
Phases in Top-down Syntax

The mission of this talk is to design analyses for the two types of locality restriction on �ller–gap dependencies — 
absolute and intervention islands — such that these restrictions fall out directly from a top-down theory of syntactic 
structure building. The crux of the top-down analysis of �ller–gap dependencies is the idea that a �ller encountered in a 
position in which it cannot be fully interpreted is uploaded onto a pushdown stack or memory bu�er, and subsequently 
downloaded from the stack onto the edge of the �rst predication structure constructed in the course of the downward 
structure-building process, at which point it either is interpreted in situ or, if it cannot, starts a search for a gap farther 
down the tree. This search for a gap is interfered with by islands. Structural domains that are in an Agree relationship with 
an asymmetrically c-commanding head are transparent for the establishment of �ller–gap dependencies across their 
boundaries, whereas domains that are not in such an Agree relation are absolute islands (‘phases’). In the absence of an 
absolute island, the search for a trace will still be halted by an intervener of the same type as the �ller. Argumental �llers 
(but not non-argumental ones) that bump into an intervention island can be re-uploaded on the back of an intervener 
that needs to be uploaded onto a pushdown stack for independent reasons. This provides simple and empirically highly 
accurate analyses of ‘intervention e�ects’.
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