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0. BackgroundA basic premise underlying this talk is that there are good empirical and concep-
tual reasons for maintaining a categorical rather than relativized approach to phases (Chomsky
(2001; 2008; 2013) vs. Bobaljik & Wurmbrand (2005), den Dikken (2007), Gallego (2007),
Boškovíc (2014)), with the Phase Impenetrability Condition (PIC) acting both as a third fac-
tor principle that contributes to efficient computation andas a locality constraint on movement
(Müller (2011)). On this view, once a phase is completed, thematerial that is c-commanded by
the phase head becomes systematically inaccessible for further syntactic operations, without any
qualification.
1. ProblemIn such an approach to syntax, a problem arises in cases whereit looks as though
information must be available in a certain domain that should not be available at this point, due to
the PIC. More specifically, the situation can occur that information from an earlier, lower domain
A must be used in the current domain B even though A isnot accessible anymorebecause it is
too deeply embedded; this can be referred to as abacktrackingproblem; cf. (1).

(1) Backtracking:
[XP...[X′ X...[YP...[Y′ Y
︸ ︷︷ ︸

B

...[ZP...[Z′ Z ...[WP...[W′ W
︸ ︷︷ ︸

A

...]]]]]]]]

2. PhenomenaThe backtracking problem in (1) shows up with four differenttypes of movement
in German. First, it holds forimproper movement, as in illegitimate scrambling from a finite CP
in (2-b) vs. legitimate clause-bound scrambling in (2-a) (cf. Ross (1967)).

(2) a. dass
that

das
the

Buch1
book

acc

keiner
no-one

nom

t1 liest
reads

b. *dass
that

Karl
Karl

nom

das
the

Buch1
book

acc

glaubt
thinks

[CP dass
that

keiner
no-one

nom

t1 liest ]
reads

Second, the backtracking problem occurs withremnant movementin German, which does not
exhibit a freezing effect ((3-a)), in contrast to extraction from a moved item ((3-b)); see den
Besten & Webelhuth (1987).

(3) a. [VP2
t1 Gelesen

read
] hat

has
das
the

Buch1
book

keiner
no-one

t2

b. *Was1
what

denkst
think

du
you

[VP2
t1 gelesen ]

read
hat
has

keiner
no-one

t2 ?

Third, backtracking is an issue withresumptive movementin (Standard) German island contexts;
see (4) (and note that the resumptive pronoun is possible only if an island is encountered by the
null relative operator on its way to the target position).

(4) ein
a

Buch
book

[CP Op1 [C wo ]
where

[TP ich
I

einen
a

Mann
man

acc

getroffen
met

habe
have

[CP der
who

es1
it

gelesen
read

hat ]]]
has

And fourth, idiom part movementalso gives rise to the backtracking problem. As noted by
Harwood et al. (2016), if DP is a phase, the existence of semantically opaque verbal idioms as
such already poses a potential problem under the PIC. The problem that I would like to focus
on arises when a part of a verbal idiom undergoes movement. Inthis case, both fronting of a
DP or PPand fronting of a remnant VP are subject to more restrictions than ordinary DP/PP
and remnant VP movement are; see (5-a) (Müller (2000), Wierzba (2016)) and (5-b) (Heck &
Assmann (2014) and Fanselow (2015)), respectively.
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(5) a. #[DP1
Die
the

Flinte ]
musket

acc

die
the

hat
has

er
he

nom

zu
too

früh
early

[VP3
t1 ins

into the
Korn
grain

geworfen ]
thrown

“He gave up too early.”
b. #[VP3

t1 Ins
into the

Korn
grain

geworfen ]
thrown

hat
has

er
he

nom

[DP1
die
the

Flinte ]
musket

acc

zu
too

früh
early

t3

“He gave up too early.”

I will show that in all these four environments involving movement of some itemα from an
embedded domain A to a higher domain B, the A-information that is needed in B in order to
determine whether movement is legitimate is not in and of itself located onα (either inherently,
as a lexical property, or as a consequence of Agree, via standard assumptions about feature
valuation), but rather comes from thesyntactic contextof α in A. Thus, what must be accessed in
B is contextual information of the following type: information that specifies what kinds of phase
edgesα has passed on its way from A to B (improper movement), information that specifies
whether some item has moved out ofα in A, and whether this latter item has already reached
its criterial position in A (remnant movement), information that specifies whether a copy has
been made ofα, and whetherα has encountered an island on its way from A to B (resumptive
movement), and information that specifies whetherα was externally merged as part of an idiom
or not (idiom part movement). However, given successive-cyclic intermediate movement steps
via phase edges and the PIC, none of this information is available anymore where it matters.
3. ProposalBased on Müller (2014), I would like to suggest that contextual information of this
type is placed on a buffer. Since movement is a precondition for transporting information from
one domain to another, the buffer that temporarily stores (and, in many cases, subsequently gets
rid of) earlier contextual information should plausibly berelated to movement. For concreteness,
suppose that the locus of this storage is the movement-related feature of the moved item (e.g.,
[wh] for wh-phrases, [top] for moved topics, [rel] for relative operators); more precisely, the
value of such a feature. Thus, syntactic buffers are queue (-like) lists that constantly change
throughout the derivation but – and this is the single most important assumption underlying
the present proposal – must qualify as legitimate (in a senseto be made precise) in criterial
positions. From a more general perspective, the concept of syntactic buffers can be viewed
as being the opposite of the concept of SLASH-feature percolation proposed in Gazdar (1981);
Gazdar et al. (1985): In the latter approach, properties of the moved item are registered on the
syntactic context; in the present approach, properties of the syntactic context are registered on
the moved item.

Bobaljik, Jonathan & Susanne Wurmbrand (2005): The Domain of Agreement,Natural Language and Linguistic Theory23, 809–865.
Boškovíc, Željko (2014): Now I’m a Phase, Now I’m Not a Phase: On the Variability of Phases with Extraction and Ellipsis,Linguistic Inquiry

45, 27–89.
Chomsky, Noam (2001): Derivation by Phase. In: M. Kenstowicz, ed.,Ken Hale. A Life in Language. MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass., pp. 1–52.
Chomsky, Noam (2008): On Phases. In: R. Freidin, C. Otero & M.L. Zubizarreta, eds.,Foundational Issues in Linguistic Theory. MIT Press,

Cambridge, Mass., pp. 133–166.
Chomsky, Noam (2013): Problems of Projection,Lingua130, 33–49.
den Besten, Hans & Gert Webelhuth (1987): Adjunction and Remnant Topicalization in the Germanic SOV-Languages. Paper presented at the

GLOW-Conference, Venice.
den Dikken, Marcel (2007): Phase Extension: Contours of a Theory of the Role of Head Movement in Phrasal Extraction,Theoretical Linguistics

33, 1–41.
Fanselow, Gisbert (2015): Fersengeld. Ms., Universität Potsdam.
Gallego, Ángel (2007): Phase Theory and Parametric Variation. PhD thesis, Universitat Autónoma de Barcelona, Barcelona.
Gazdar, Gerald (1981): Unbounded Dependencies and Coordinate Structure,Linguistic Inquiry12, 155–184.
Gazdar, Gerald, Ewan Klein, Geoffrey Pullum & Ivan Sag (1985): Generalized Phrase Structure Grammar. Blackwell, Oxford.
Harwood, Will, Marko Hladnik, Sterre Leufkens, Tanja Temmerman, Norbert Corver & Jeroen van Craenenbroeck (2016): Idioms: Phasehood

and Projection. Ms., KU Leuven.
Heck, Fabian & Anke Assmann (2014): Barss’ Generalization and the Strict Cycle at LF. In: A. Assmann, S. Bank, D. Georgi, T. Klein,

P. Weisser & E. Zimmermann, eds.,Topics at Infl. Linguistische ArbeitsBerichte, Universität Leipzig, Institut für Linguistik, pp. 527–560.
Müller, Gereon (2000): Idioms and Transformations. Handout, GGS-Workshop, Universität Potsdam. Available from www.uni-

leipzig.de/∼muellerg/mu51.pdf.
Müller, Gereon (2011):Constraints on Displacement. A Phase-Based Approach. Vol. 7 of Language Faculty and Beyond, Benjamins, Amster-

dam.
Müller, Gereon (2014):Syntactic Buffers. Linguistische Arbeits Berichte 91, Universität Leipzig.
Ross, John (1967): Constraints on Variables in Syntax. PhD thesis, MIT, Cambridge, Mass.
Wierzba, Marta (2016): An Experimental View on the Syntactic Flexibility of German Idioms. Ms., Unviversität Potsdam.

2


