
The Syntax of Features

Marcel den Dikken1

The syntax of features is a complicated and densely researched domain, from a variety of theoreti-
cal perspectives. The present paper takes one influential syntactic framework [the minimalist pro-
gram of Chomsky, 1995] as its vantage point, and discusses the major issues that arise within this
framework in the domain of the syntax of features, with particular emphasis on Case and agreement.

Features are properties of lexical elements, listed in lexical entries.2 Theories
of syntax make extensive use of such features—perhaps most extensively in
the case of generalized or head-driven phrase–structure grammar (GPSG,
HPSG; cf. Gazdar et al.,1985; Pollard & Sag, 1994). In Chomsky’s (1995)
minimalist program, the theoretical reference point of this paper, the lexical
properties of heads (the latter being lexical and abstract functional cate-
gories) also play a key role in the construction and derivational manipula-
tion of syntactic structures. In this theory, features come in a variety of
types, including the ones listed in (1) below. Some of these features are
accessible in the course of syntactic computation, while others are not.
Those that are are called formal features.Only the morphosyntactic features
in (1c) are formal features, in this sense.

(1) a. phonological features [+back], [−ATR]
b. semantic features [−abstract], [+artifact]
c. morphosyntactic features [+PAST], [3SG], [+ACC]

Many relationships between constituents of a syntactic structure can be
expressed in terms of the sharing or assignment of features. A finite verb
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inflected for third person singular agreement will typically share its agree-
ment features (commonly referred to as φ features, with “φ” a cover for
“gender, number, person”) with the subject, as in shelovesJohn,where -s
marks number and person agreement. A transitive verb in a language like
English will assign accusative Case to its direct object. Case is usually
indiscernible in the English morphophonology of nouns, which is why the
technical notion of “Case” (spelled with a capital “C”) is called “abstract
Case,” to distinguish it from visible, morphologicalcase (with lower-case
“c”), seen on the pronouns in she loves him.

In this paper, I will take a careful look at some of the current theoretical
issues in the syntax of features, paying special attention to Case and φ features.

ASSIGNMENT OR CHECKING OF FEATURES?

One issue arises immediately. I have worded the things that are going
on with φ and Case features in distinct ways, using “sharing” and “assign-
ment,” respectively. This gives recognition to the intuition that φ feature and
Case relationships are not alike with respect to (a)symmetry. In the domain
of Case, we are accustomed to thinking of the transitive verb as imparting a
certain property onto its direct object (an asymmetric relationship), while in
the case of φ features it is not immediately obvious that there is an asym-
metry involved: the subject and the finite verb have to agreein features, but
agreement is not intuitively asymmetrical.

This intuition that the Case–relationship is different in nature from the
φ feature agreement relationship at one point had a real, formal reflex in
syntax. In the mid-1980s, the abstract functional element Infl (formerly
called “Aux”), harboring tense and subject agreement, was assigned its own
projection, called IP or “Infl-phrase,” conforming to the general X-bar
schema for phrase structure. With the introduction of IP, subjects came to
occupy the specifier position of IP and the finite verb was in (or at least
made its way up to) Infl, with the result that the subject and the finite verb
came to stand in a configurational relationship known as specifier–head
agreement[or Spec–Head agreement, for short; see (2a)].
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Accusative Case, on the other hand, was still taken, throughout the 1980s,
to be assignedunder government[cf. (2b)]. So, there we have our intuitive
dichotomy: Spec–Head agreement is nothing other than coindexation of Infl
and SpecIP, with no asymmetry involved whatsoever, while accusative Case
assignment involves the inherently asymmetric relationship of government,
between a governor and a dependent.

While this may please our intuitions, it is immediately apparent that
things are not as simple as this. After all, in a simple sentence such as she
loves him,there are two structural Cases assigned, one (accusative) by the
verb and the other (nominative) by the finite Infl node. With government
defined in terms of strict c-command (“go one node up and then look
down”), (2b) will give us a government relationship between V and its di-
rect object, but in (2a) Infl does not govern SpecIP on a strict c-command
definition of government. Thus, at this crossroad, we could make either of
two moves: (i) redefine government in terms of a more lenient notion of
command (m-command: “go up to the first maximal projection and then
look down”), or (ii ) rethink Case assignment. Although Chomsky (1986b)
took the former tack, the latter eventually prevailed as the more minimalist
approach.

For nominative Case and how Infl can reach the subject in SpecIP, this
will entail defining the structural configuration for nominative Case as Spec–
Head agreement—the coindexation relationship between Infl and SpecIP in
(2a). With nominative Case assignment recast in this fashion, there is no struc-
tural difference between nominative Case and φ features; in both cases, we are
dealing with a simple and not intrinsically asymmetrical coindexation relation-
ship between Infl and its specifier.

With nominative Case now involving Spec–Head agreement, the obvi-
ous move to make is to say that the same is true for accusative Case, so that
we can effectively eliminate “government” from this particular domain of
the theory. Such a move receives strong support from the fact that there are
languages in which the accusative-marked object, just like the nominative-
marked subject, exhibits a morphological agreement relationship with the
verb [as, for instance, in Romance past participle agreement—combien 
de tables as-tu repeintes?“how many tables (F.PL) have you repainted
(F.PL)”]. Let us say that the accusative Case involves the Spec–Head rela-
tionship as well.

Probing further, we now need to ask what it is that the accusative-
marked noun phrase entertains a Spec–Head relation with. Finite Infl is
already involved in a Spec–Head relation with the subject, and moreover, it
is easy to see that accusative Case is not restricted to finite clauses the way
nominative Case is, so we would not want to tie the two to one and the
same head. Chomsky’s (1991) way out of this dilemma was to decompose
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the inflectional system into its constituent parts (extending Pollock’s, 1989
original “split-Infl” hypothesis), as in (3). The structure in (3) recognizes 
(i) that the two ingredients of the I node in (2a) (tense and subject agree-
ment, AgrS) should be assigned independent head status in syntax, and (ii )
that just like there is an agreement phrase for subject agreement, so is there
an agreement phrase for object agreement (AgrO), separated from AgrSP by
the projection of tense (T).

(3) [AgrSP Spec [AgrS [TP (Spec) [T [AgrOP Spec [AgrO [VP subject [V object]]]]]]]]

The structure in (3) gets us into position to assimilate the structural
configurations for nominative and accusative Case once again: Spec–Head
agreement is the key to both, with nominative Case tied to AgrS and ac-
cusative Case to AgrO. The nominative and accusative Case features are no
longer thought of as being assignedto noun phrases that need them;
instead, noun phrases enter the syntactic derivation equipped with Case fea-
tures, and they checkthese features against corresponding features of heads
in the structure, under Spec–Head agreement—after subject and object have
movedto their respective SpecAgrP positions, from their underlying posi-
tions shown in (3). The nominative and accusative Case features, which
subjects and objects check, still reside with finite tense and the transitive
verb, respectively, just as before. However, in (3) these features are not
assigned under government but checked under Spec–Head agreement in the
domain of Agr heads—the heads to which T and V raise in the course of
the derivation.

The resulting picture is homogeneous and parsimonious in a very desir-
able way. It not only assimilates Case and φ features when it comes to the
structural configurations in which they are checked, but it also opens up
very restrictive perspectives on (i) the triggers of movement in syntax and
(ii ) parametric variation between languages. Extrapolating from the appeal
of the Agr-based approach to Case and φ features, we can now make the
interesting claim that all movement is triggered by features of functional
heads,and that all parametric variation is confined to features checked by
functional heads.We will take a closer look at these two perspectives in
what follows, starting with the trigger question.

CHECKING FEATURES—WHY AND WHERE?

The preceding section concluded that it is the feature content of func-
tional headsthat drives, or triggers movement. Why is it that the features
of these functional heads desire to be checked? What does it mean for these
features to be checked? The leading idea in this department is the assump-
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tion that Universal Grammar has a number of built-in economyconditions,
one of which constrains the content of representationsin the interpretive
components of the grammar, PF (phonological form) and LF (logical form).
This economy condition on representations is called the Principle of Full
Interpretation:

(4) Principle of Full Interpretation
the interfaces (PF and LF) are devoid of meaningless symbols

By (4), everything represented at an interface has to be interpretable by
mechanisms of that interface.

Here is where the core of checking theorylies. For as soon as we real-
ize that there are morphosyntactic features present on functional heads that
cannotbe assigned any phonological and/or semantic interpretation, we will
know, given (4), that these features must be eliminated by the end of the
syntactic derivation—and elimination of a feature is accomplished via check-
ing.3 Eliminating a feature under checking is tantamount to making it in-
accessible to the mechanisms of the interpretive components. Phonological
features, therefore, will never be eliminated in the course of the syntactic
derivation—otherwise PF would be unable to work with them.4 By the same
token, all those features of syntactic entities, which are to be assigned a se-
mantic interpretation, cannot be eliminated under checking.

Substantially simplifying his earlier definitions of the configurational
restrictions on checking, Chomsky (1998) recasts checking in terms of the
operation Agree, which is constrained to apply under “closest c-command.”
The Agree approach (the successor of the Attract approach of Chomsky,
1995:Chapter 4, which, in turn, is the successor of the Move approach of
early minimalism) reduces “checking theory” to full interpretation and Agree;
and Agree is nothing other than the elimination of uninterpretable matching
features—whenever two features match, in a configuration in keeping with
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erences cited there for relevant discussion), it involves deletion of phonological features,
but only at PF.



the locality constraints imposed on Agree, the uninterpretable ones will dis-
appear, in keeping with full interpretation. The interpretable ones will be
retained, necessarily so, once again as decreed by full interpretation: their
elimination would violate the recoverability principleon deletion.

Since interpretable features are not in need of anything, they typically
will not be the ones that drive movement.5 Rather, it is the uninterpretable
features of functional heads, which are what Chomsky (1998) calls “suici-
dally greedy”—they have a compulsive need to kill themselves, i.e, to get
checked. The moved element has a “fatal attraction” toward these features,
an attraction that is perfectly irresistible. The Principle of Full Interpretation
would not have it any other way. The moved element has no choice but to
be attracted by the functional head’s features: even if all of its own features
are perfectly interpretable,whenever these match the uninterpretable fea-
tures of some functional head F, it will have to move into F’s checking
domain, since F’s deficiencies so demand. If movement failed to take place,
the derivation would crashand no output would be generated.

INTERPRETABILITY AND ITS REFLEXES

Thus, we see that the split between interpretable and uninterpretable fea-
tures is theoretically significant. Does it also translate into directly observable
properties of language facts? Although this question has not received the
attention it deserves, there are the outlines of supporting evidence, in four
applied domains: (i) creole linguistics, (ii ) first language acquisition, (iii ) spe-
cific language impairment (SLI), and (iv) sentence processing. Let me briefly
touch upon each of these cases.

Radford (1997) presents a case for the significance of the [±inter-
pretable] split in the areas of creolization and first language acquisition. He
notes that in Jamaican creole sentences like dem a rait“them are write, i.e.,
they are writing” and in child-English utterances such as Teddy want ice
cream it is precisely the uninterpretable features that are “out of the ordi-
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5 There is a one well-defined exception. Strongfeatures (see below) by their very nature demand
overt checking. Hence even a [+interpretable] feature of some functional head will, if strong,
trigger movement in overt syntax (functioning as an attractor). Chomsky (1995:290) suggests
that this characterizes the Q feature of questions, located on Comp. An alternative account is
available, which places a question operator in SpecCP and has the Q feature itself be uninter-
pretable. An operator-based approach may be available for other allegedly [+interpretable] fea-
tures of functional heads as well, tense being a case in point. Along such lines, the set of
[+interpretable] features of F heads might ultimately be emptied and the text statement could
be made exceptionless. I will not settle these issues here, pointing out merely that, even if there
are cases in which a [+interpretable] strong feature functions as an attractor, no [+interpretable]
feature will ever trigger covertmovement.



nary,” when compared to adult standard English—in the Jamaican example,
the subject pronoun is inflected for number and person but not for Case
(which is uninterpretable on nouns) and the finite verb has no morphology
corresponding to (uninterpretable) agreement features at all; the latter we
also find in the child-English data. Thus it seems that the morphology cor-
responding to uninterpretable formal features drops out in the creolization
process and comes in late in the acquisition process. If Radford’s interpre-
tation is on the right track, these facts show that the two types of formal
feature exhibit discrete behavior.

Confirmation of the special role played by uninterpretable features
comes from the results Clahsen, Bartke, and Göllner (1997) have presented
of their experiments run on English and German children with specific lan-
guage impairment, with respect to verbal morphology. They report that
their subjects performed excellently on the interpretable agreement fea-
tures of subject NPs, and on the interpretabletense marking of the finite
verb, but score at chance level on the uninterpretableagreement features
of the finite verb.

Finally, Meng and Bader (1998) have pointed out a difference between
Case on noun phrases and number marking on the finite verb when it comes
to sentence processing (see Fodor & Inoue, this volume, for detailed dis-
cussion). Once again this suggests that a difference between interpretable
and uninterpretable features may be at issue—Case is always uninterpretable,
while number carries meaning. Notice, however, that (as Fodor and Inoue
also point out) the sentence processing data are by no means a straight-
forward piece of support for the story outlined in the foregoing. After all,
the number feature in question, in these processing experiments, is the num-
ber feature of the finite verb, which must be taken to be uninterpretable in
the Chomskyan system for otherwise it could not act as an attractor (at LF,
at any rate; cf. footnote 5).

It seems it is fair to say at this point that, although there are some
promising signs, the question of whether the [±interpretable] distinction
really opens up new windows on empirical data is still open. The same
is true of another important question, arising regardless of whether the
distinction between interpretable and uninterpretable features yields any
empirical successes; that is, whether we can sensibly distinguish between
[+interpretable] formal features, on the one hand, and semanticfeatures
[in the sense of (1b)], on the other. I do not have the space here to ad-
dress this question in any detail; suffice it to say that the dividing line
between the two is extremely slippery, and that no principledgrounds exist
as yet for assigning semantic or [+interpretable] formal status to a partic-
ular feature, which has a semantic interpretation attached to it (see also
footnote 5).
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Be that as it may, it should be clear that the [±interpretable] dichotomy,
whatever its ultimate fate, reintroduces asymmetryinto checking relationships.
In particular, φ-feature checking involves an asymmetry between the target
and the moved expression with respect to the interpretability of the checked
features. This, in turn, leads us back to the Attract–Agree scenario on move-
ment with which we opened this section—it is only the Attract–Agree sce-
nario that will given a “greedy” rationale for φ-feature checking movement:
since the NP wants to hold on to its bundle of φ features, it is never going to
be this NP that will provide the trigger for movement.

Multiple wh questions of the English type, featuring wh-in-situ (cf. who
kissed whom?), are another good illustration of the Attract–Agree scenario.
However, with these cases entering the scene, questions then arise for mul-
tiple wh questions in languages in which all wh constituents are fronted
overtly (cf. Slavic, Hungarian). Lasnik (1999:215), who briefly addresses
these (see also the references cited there), ends up rejecting—on the basis of
this and other arguments—the Attract–Agree approach of Chomsky (1995,
1998). However, the conceptual underpinnings of the Attract–Agree scenario
are more robust than those of Lasnik’s alternative, in particular, when one
considers the theory of language variation/acquisition and parameter setting,
to which I now turn.

FEATURE STRENGTH AND PARAMETRIC VARIATION

We have seen that full interpretation demands the checking of the un-
interpretable features of functional heads and that it is this desire for check-
ing that drives movement in minimalism. However, this in itself is not enough
to force movement to actually affect word order. That is, if full interpretation
in the LF wing of the grammar is solely responsible for feature-checking
movement, then it would seem to suffice to perform all such movement at LF,
at a point at which the junction leading to PF (which is called “spell-out”) has
already been passed. So why isn’t all feature-checking movement “covert,”
inaudible, a perfectly LF centered affair?

In our search for an answer to this question, we need to take into con-
sideration the fact that the overtnessof movement is something in which
individual languages vary greatly among each other. While in English it
looks like the direct object does not move overtly into the checking domain
of AgrO (since it typically shows up adjacent to the verb), in Scandinavian,
someobjects seem to raise to SpecAgrOP in overt syntax (via object shift,
a process studied in detail by Holmberg, 1986 and figuring prominently in
the original formulation of the minimalist program); and in the West-
Germanic OV languages (Dutch, German) it is likely that all objects move

12 den Dikken



to their Case-checking positions overtly. That closely related languages dif-
fer with respect to this, suggests that we are dealing with rather subtle cases
of parametric variation.How can a restrictive theory of syntax capture this
kind of language variation?

The general perspective, from the Attract–Agree perspective, is clear.
With movement triggered by uninterpretable features of functional heads,
variation with respect to the point in the derivation at which feature-checking
movement takes place will have to be blamed on more microscopic proper-
ties of those uninterpretable features of functional heads. In language X, an
uninterpretable feature α of some functional head F will trigger movement
in overt syntax, while in another language, Y, that same feature will not de-
mand overt checking. One thing we can then say right away is that, whenever
α does not force overt checking, it will not be checked in overt syntax. What
I just said is an informal formulation of a principle called Procrastinate—
“move as late in the derivation as possible”. Procrastinate is like full inter-
pretation in being an economy principleof UG, but it differs from full
interpretation in being a condition on derivationsrather than representa-
tions.6 We have now identified two types of economy condition in the gram-
mar: one that governs interface representations (FI) and one that addresses
the derivation (Procrastinate).

This said, we still need to know exactly whichproperty of our feature α
of the functional head F is responsible for the overtness of movement in lan-
guage X. Chomsky (1995) formulates it in terms of “strength”—whenever a
feature α of F is strongit triggers overtmovement into F’s checking domain;
conversely, whenever α is weak, procrastinate ensures that the movement
that checks α is postponed till LF and will be inaudible.

Given the Attract–Agree scenario, parametric variation among languages
then comes down to the strength of the features of functional heads.7 This
gives us a restrictive theory of parametric variation. Most importantly, we
can fully side with Borer’s (1984) original adage that all parametric varia-
tion is a matter of functional (as opposed to lexical) heads. It is here that
the main conceptual difference between the Attract–Agree approach and
Lasnik’s (1999) alternative lies. For Lasnik, “strong features reside in some
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variation is a function of feature strength is called into question, although no clear alternative
perspective is presented.



moving categories” (1999:215), which entails that parametric variation en-
compasses both lexical and functional elements—a less restrictive, hence
conceptually less desirable approach than Chomsky’s.

The Chomskyan outlook on parametric variation does leave room for
questions. In particular, there is not, as yet, a concrete translation of the
strength-based theory into morphophonological properties of individual lan-
guages. In fact, Chomsky’s (1995) view on inflectional morphology (the
morphology that corresponds to the feature bundles borne by inflectional
functional heads) makes it perfectly clear that there cannotbe any principled
connection between feature strength and richness or poverty of inflectional
morphology.

The reason for this lies in Chomsky’s (1995) return to the strong lexi-
calist hypothesis—the idea that all morphologically derived and inflected
elements enter the syntactic derivation fully adorned with their morphology.
This, in effect, divorces morphology and feature strength. After all, it is the
lexical head that carries the morphology,but it is the attracting functional
head whose feature strengthvaries. So there is no theoretical connection
between feature strength and morphological richness or poverty (cf. also
Wu, 1994). Such a link is essentially unstatable, simply because the logic 
of the system prevents us from calling the feature of the lexical head
“strong”—doing so would entirely forfeit the minimalist perspective on
parametrization.

The past two decades have seen a substantial number of studies that
defend precisely such a link between parameterization and overt morphol-
ogy (see the discussion on verb movement and subject pro-drop the pos-
sibility of leaving the subject of a finite clause unexpressed, among other
topics). Yet, although these studies show that there is something to it, it
has proved difficult to put one’s finger on the finer details of such a con-
nection: defining richness of verbal inflection to accurately capture the
verb-movement variation in Germanic and Romance is a highly delicate
affair (see Rohrbacher, 1994 for the most careful discussion to date), and
taking inflectional morphology to be the determinant of pro-drop will need
to countenance the fact (cf. Jaeggli & Safir, 1989) that both appropriately
rich inflection (French versus Italian) and total lack of inflection (Chinese)
seem to license subject-drop, with difficult exceptions remaining (Mainland
Scandinavian). It is not crystal clear, then, that there is indeed a direct
connection between overt morphology and parametric variation in feature
strength. To the extent that there should turn out to be some such link, min-
imalism as it stands would fail to provide an explanation for it, so that there
would be work left to be done. At the very least we can say that checking
theory has brought forth a restrictive perspective on the locusof parametric
variation.
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FEATURE MATCHING AND FEATURE CHECKING

Now we have covered (i) the locus of parametric variation and (ii ) the
locus of feature checking. Whenever two features match and are in a check-
ing configuration, checking will typically result (and checking has to be
overt if the feature of the attractor is strong). A final question we need to
address is whether it could be the case, more generally, that whenever two
features match,we are dealing with feature checking.Phrased as broadly as
this, the answer to this question must be negative—there will have to be
locality restrictions imposed on checking: we would not want there to be a
possible checking relationship between the matrix Infl’s φ features and the
matching φ features of the embeddedsubject in constructions like *it seem
that the boys will leave.So feature matching can be feature checking only
if the matching constituents are in a local relationship.8

This locality restriction is straightforwardly met in cases of agreement
in φ features between a predicate and its subject. In French examples like
Marie est belle“Marie(F.SG) is pretty(F.SG),” or je crois Marie belle“I con-
sider Marie(F.SG) pretty(F.SG),” there is a Spec–Head agreement relation-
ship between the predicative adjective phrase projected by belle and its
subject. The case of φ-feature agreement between a predicate and its subject
is, therefore, straightforwardly accommodated (ignoring certain details of
execution, which need not concern us here). It is parallel in relevant re-
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8 Agreement between pronouns and anaphors and their antecedents raises questions from 
this perspective since it does not seem to obey the locality restrictions imposed on checking
relationships— most evidently so in the case of pronouns, of course, which are subject to an
antilocality constraint when it comes to picking their antecedent (cf. Principle B of the clas-
sic Binding Theory: “a pronoun must be free in its local domain”). For anaphor–antecedent
relationships, the solution, in all likelihood, lies in an LF-movement approach to anaphors
(cf. Lebeaux, 1983; Pica, 1987; Chomsky, 1986a, 1995): movement of the anaphor toward
its antecedent will take care of the φ-feature agreement relationship between the two. Indeed,
we might take φ-feature agreement between anaphors and their antecedents to be the trigger
for movement of the former—precisely the fact that the anaphor’s φ features match those of
its antecedent causes it to move.

This said, what about the anaphor/pronoun dichotomy? In the typical case, anaphors and
pronouns both agree in φ features with their antecedents but, again in the typical case, they
occur in exactly complementary environments. We would not want pronouns to end upin a
local relationship with their antecedent as a result of feature-checking movement, for that
would make them indistinguishable from anaphors. But then, if they are not in a local rela-
tionship with their antecedent after movement, and if their φ-feature agreement with their
antecedents is to be a case of matching under checking as well, we have precisely one option
left: pronouns and their antecedents start out in a checking relationship, beforemovement,
perhaps in a configuration of clitic doubling (cf. Kayne, class lectures, Fall 1998). I will
leave the discussion of pronoun–antecedent agreement at these broad remarks here, for lack
of space.



spects to the case of φ-feature agreement with a participle, found in passives
like les tables ont été repeint-es“the table (F.PL) have been repainted
(F.PL),” and wh-extraction examples like combien de tables as-tu repeintes?
“how many tables (F.PL) have you repainted (F.PL).” What is interesting
about some of these examples as well, is that they confirm that [+inter-
pretable] features are not deleted under checking—not being subject to dele-
tion, they can be multiply checked, against both the adjective or participle
and the finite verb.

A checking approach is also possible for cases of φ-feature agreement
between a complementizer and the local subject, found in many dialects of
the Germanic languages, including West Flemish (cf. Bennis & Haegeman,
1984; Zwart, 1997). What we find in such cases is that the complementizer
of an embedded finite clause agrees morphologically with the subject of
that embedded clause. This looks, at first blush, like a case of nonlocal
agreement—after all, the subject is in a checking configuration together
with the Infl-node of the embedded clause, but not with the complementizer,
which is “one floor up,” as it were. It has been argued successfully (cf.
Zwart, 1997, for detailed discussion) that the problem here is merely appar-
ent and that a checking configuration can indeed be established here, too,
once we assume—as is now standard—that the Agr features of Infl raise to
Comp in the course of the derivation. Once these features arrive in Comp,
and adjoin to it, they will be in a checking configuration with the comple-
mentizer and feature matching under checking is once again automatic.

Complementizer agreement of a somewhat different species is found in
languages (e.g., from the Bantu family) in which the complementizer agrees
in φ features with a wh phrase in SpecCP. This is a perfectly straightfor-
ward case of Spec–Head agreement. A variant of this type of complemen-
tizer agreement occurs in varieties of American English—in particular, the
dialect spoken in the Northeast of the United States (especially in
Massachusetts) which features relative clause constructions of the type in
(5b) (cf. Kimball & Aissen, 1971). Here, the plural wh phrase “overrules”
the local third person singular subject when it comes to determining agree-
ment with the finite verb, with the result that the -s characteristic of third
person singular subject agreement in English fails to show up; an “overrule”
in the other direction, with thinks replacing the expected think, does not
occur, as (5b′) shows.9

(5) a. the people who Clark thinks are crazy
a′. the person who the Clarks think is crazy
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9 Here and below, a '!' accompanies examples acceptable in some (nonstandard) varieties of
English only.



b. !the people who Clark think are crazy
b′. *the person who the Clarks thinks is crazy

Kayne (1989) discusses the data in (5) in some detail. Updating it in
terms of state-of-the-art minimalism, we can paraphrase his analysis as say-
ing that what happens in an example like (5b) is that the formal features of
the finite verb raise up to the Complementizer position (C) at LF, where
agreement with the wh phrase can be established.10 In essence, this assimi-
lates the data in (5b) to complementizer-agreement effects not uncommon
in the languages of the world (although usually not to the exclusion of
subject–verb agreement). The systematic ungrammaticality of (5b′) is an
indication that the features associated with -s are marked, while those of the
“bare” plural form are the default—“overruling” in the direction of the
default is possible; the opposite is ruled out.11

What is also straightforwardly impossible is for the finite verb to first
check its uninterpretable formal features against the subject in SpecIP and
then to send those features up to Comp and have them checked a second
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10 In Chomsky (1995:Chapter 4), LF movement differs from overt syntactic movement in that,
while the latter must pied-pipe full categories, the former affects only formal-feature bun-
dles. The rationale for the feature-movement approach to LF movement lies in considerations
of economy—move as little as possible. The reason why pre-spell-out movement is category
movement (i.e., must pied-pipe), Chomsky suggests, lies in the properties of the phonologi-
cal component: PF cannot handle “scattered” information, so when you “disintegrate” an ele-
ment by taking out the set of formal features but leaving the phonological features behind,
PF will be unable to interpret the result. Chomsky’s line of argument is not compelling here.
Theoretically, it is not at all clear why feature movement should create PF problems if we
assume (as Chomsky has since 1993, when he revamped his 1955 “copy theory” of move-
ment) that what is left behind after movement is a full copy of the moved item. Feature
movement in overt syntax, hence, does not cause the harmful scattering of information that
Chomsky is talking about at all: all the information remains available at the extraction site.
We would expect, then, that overt syntactic-feature movement can exist. See Groat and
O’Neil (1996), Richards (1997), Zwart (1997), Franks (1999), Ausín (1999), and Bejar
(1999) for concrete cases of feature movement in overt syntax.

One other note about feature movement is in order. Chomsky assumes that feature
movement affects the entire formal-feature bundle, integrally; feature movement does not
affect individual features: “There are strong empirical reasons for assuming that move F
automatically carries along FF(LI), the set of formal features of LI” (Chomsky, 1995:265;
“LI” here stands for “lexical item”). However, he does not give us a glimpse of those “strong
empirical reasons”; Elbourne (1999) argues that, on the contrary, there are concrete empiri-
cal reasons againstassuming that feature movement affects entire feature bundles.

11 The term “default” as used here is to be understood in terms of the “elsewhere condition”:
the unmarked form to be used whenever the conditions for the use of the -s form are not met.
By “default” and “unmarked,” I explicitly do not mean “more frequent”: as Bock and Miller
(1991:84) point out [with reference to cases of the type in (7), below; the same applies to
(5)], a frequency-based approach to shifts toward plural verb forms would stumble upon the
fact that plural verb forms are, in fact, less frequent than singulars.



time, against the features of the element in SpecCP. After all, uninter-
pretable features are deleted when checked, and hence are unavailable for
further checking (in languages in which multiple checking of uninter-
pretable features is impossible; cf. footnote 5 for relevant discussion). It is
this fact, coupled with an independently plausible assumption about the dif-
ference between pronouns and full-noun phrases, that allows us to explain
the contrast between (5b) and (6b), the latter featuring a singular pronomi-
nal subject in the relative clause.

(6) a. the people who he thinks are crazy
b. *the people who he think are crazy

There is evidence that common noun phrases in English postpone the check-
ing of their features against those of the verb until LF, while weak pro-
nouns demand overt-syntactic checking of their features. This is suggested
by the contrast between * I alleged John to be the culpritand I alleged
him to be the culprit(as pointed out by Bos˘kovic̆, 1997)—and, in this
respect, weak pronouns are on a par with expletives (cf., I alleged there to
be stolen documents in the drawer), while stressed pronouns systematic-
ally behave like full-noun phrases. If this link between weak pronouns and
expletives is real, then the reason why they demand pre-spell-out move-
ment may lie in the fact that they are invisible to LF operations (cf.
Chomsky, 1995:Chapter 3; Roberts & Shlonsky, 1996). In any event, the
empirical fact that pronouns check their features overtly will make it
impossible for the uninterpretable φ features of the finite verb in (8) to
make their way up to Comp at LF, to be checked against the wh phrase:
in (6) those features will have been eliminated under checking with the
pronominal subject in overt syntax. When the subject is a common-noun
phrase, on the other hand, checking is postponed until LF and the finite
verb will be perfectly capable of having its formal features checked
against the wh phrase in SpecCP, after feature movement to C. This, pre-
sumably, is what distinguishes the Kimball and Aissen dialect from stan-
dard English: this dialect has complementizer agreement while standard
English does not—a parametric difference familiar from closely related
languages/dialects, statable in terms of the (non-)attraction of I’s formal
features by Comp.

Thus, we see that a syntactic theory of feature checking can make
proper sense of “funny” agreement facts of the type in (5) and (6). Interest-
ingly, these facts bear an uncanny resemblance to a batch of data, which are
not generally analyzed in formal syntactic terms, but with reference to sen-
tence-processing constraints instead. The data in question involve agree-
ment “attraction” in constructions of the type in (7) and (8). Once again, we
find that “overruling” the expected agreement pattern is possible in one
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direction only [cf. 7b′; also cf. Bock & Miller, 1991; Deevy, this volume,
and that pronouns do not “overrule” at all (cf. 8b′).12

(7) a. the identity of the participants is unknown
a′. the identities of the schizophrenic are unknown
b. !the identity of the participants are unknown
b′. *the identities of the schizophrenic is unknown

(8) a. the participants’ identity is unknown
a′. their identity is unknown
b. !the participants’ identity are unknown
b′. *their identity are unknown

The parallels between (5–6) and (7–9) are discussed by Kayne (1998).
He suggests that the analysis should make reference to syntactic hierarchical
structure, not to linear proximity, as is emphasized by the nonadjacency of the
participantsand are in the “attraction” case in (8b) [see also Pearlmutter, this
volume, for confirmation of the importance of hierarchy in the domain of
agreement “attraction” phenomena of the type in (7b)]. A key observation
(Kayne, class lectures, Fall, 1998) which will prompt the outlines of a syn-
tactic account is the fact that plural agreement in a context like (9) is strongly
preferred when the quantified subpart of the subject, all the doors,is inter-
preted as taking wide scopewith respect to the head of the subject noun
phrase, key.While the reading in which there is precisely one key, which fits
all the doors unequivocally, gives you singular agreement, as in (9a), the
alternative reading in which there are lots of keys, all fitting to different doors
(which is the wide scope reading of all the doors) is strongly biased toward
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12 The asterisks on (7b′) and (8b′) intend to indicate that agreement attraction effects of these
types are exceedingly rare, although they do occur occasionally (cf. a quote reproduced in
Bock & Miller, 1991:45: efforts to make English the official language isgaining strength
throughout the United States;see also Reid, 1991 for various attested examples). On the
whole, agreement attraction toward the plural accounts for well over 80% of the agreement
“errors” recorded in corpora (cf. Strang, 1966; Francis, 1986; Bock & Miller, 1991:53) and
in psycholinguistic experiments (cf. Bock & Miller, 1991:63).

One approach that has been tried out in the literature to account for the plural bias in
(7) is a phonological one, capitalizing on the identity of the third person singular verb–
agreement marker -s and the plural marker -s on nouns (see Strang, 1966): strings of imme-
diately adjacent N-s and V-s are avoided. Bock and Miller (1991:87) (see also Bock &
Eberhard, 1993) show that, to the extent that there is any sense to this kind of approach at
all, it certainly cannot be purely phonological in nature [courtsand course,although phono-
logically identical, behave differently with respect to finite verb agreement when they occur
as the second noun in a complex subject NP of the type in (7)]. Besides, even if rephrased
in morphological terms, such an account will not obviously carry over to (8b), and it will
have nothing at all to say about (5b), which we believe instantiates the same general pat-
tern. See Bock and Miller (1991:84–87) for a refutation of a variety of other conceivable
approaches.



plural verb agreement, as in (9b). Of course, (9b) remains marked for there is
an alternative way of realizing the wide scope interpretation, namely by using
keys rather than singular key. The important point is, however, that (9b),
whenever used, effectively forcesthe wide scope reading for all the doors.13

(9) a. the key to all the doors is missing [narrow scope: one key]
b. !the key to all the doors are missing [wide scope: many keys]

This observation is interesting since it suggests a possible analysis of
these “attraction” data in terms of LF movement—in particular, LF move-
ment of the “quantifier raising” (QR) type.14 QR is the standard mechanism
by which quantifier scope ambiguities are regulated in the theory.15 So it is
QR, applied to all the doors,that enables this QP in (9) to gain scope over
key.That the quantifier, when scoping over key,brings about plural agree-
ment on the finite verb can then be thought of as a side effect of QR—QR
maneuvers the features of all the doorsinto a position in which they are
effectively local to the finite verb and take precedence over the formal fea-
tures of keywhen it comes to checking against the finite verb’s formal fea-
tures. On the assumption that QR can, in principle, be applied freely to any
noun phrase type (not just those that are overtly quantified; cf. Heim &
Kratzer, 1998 and references cited there), the data in (7) and (9) follow
straightforwardly; the fact that the pronoun in (8b′) fails to trigger agree-
ment on the finite verb is due, once again, to the fact that it is invisible to
LF-movement operations, including QR.

Syntax thus brings forth an integrated account of “funny” agreement in
(5–9). This is not to say that it is entirely the privilege of syntax to say any-
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13 A caveat is in order. Bock and Miller (1991) have tested the role played by the difference
between what they call single- versus multiple-token interpretations, contrasting such cases
as the key to the cabinets(single-token: one key that fits to all the cabinets) and the label on
the bottles(multiple-token: one label for each of the bottles). They found “virtually no
differences in the distributions of errors for the single- versus multiple-token preambles” 
(p. 61). While this seems to disconfirm the main-text claim, it is to be stressed that the sen-
tences tested by Bock and Miller do not feature quantificational second-noun phrases.
Further research to check the role played by quantification is called for before we can con-
clude with any certainty what the precise effect of single/multiple-token interpretations is on
agreement “attraction.”

14 Kayne has taken a different route in his class lectures (see also Kayne, 1998), but since that
route entails major departures from received thinking about the constituency of sentences, too
major to present here, I will take a more “conservative” tack, leaving a Kaynean approach
for future research.

15 QR picks up (the formal feature bundle of) a QP and adjoins it in a position from which
the QP’s scope can appropriately be assigned. It should be added that the status of QR in
minimalism is less than crystal clear. It is not obviously feature-driven (although see
Beghelli & Stowell, 1997). However, in line with Chomsky (1998:33, n. 37), who refers to
Fox (1995, 1998), I will assume that it exists.
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thing interesting about these data: there most certainly are quirks of agree-
ment “attraction” phenomena which do not seem to fall out in any straight-
forward way from a syntactic analysis, such as Thornton and MacDonald’s
(1999) observation that “plausibility effects” influence the choice of agree-
ment on the finite form. But what I believe the previous discussion estab-
lishes with reasonable certainty is that an important share in the explanation
of “funny” agreement facts of this sort belongs to a syntactic theory of fea-
ture checking of the type outlined in this paper.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper I have endeavored to paint a comprehensive picture of the
current state-of-the-art in the domain of the syntax of features, with special
emphasis on minimalist approaches to Case and φ features. No doubt I have
(inadvertently) turned a blind eye to questions and data which are relevant
in this general context. For instance, this discussion has paid no systematic
attention to the difference between structural and inherent/lexical Case fea-
tures, or to features like definiteness, animacy and humanness.16 I believe it
is fair to say that their role in syntax is largely obscure, as are so many
other things in the realm of features. But that Case and φ features exist, and
that syntax (both overt and covert) has a crucial role to play in analyzing
their vicissitudes, are two things that theoretical investigations have man-
aged to establish beyond reasonable doubt.

16 See Babyonyshev and Gibson (1995), Nowak (1999), Bader et al. (this volume), and
Schlesewsky and Fanselow (1999) for the importance of the distinction between structural
and inherent Case in the domain of sentence processing. On the influence of animacy on the
parsing of Dutch relative clause constructions, see Mak et al. (1999). Nichols’s (1999) study
of what she calls “anomalous” or “lexical” agreement in Zuni (isolate, New Mexico) cru-
cially implicates the [+human] feature: [+human] arguments always “win out” when it comes
to “lexical” agreement in Zuni.
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