unless one assumed the syntax to take phonologically concrete vocabulary 
items as its input (as did early minimalism, in continuation of the tradition but in con-
flict with DM), one needs to preserve all morphological features for the PF component.

On the LF side, it is not at all obvious that a representation containing valued 
φ-features on an inflected verb would wreak havoc for Full Interpretation. Even if the 
finite verb’s φ-features are truly uninterpretable,1 their survival into LF does not create 
an illegitimate LF-object as long as these features are valued by the subject’s matching 
features. The finite verb’s lexical-semantic content is obviously interpretable; and in pro-
drop languages, it has been argued by several linguists (incl. Barbosa 1995, Alexiadou & 
Anagnostopoulou 1998) that the finite verb’s φ-features are interpretable as well. Even 
in non-pro-drop languages, the covaluation of its φ-features with those of the subject 
is semantically useful, enabling the establishment of the desired semantic link between 
the finite verb and the subject. Take, for instance, the Dutch sentence in (3):

 (3) De kinderen hebben/heeft Jan gekust.
  the children have/has Jan kissed

Here, de kinderen ‘the children’ is identified as the subject if hebben is used but as 
the topicalised object if heeft is the finite verb. Word order is the same in both cases, 
due to the Verb Second property of Dutch root clauses, and case is not marked on 
non-pronominal noun phrases. So φ-feature inflection here is the only formal clue to 
subjecthood. Likewise, φ-feature agreement can differentiate between collective and 
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distributive readings of coordinated subjects in ‘closest conjunct agreement’ contexts 
in some languages (see e.g. Aoun et al. 1994). In cases in which the φ-features on the 
finite verb do not themselves make an active contribution to the interpretation of the 
syntactic construct, at least they do not stand in the way of a full interpretation of it. 
Redundancy is not a violation of Full Interpretation. Let me make this point on the ba-
sis of gender (one of the features singled out by Bošković 2011 in his argument against 
the idea that uninterpretable features are by definition unvalued), with the aid of the 
example in (4) (once again from Dutch):

 (4) Een meisjei ging naar de dokterj
  a girl went to the doctor
  {dati/diej} moe was.
  that {neuter/non-neuter} tired was
  ‘A girl went to the doctor who was tired.’

The gender feature of the relative pronoun helps establish, via concord, the desired 
dependency between the relative clause and its head, whose gender feature (with 
which the relative pronoun formally agrees) is purely grammatical: the neuter gender 
of meisje ‘girl’ obviously does not correspond to its referent’s sex. In helping to sort 
out which of the two noun phrases in (4) the relative clause belongs to, the relative 
pronoun’s gender feature is clearly helpful. The fact that, once the dependency be-
tween the relative clause and its head has been established, the relative pronoun’s gen-
der feature is entirely redundant (recoverable from the head) does not yield a Full 
Interpretation violation.

One can make a similar case for so-called case features. I have already pointed out 
in passing that the ‘case feature’ on finite T can be recast as a [tense] feature that is often 
(though perhaps not always) interpretable; and for transitive v one can associate its 
ability to check accusative case with an [aspect] feature (see Pesetsky & Torrego 2001). 
This leaves us with the matching ‘case features’ (i.e., [tense] and [aspect] features) of 
noun phrases. It is true that these features contribute nothing to the grammatical func-
tion of their bearers: an accusative NP can be a subject (as in ‘ECM’ constructions); a 
nominative NP is not necessarily a grammatical subject (as in ‘nominative object con-
structions’ or multiple nominative constructions). But Chomsky (1986) suggested that 
there is an intimate connection between an NP’s case features and its thematic role, 
one which is highly significant from the perspective of the semantic component: it is 
the case feature that makes the NP’s theta-role visible for the Theta Criterion at LF; so 
without case, an NP would not be able to get its thematic role interpreted, which would 
surely cause a violation of Full Interpretation. From the point of view of the Visibility 
Condition, therefore, case features (or ‘uninterpretable [tense] and [aspect] features’) 
on argumental noun phrases are beneficial.

The one thing that Full Interpretation cannot handle, in either of the two interpre-
tive components, is unvalued features: these prevent the construction of fully inter-
pretable interface representations. But valued features are highly valuable at PF, and 
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at LF they are at worst redundant. Valued features will always be preserved; unvalued 
ones must be valued before the derivation reaches spell-out, and Full Interpretation 
problems ensue only if unvalued features remain valueless by the time their containers 
are transferred to the interpretive components. The interpretability of features plays no 
role in present-day minimalist syntax — it has not since the abolition of the idea that 
movement is triggered by the need to check or value features. In early minimalism, the 
uninterpretability of, say, the φ-features of a finite verb was held responsible for the 
displacement of the subject to SpecTP. But even then, they were not fully responsible 
for overt movement: they would trigger overt movement only if, in addition to being 
uninterpretable, they were also ‘strong’; if they were ‘weak’, Procrastinate would see 
to it that movement would be postponed until LF. The advent of Agree and single-
cycle syntax made this elaborate system redundant: feature checking is now possible 
without movement being needed, as long as no phase head intervenes between probe 
and goal; displacement is necessary only in the presence of an ‘EPP property’ on a 
phase head. This EPP property is indeed entirely uninterpretable — but for ‘ordinary’ 
morphosyntactic features such as [tense], or [3rd person], or [plural], the syntax does 
not need to say anything about their interpretability, and, as I argued in the preced-
ing paragraphs, it seems that neither the phonological nor the semantic component 
considers itself unduly burdened by them. With these things in mind, I will hence-
forth couch the discussion exclusively in terms of the distinction between valued and 
unvalued features, and propose that the interpretable/uninterpretable distinction for 
‘ordinary’ morphosyntactic features be abandoned as useless.

There is no problem with probing features probing down from their birthplace, 
picking up their value, and being transferred eventually, with their value in place, at 
the point of spell-out. Full Interpretation does not impose a requirement to the effect 
that probing features be transferred at the same point at which they are valued: Value 
and Transfer do not need to happen together; what is required is that probing features 
receive a value before they are transferred, but it does not matter exactly when and 
where they get this value — as long as they do so before Transfer. It would be hard to 
verify, in any event, exactly when and where probing features of phase heads receive 
their values: valuation is done under Agree, which whenever there is no phase head 
in between the probe and the goal does not lead to displacement. It is not the probing 
features per se, therefore, that are at issue. Displacement is not a matter of valuation of 
probing features: displacement is triggered by an overlay on a probing feature, the EPP 
property. Importantly, this EPP property is not subject to valuation: EPP satisfaction 
does not involve the establishment of an Agree relation between two terms, one with 
an inherent value for EPP and the other in search of a value for it. Only the probe is en-
dowed with the EPP property, specified on one of its unvalued features. EPP satisfac-
tion is contingent on the establishment of an Agree relation for the feature that has the 
EPP property; but EPP satisfaction is very different from valuation itself. So here we 
reach the important conclusion that we cannot derive the need for Feature Inheritance 
from Value and Transfer: we have to look for it in the nature of the EPP property.
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Can the EPP property derive Feature Inheritance? We may get an answer to this 
question by taking a closer look at the approach that Chomsky (1995:Chapter 4) took 
to ‘strong features’, the features that, at that point in the development of minimalist 
syntax, were held responsible for movement in overt syntax — in other words, the pre-
decessors of the ‘generalised EPP’. Chomsky there defined a strong feature as a feature 
that must be eliminated before the functional head that bears it is included in a larger 
syntactic structure that no longer has the bearer’s label. This definition of a strong fea-
ture had the beneficial effect of ensuring that such a feature would bring about overt 
movement almost as soon as it was introduced into the structure — but ‘almost’ is the 
operative word here: the strong feature should at least be tolerated up to the comple-
tion of the maximal projection of the functional head that bears it (since movement 
to the specifier position of this functional head is in fact the canonical way to check 
the feature). Elimination could not be literally immediate: a grace period had to be 
built into the system. The demarcation of the grace period was natural enough: up to 
the point at which F’s projection is included in a larger structure no longer bearing F’s 
label. But the existence of this grace period in itself subtracted substantially from the 
idea that strong features literally could not be tolerated by the system.

What Chomsky (1995:Chapter 4) said about strong features carries over directly 
to the EPP property, which is just a different name for the same notion: the trigger for 
displacement in syntax, to a position on the edge of the projection of the bearer of the 
property. So the problem inherent in Chomsky’s account of the checking of strong 
features is inherited by its EPP-based successor: as things stand, the grammar can-
not demand that the EPP property be eliminated before any tree-extending structure 
building takes place.

But importantly, Feature Inheritance changes this: if, upon Merge of a phase head 
with its complement, the phase head immediately hands down its EPP-specified prob-
ing features to the head of its complement, the EPP can be satisfied within the comple-
ment of C, before the projection of C gets extended further. Viewed this way, FI is the 
means by which adherence to the condition in (5) is ensured:

 (5) The EPP property of a phase head must be satisfied within the minimal 
structure created by Merge of the phase head with its complement.

If we are to abide by (5), FI has to apply whenever a phase head has an EPP property that 
must be satisfied by phrasal movement.2 This is true in both root and non-root contexts. 
For the concrete case of a C-head with EPP-specified tense/φ-features, this means that 
C must hand down its tense/φ-features to T to ensure the EPP can be satisfied in keep-
ing with (5), resulting in displacement of the subject to SpecTP rather than to SpecCP.

The conclusion that (5) forces FI follows if EPP properties are defined as they are 
in Chomsky’s work, as properties that force displacement to the edge of the projection 
of the functional head that bears the property. But other definitions of the EPP prop-
erty are logically possible. One obvious alternative would be one demanding that the 
EPP property be safisfied in the bearer’s immediate Agree domain — effectively (for 
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phrases), the specifier position of the complement of the functional head that bears the 
EPP property. Such a definition of the EPP property has two significant advantages: (a) 
the ghost of Spec-Head agreement (i.e., the requirement that properties of a head be 
fulfilled in the specifier position of that head) will be laid once and for all, with Agree 
doing all the work, even in the case of the EPP; and, more directly relevant to the 
discussion in this paper, (b) FI will be redundant. López’s (2007) theory of syntactic 
dependencies, wherein the structural relationship between a functional head and the 
specifier of its complement is the key checking configuration, meets this description 
particularly closely. This is a serious possibility. It has one disadvantage, however: it 
must define the Agree domain for EPP satisfaction more narrowly than the Agree 
domain for other probe dependencies. The Agree domain for familiar probe–goal de-
pendencies can be quite extended, usually being constrained only by the requirement 
that no phase head intervene between probe and goal; but in the case of EPP satisfac-
tion, only the specifier position of the phase head’s complement is eligible. It is as yet 
unclear how the probe’s Agree domain can be reined in on a principled basis to ensure 
the desired result. For the purposes of the discussion to follow, I will continue to follow 
the Spec-Head approach to the EPP. But by mobilising (5), we will arrive at an account 
of the EPP that will effectively have empirical consequences that are very similar to 
those procured by López’s (2007) theory.

If (5) (which, recall, is an updated and stricter version of Chomsky’s 1995:Chapter 4 
condition on the checking of strong features) holds, no EPP property of a phase head 
can ever result in phrasal movement to the edge of the phase itself: EPP will only lead 
to phrasal movement to the edge of the nonphase in the complement of the phase 
head. Movement to the edge of a phase can never be EPP-triggered if (5) is right. All 
cases of intermediate movement to the edge of a phase are untriggered in this sense — 
if there are such instances of movement to begin with (which, in light of the discussion 
in Den Dikken 2010, is not at all clear). Apparent instances of terminal movement to 
the edge of a phase have to be reanalysed, either without an appeal to the EPP or in 
terms of a richer structure in which the landing-site of movement is actually the speci-
fier position of the complement of the phase head (much as in López’s 2007 work). 
The cartographic programme has made a case for a densely structured left periphery. 
It is likely that the rich functional structures that this programme has identified can 
provide the appropriate nonphase specifier positions to serve as landing-sites for, for 
instance, wh-movement, which is traditionally believed to target SpecCP, the specifier 
position of a phase head, but which, if (5) is right, cannot be so analysed. I will not un-
dertake a reanalysis of wh-movement along these lines here. I will concentrate instead 
on cases of obligatory A-movement into the specifier position of a nonphase in the 
complement of a phase head.

Before we can get to an analysis of these cases against the background of (5), we 
first need to address the question of whether the nonphase heads that are the benefi-
ciaries of FI and that take care of the satisfaction of the EPP are truly just radically 
featureless receptacles (as Chomsky 2008 assumes and Richards 2007: 570 asserts), or 
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whether they have inherent feature content of their own. It is highly unlikely that T 
is radically featureless when its projection merges with C, and that it inherits all of its 
features from C. If that were the case, what would make it of interest to C to Merge 
with TP at all? Put differently (in the terminology that Chomsky uses to motivate the 
idea that the subject raises to SpecTP only after C has merged with TP), what could 
Minimal Search find if C took a featureless TP as its complement? If FI is an operation 
performed on a structure formed previously by Merge, then C is merging with the pro-
jection of an empty head, which, at the point of Merge, would make C’s search come 
up empty-handed. If Merge and FI are simultaneous, C in effect merges with itself, 
which would make the search pointless as well. This reaffirms that if the phase head’s 
complement is radically featureless when the phase head merges with it, Minimal 
Search is not the answer to the question of why we need FI.

But Merge, Minimal Search, and FI all proceed successfully in a situation in which 
the nonphase head in the complement the phase head possesses one or more features 
of its own. These features must of course be non-probing features: the possession of 
probing features by hypothesis is the prerogative of phase heads. Concretely, assume 
that a finite T-head in the complement of C inherently possesses a specification for the 
feature [tense]. If that feature is unvalued, the derivation will converge if it ends up 
valued by a [tense] feature elsewhere in the structure, in conformity with the struc-
tural restrictions imposed on the Agree relation; if it is valued, it can and will serve as 
a goal for any unvalued [tense] features that manage to establish an Agree relationship 
with it. An infinitival T in the complement of C is, in English and related languages, 
endowed with non-probing features that are brought in by to, the so-called infinitival 
marker, itself a P:3 to is a lexical item with inherent feature content that is merged in T 
and gives T its lexical features; TP merges with C and if one of C’s probing features is 
EPP-specified, it inherits C’s probing features, triggering movement to its edge. Such 
FI and EPP-driven subject raising happen in for-to infinitives. For control infinitives, 
Baltin (1995) argues that there is no movement of PRO to SpecTP. Since the T-heads of 
control and for-to infinitives have exactly the same lexical content (viz., to), it would be 
difficult to maintain that these T-heads are different from one another when it comes 
to their EPP specification. A FI-based approach has the distinct advantage of being 
able to locate the EPP difference between the two types of to-infinitive in the feature 
composition of their C-heads, which are in fact different (Ø vs for, in English).

For the T of raising and ECM infinitivals (standardly assumed to be smaller than 
CP), these features are once again brought in by to. So raising and ECM infinitivals can 
survive as TPs because their T-head is lexicalised by something that has non-probing 
inherent feature content. But since this T only has non-probing feature content and 
is not the complement of a phase head, movement to its specifier position cannot be 
triggered. It is hence predicted that the ECM subject cannot raise terminally to the 
specifier position of the infinitival TP. Since it clearly does precede to, it must have 
raised into the matrix clause, via ‘object shift’. This derives Lasnik & Saito’s (1991) facts, 
of which (6) is a typical representative:
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 (6) The DA proved the defendantsi to be guilty during each otheri’s trials.

 Whenever T is included in the structure, it has some non-probing feature content, 
whether it be [tense] (as in the case of a finite T) or to (in the case of an infinitival T). 
In addition to that inherent feature content, T can acquire probing feature content via 
FI — but only if TP is merged with a phase head. As soon as C merges with TP, FI will 
take place if C is in possession of some feature specified for the EPP property: FI en-
sures that this EPP property can be satisfied in keeping with (5). If none of C’s features 
is specified for EPP, FI will not take place, and C’s features will be valued under Agree 
directly from C.

If T is not included in the structure, and C merges directly with v*P, Minimal 
Search will make it impossible for C to decide whether to establish a relation with 
the subject in Specv*P or with v instead. So if no T is included, the derivation crash-
es — unless v* remerges with its own projection before C is merged, and reprojects 
(see Hornstein & Uriagereka 2002, Surányi 2008, Den Dikken 2013, i.a.).4 With (7b) 
formed prior to Merge of C, Minimal Search will give C an unambiguous target for an 
Agree relationship: C can get its features valued against those of the reprojecting v*.

 (7) a. [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]
   → reprojecting head movement (‘phase extension’)
  b. [v*P v*+V [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]]
   → Merge of C
  c. [CP C [v*P v*+V [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]]]
   → FI from C blocked

Importantly, FI down to the reprojecting v* head is impossible in (7): v* is itself a phase 
head, and phase heads, possessing inherent probing features, cannot be the beneficia-
ries of FI. Since FI is impossible, the subject will be forced to stay in its base position. 
Raising the subject to the specifier position of the reprojected v* is ruled out on inde-
pendent grounds as well: since the subject starts out life as the specifier of v* already, 
movement of the subject to the specifier position of the reprojected v* would merely 
reinstate the configuration that is already in place in the base.

Reprojecting movement of v* is an instance of ‘phase extension’ (Den Dikken 
2007). For v*, this entails that it must have inherently valued φ-features in order for 
C’s unvalued φ-features to be valued: C cannot value its φ-features against those of the 
subject, which is too far away, trapped inside the domain of the extended v*P phase; 
the only available goal for C’s probing φ-features is the φ-feature bundle of v*, which 
can only serve as a goal if it is inherently valued. A finite verb with inherently valued 
φ-features does not depend on a subject for valuation — hence it survives perfectly 
well in the absence of a subject, i.e., in a pro-drop context (cf. Barbosa 1995, Alexiadou 
& Anagnostopoulou 1998, who couch this in terms of the interpretability of the finite 
verb’s φ-features in pro-drop contexts). These things combined derive the link that 
Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (1998) establish between verb movement, pro-drop, 
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and lack of subject raising. In order for a derivation along the lines of (7), with repro-
jecting verb movement, to converge, the finite verb’s φ-features have to be inherently 
valued; only in pro-drop languages can the verb’s φ-features be inherently valued.

It follows that non-pro-drop languages cannot use the derivation in (7) at all. So 
in non-pro-drop languages, T must be included in the structure, between C and v*P, 
as in (8):5

 (8) a. [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]
   → Merge of T
  b. [TP T [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]]
   → Merge of C
  c. [CP C [TP T [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]]]
   → iff C has EPP: FI from C to T, followed by subject raising to SpecTP
  d. [CP CEPP> [TP subject [T>EPP [v*P subject [v*+V [VP V …]]]]]]

T will be the beneficiary of FI whenever C’s tense/φ-features are EPP-specified, leading 
to raising of the subject to SpecTP (see (8d)). Raising of the verb to T has no effect on 
this at all: it does not inhibit FI from C to T. So verb raising never ‘suspends the EPP’ 
in non-pro-drop languages.

In pro-drop languages, on the other hand, verb raising can proceed as in (7), 
via reprojection, because the finite verb in these languages has inherently valued 
φ-features. And the derivation in (7) necessarily bleeds FI, causing the subject to stay 
in its base position. It does not follow, however, that being a pro-drop language au-
tomatically leads to absence of subject raising: while a derivation along the lines of 
(7) is convergent in pro-drop languages, there is no reason to believe that the fact 
that finite verbs can have inherently valued φ-features precludes a derivation in which 
T is included in the structure, as in (8). While in (7) C’s tense/φ-features cannot be 
EPP-specified because (5) could never be obeyed if it did, nothing prevents C from 
having EPP in (8). Via (8), even pro-drop languages with verb raising should be able 
to accommodate preverbal subjects in SpecTP, therefore — which is useful because 
saying that the preverbal subject of pro-drop languages with verb raising is never in 
SpecTP, as do Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (1998), is clearly false. As Zubizarreta 
(1998: 101) points out for Spanish, Belletti (1998) for Italian, Barbosa (1995) for 
European Portuguese, and López (2009: 132) for Catalan, SVO order is felicitous in all 
of these pro-drop languages in reply to an all-focus question such as ‘What’s up?’ or 
‘What happened?’.6

For the subject, the fact that in the structure in (7) FI is precluded has important 
consequences for its case. I follow Pesetsky & Torrego (2001) in assuming that struc-
tural nominative case is encoded as an unvalued [T] feature on the subject. This unval-
ued [T] feature cannot be valued and checked in (7). The finite verb itself has a tense 
feature, but this is not a probing feature. And the tense feature of C cannot engage in 
a probe–goal relation with the subject because the latter is invisible to C: reprojecting 
movement of v* extends the v*P phase, causing the subject to be trapped in the domain 



PAGE P R O O F S

© JOHN BENJAMINS PUBLISHING COMPANY

 On feature interpretability and inheritance 49

of the phase, which makes it invisible to probes outside the reprojected v*P. So the 
subject entirely fails to get its [T] feature valued in (5). It follows, therefore, that when-
ever the finite verb undergoes reprojecting movement, the subject must not have a [T] 
feature in its featural baggage: it must be structurally caseless. This forces the subject 
to either be null or narrowly focused,7 which comports well with the facts reported 
in the literature on postverbal subjects in the Mediterranean pro-drop languages (see 
Sheehan 2006 for a summary of the facts and the literature).

The connection between failure of FI, absence of T, pro-drop, and caselessness is 
confirmed in an interesting way by the Salishan languages of the American North-
West. Wiltschko (2003) argues that Salish clauses lack TP altogether. This single claim 
ties together a number of otherwise quite unrelated properties of these languages: (i) 
the fact that Salish lacks subject raising (these are VSO languages), (ii) the fact that 
subject noun phrases in these languages lack strong or presuppositional readings, and 
(iii) the fact that subjects never show any morphological reflexes of structural case. 
The absence of TP explains all these properties. It ‘condemns’ Salish to the reprojecting 
verb movement derivation in (7), which, as pointed out above, causes the subject to 
stay in situ, to the right of the reprojecting verb (i), a position that is necessarily inside 
the nuclear scope (ii) and in which no structural case feature can be checked (iii).8

The ban on strong/presuppositional readings holds for Salish objects as well. 
Systematically, as Matthewson (1998) has shown, Salish determiners encode assertion 
of existence rather than presupposition of existence. This will follow if object shift is 
impossible in Salish. Object shift is often considered to be the equivalent of subject 
raising to SpecTP in the lower phase of the clause. The head of this lower phase is v*, 
the category that introduces the external argument and thereby completes the themat-
ic domain of the clause. An EPP property of v* is responsible for triggering object shift 
— and in keeping with (5), the position in which this EPP property is satisfied must 
be the specifier position of the complement of v*, which is endowed with this property 
as a result of FI down from the phase head. FI cannot target lexical categories: lexical 
categories can never be EPP-specified, whether inherently or via inheritance; EPP is 
the prerogative of the functional lexicon. So FI from v* is straightforwardly blocked in 
a structure in which the complement of v* is the projection of the lexical root, VP. In 
(9), therefore, no object shift is expected to be possible.

 (9) a. [VP V object]
   → Merge of v*
  b. [v*P v* [VP V object]]
   → FI from v* blocked

 For object shift to proceed, the complement of v* must be a projection of some 
functional category. Aspect (Aktionsart) is a plausible candidate for this functional 
category in between v* and VP: as is well known, the Aktionsart properties are jointly 
determined by the lexical properties of the verbal root and the quantificational prop-
erties of the object; the properties of the external argument, introduced by v*, play no 
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part in this. This follows if the functional head checking the aspectual properties of the 
verbal domain finds itself immediately outside the node that minimally contains the 
lexical root and the object but excludes the external argument. Assuming that Asp is 
the functional category occupying the position between v* and VP, we derive (10) as 
the syntax of object shift constructions — analogous to (8) for EPP-driven movement 
of the subject to SpecTP.9

 (10) a. [VP V object]
   → Merge of Asp
  b. [AspP Asp [VP V object]]
   → Merge of v*
  c. [v*P v* [AspP Asp [VP V object]]]
   → iff v* has EPP: FI from v* to Asp, followed by object shift to SpecAspP
  d. [v*P v*EPP> [AspP object [Asp>EPP [VP V object]]]]

 In the CP phase, Salish makes use of the structural option lacking the projection of a 
functional category in the complement of the phase head (see (7)). This precludes subject 
raising, rendering strong/presuppositional readings impossible for subjects. Apparently, 
Salish likewise goes for the ‘bare’ option in the v*P phase, depicted in (9). With FI once 
again blocked, the object is stuck in situ, again unable to get a strong/presuppositional 
interpretation. Of course there is no necessary correlation within a language between 
employing (7) and using (9): combinations of (7) and (10), or of (8) and (9), are by no 
means incoherent. There is no necessary link between lack of subject raising and lack 
of object shift. But in languages that go for the ‘bare’ option in both phases, the two go 
together, with the expected interpretive consequences for the noun phrases involved.

Carrying the approach to EPP satisfaction based on (5) over to the lower phase in 
the clause (v*P) leads to the conclusion that in all languages in which object shift is an 
EPP-driven operation, the structure of the v*P phase must include a functional projec-
tion between v* and the verbal root (see Shim 2012 for discussion). Since v* can only 
get its EPP property satisfied if it finds a functional category in its complement which 
it can endow with features via FI, it must be possible for v* and V to be separated by 
functional material if there is to be EPP-driven movement triggered by v*. Whenever 
v* directly embeds VP, as in (9), FI from v* is impossible because lexical categories 
cannot be in the possession of parametric EPP properties: the locus of parametric 
variation, by the Borer-Chomsky conjecture, is the functional lexicon. In structures in 
which v* directly embeds VP, v* cannot be EPP-specified, therefore, and EPP-driven 
object shift cannot take place. This does not mean, of course, that the object absolutely 
cannot leave v*P in (9): all it means is that it cannot undergo object shift, with ‘object 
shift’ understood as A-movement driven by an EPP property of v* (as is standard). 
Scrambling operations and A′-movements can target the object in (9).10

In closing, let me summarise the outcome of this investigation. The central focus 
of this paper has been Feature Inheritance, the process by which a phase head endows 
the head of its complement with probing features. I started by addressing the question 
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of what forces FI. Plainly, if nothing in the theory could force FI, FI would not be 
‘minimalist’: it might still have interesting empirical consequences, but it would be 
an add-on, hence itself subject to the rigorous investigation that the minimalist pro-
gramme has subjected ingredients of principles-and-parameters theory to. Richards’ 
(2007) attempt to make FI fall out as a necessary ingredient of minimalist syntax was 
shown to fail both theoretically (there is no compelling reason why Value and Transfer 
should necessarily happen together) and empirically (the root/non-root contrast it 
predicts with respect to the placement of the subject is not verified by the facts). I then 
went on to present a possible way to derive the need for FI from the EPP, based on a 
definition of the structural environment in which EPP properties are satisfied, given in 
(5) (which itself is a stricter version of Chomsky’s 1995:Chapter 4 definition of strong 
features): if (5) holds, FI must exist (on the standard assumption that EPP can only be 
satisfied in a Spec-Head configuration). With EPP as the key to FI, it follows that FI 
will happen if and only if the phase head is EPP-specified: absent EPP, the phase head 
will value its features directly, under Agree. In light of the Borer-Chomsky conjecture 
that parametric variation is limited to functional categories, FI can target functional 
categories only. And phase heads, though functional, cannot be the beneficiaries of 
FI either: they can only be EPP-specified inherently, not by inheritance. These things 
combined place severe limits on the application of FI: it cannot happen in configura-
tions of the type in (7) and (9), for instance; and because FI is impossible there, it is 
predicted that in such structures there will be no EPP-driven movement to the speci-
fier position of the complement of the phase head.

The correlations that follow from this turn out to be empirically valuable. Thus, 
(7) derives Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou’s (1998) correlation between verb raising in 
richly inflected pro-drop languages and suspension of the EPP, without making verb 
raising itself satisfy the EPP (rather, it bleeds the EPP) and without pronouncing a gen-
eral ban on subject raising to a preverbal A-position in the languages in question. And 
(7) and (9) conjointly help us understand the syntax of subjects and objects in Salish. 
Overall, the empirical benefits of (7) alongside (8), and of (9) alongside (10), seem 
substantial enough to believe that they may be descriptively adequate. Since these 
structures result from application of the minimalist guidelines, it seems reasonable to 
conjecture that a theory exploiting them could be explanatorily adequate as well.

Where does all this leave us with regard to the central question: does a minimal-
ist syntax absolutely need FI? Could it survive without it? It could, under any of the 
following circumstances. Minimalist syntax could give up the idea that movement is 
driven by (something like) the EPP. It is not clear that all instances of movement are 
driven by the EPP. Head movement is not obviously analysable in such terms, nor 
are ‘optional’ movements that have information-structural import, for which recast-
ing them in EPP-driven terms is not impossible but at the same time not particularly 
insightful either. But there remain movement operations for which it is at best un-
clear whether they have any (stable) information-structural import, and for which a 
mechanical trigger (read: EPP) may be necessary — here one should think primarily 



PAGE P R O O F S

© JOHN BENJAMINS PUBLISHING COMPANY

52 Marcel den Dikken

of subject raising to SpecTP in English, and object raising to preverbal position in 
OV languages (whereas scrambling and Scandinavian-type object shift have informa-
tion-structural import, placement of the nominal object to the left of the verb in OV 
languages is simply obligatory, making no information-structural contribution of its 
own).11 So it may not be possible to get rid of EPP-driven movement entirely.

If EPP should turn out to be a fact of life, we could still get around the need for 
FI if we either abandoned (5) or defined the configuration in which EPP is satisfied 
differently. It seems to me that if the theory is going to employ EPP, it had better adopt 
the most restrictive definition of the environment in which this property is satisfied. 
The combination of (5) and the traditional Spec-Head relation makes FI necessary. 
Abandoning (5) requires keeping the EPP property alive and active beyond the bare 
minimum. Allowing the EPP property to be checked under Agree rather than in a 
Spec-Head configuration requires adding an EPP-specific restriction to the Agree re-
lation under which this property can be satisfied: whereas Agree can normally reach 
down deep into the bowels of the probe’s complement, for the EPP we would require 
an apparently arbitrary constraint on the locality of Agree. (Recall the brief discussion 
of López’s 2007 proposal above.)

As long as ‘EPP’ remains ineliminable and continues to be defined as a Spec-Head 
relation, minimalist syntax requires FI. FI’s status as a legitimate member of the mini-
malist family is currently safe. And it seems that the distribution of FI has interesting 
empirical consequences. But FI is on the edge, and it may tumble once a way is found 
to either eliminate the EPP entirely or provide a principled definition for it it in a way 
that no longer invokes the Spec-Head relation.

Notes

* For their valuable comments and questions, I would like to thank the participants of the work-
shop ‘The Minimalist Program: Quo Vadis? Newborn, Reborn, or Stillborn?’ at the University 
of Potsdam (October 2011), for which this paper was originally written, as well as audiences at 
ConSOLE 2012 (Leipzig) and Cornell University.

1. There are those, outside the generative enterprise (see esp. Reid 1991, 2011), who argue that 
the φ-features of a finite verb do actually make a contribution to the message, independently of 
the φ-features of the subject.

2. If (some) syntactic head movement is driven by the EPP as well, no FI is required in that case. 
This is why the text statement is explicitly confined to EPP satisfaction via phrasal movement — 
redundantly so if it is only phrasal movement that can satisfy the EPP in the first place.

3. Evidence to the effect that to-infinitivals are featurally nondistinct from PPs was given in Den 
Dikken (1995).

4. This reprojecting verb movement is different from the kind proposed in recent work by 
Biberauer & Roberts (2010) and Roberts (2010: 163–64). For them, the difference between 
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Germanic and Romance is that in the latter finite verbs are compound V+T elements, formed in 
the numeration; these compound elements raise out of vP and project a TP from their landing-
site, thanks to the presence of T inside the compound element in the numeration. The text 
proposal does not assume such compound elements, and has the raised head project the same 
category in its derived position as the one it projected in its base position.

5. In a [CP C [v*P subject [v* …]]] structure, Minimal Search makes it impossible for C to de-
cide whether to Agree with the subject or with v, forcing reprojection of v*, as discussed above. 
In (8), on the other hand, no reprojection is necessary: in (8c), C Agrees with T in keeping with 
Minimal Search; this satisfies the Principle of Minimal Compliance (Richards 1998), allowing 
C–T to establish Agree relationships with any phasemate beyond this point.

6. More generally, Zubizarreta (1998: 136) reports for Italian that subjects must raise to SpecTP, 
and López (2009: 183) writes that subjects in Catalan systematically raise to SpecTP as well. 
Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (1998) claim that in Greek, word order in all-focus contexts 
is VSO. But as López (2009: 132–33) points out, this does not appear to be uncontroversial — 
Tzanidaki (1996: 5) presents O Petros agorazi spiti ‘Petros is buying a house’ as a well-formed 
reply to a question such as ‘What happened?’.

7. As Horvath (1986), Kayne (1994), Belletti (1999), Miyagawa (2005), Sheehan (2006) and oth-
ers have argued, narrow focus licenses an overt noun phrase in the absence of case.

8. There is one additional effect that should be factored into the account of the difference be-
tween Salish and English: while English Mary said yesterday that she was tired is ambiguous 
(allowing for both a ‘past-shifted’ reading and a cotemporaneity reading), its Halkomelem coun-
terpart is not, only supporting an interpretation in which the reference time of the embedded 
clause is cotemporaneous with that of the matrix clause. This can be made to follow from the 
text proposal if absence of T entails absence of an independent temporal operator. A position 
on the edge of TP is obviously unavailable for such an operator if TP is absent; and the temporal 
operator cannot be positioned on the edge of the subordinate CP either since null operators are 
generally not tolerated in the SpecCP of clauses that serve as complements to verbs (which fol-
lows if null operators are formally PROs). In the absence of an independent temporal operator 
in the subordinate clause, the tense of the embedded clause can only be anaphoric to the tense 
of the matrix clause. This is what delivers the cotemporaneity reading.

9. See Shim (2012) for detailed discussion of this syntax of object shift constructions against the 
background of the Feature Inheritance Hypothesis, with special reference to the placement of 
the object in Korean/English and Japanese/English code-switching utterances.

10. I will not concern myself here with the way in which the object can be attracted out of v*P 
— whether this requires a stopover on the edge of v*P (which cannot be EPP-driven in light of 
the preceding discussion) or can proceed in one fell swoop (see Rackowski & Richards 2005 for 
a way of ‘opening up’ the domain of a phase to outside probes) is a matter that I will not take a 
stand on here.

11. As an alternative to obligatory movement of the object around the verb in OV languages, 
one could contemplate base-generating OV order in the VP — either à la Haider (2000), with 
the object as the preverbal complement of V, or by projecting the object as a specifier of VP (à la 
Larson 1988, Hale & Keyser 1993).
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