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ON THE DISTRIBUTION OF COMPOSITE A’/A PROBES
Magdalena Lohninger • University of Vienna • magdalena.lohninger@univie.ac.at

The A’/A Difference

• Positional perception of the A’/A difference [classical view]

> A-movement targets IP/TP
> A’-movement targets CP

• Featural perception of the A‘/A difference [van Urk 2015]

> A-features: [Ф], [θ], [n], [D]
> A’-features: [FOC], [TOP], [WH], [REL]

• Composite probes: e.g. wh-movement (=A’) restricted to nominals (=A)

3 Types of Composite Probes

[Scott 2021, Lohninger et al. 2022, Lohninger To appear]

Conjunctive Probes [A’+A]

• Derivation succeeds iff the goal satisfies both parts of the probe
• Partly fitting, intervening goals can be skipped
• Relativized Minimality [Rizzi 1990]: the closest (fully) fitting goal is found 
≠ necessarily the closest DP.

Probing for a 
fully fitting goal

Intervening DP 
can be skipped:

Verbs have to be 
nominalized (NC 15) to 

be focalized:

Ndengeleko [FOC+n]: focalization restricted to nominals 

• Dinka Bor [van Urk 2015]; Khanty [Colley & Privoznov 2020]; Ndengeleko [Scott 2021] 

Relativized

Minimality

• Interaction & Satisfaction Condition [Deal 2015]

> Satisfaction condition conjoint of [A’] and [A]
> Interaction with partly fitting goals possible: e.g. Khanty locative 
marking on all skipped goals 

• [A’] and [A] probe and find fitting goals on their own

• They are not strong enough to trigger agreement independently

• Partly fitting goals block further agreement; derivation crashes

• Only successful derivation: closest DP carries both features

Independent Probes [A’][A]

Dependent Probes [A’|A]

A-minimal 

goal

Partly fitting
goal blocks
agreement

• Acehnese [Aldridge 2017]; Māori [Douglas 2018]; Mayan [Coon et al. 2020]; Tagalog 
[Aldridge 2017]; Toba Batak [Erlewine 2018; Branan & Erlewine 2020]

Toba Batak [WH|D]: wh-extraction restricted to DPs

Intervening DP 
halts probing:

• Feature Geometry [Harley & Ritter 2002, Coon et al. 2020]

> [A] and [A’] are part of the same feature geometry Ƒ
> Goals that fit parts of the geometry can be found
> If two goals are found: Feature Gluttony [Coon & Bale 2014]

> Agreement with both goals: crash

• Contingent Probes [Branan 2021]

> [A] and [A’] probe one after another
> [A] restricts the search-domain of [A’]

Wh-extraction only 
possible with subject 

DP:

• [A’] and [A] probe on their own & can establish agreement on their own

• Agreement with (& movement of) two goals possible 

> but language specific restrictions

• Lower, higher specified goals do not cause a crash of the derivation

Agreement with

two goals

Lower, higher
specified goals
are no problem

• Kipsigis [Scott 2021; Bossi & Diercks 2019]

Kipsigis [δ][D]: wh-extraction restricted to DPs

Same goal:

Different 
goals:

• Head  movement [Erlewine 2018]

> T with [A] moves to C with [A’] -> CT head
> Features remain independent

Formation of composite probes: 2 options

↓ Downward: Feature Inheritance

↑ Upward: Feature Percolation

• [A] originates on C

• [Ф] on T are inherited from C [Richards 2007, Chomsky 

2008, Gallego 2014]

• Composite probes = lack of Inheritance [Legate 2014, 

Aldridge 2017, Martinović 2015]

• Three mechanisms of Inheritance [Ouali 2008]

> KEEP (no [Ф] are inherited) [A’+A]
> SHARE ([Ф] are copied onto T) [A’|A]
> DONATE (all [Ф] are inherited) [A’][A]

• Discussion: Anti-Agreement? No lack of [Ф] on T in 

conjunctive probes? All three mechanisms possible in one 
language? Restricting mechanisms? Can SHARE derive a 
feature geometry?

• [A] originates on T

• [A] percolates upwards from TP into CP

• Composite probes are derived by Percolation into CP

• Support from LDA Hierarchy [Mursell 2020]

> Languages allowing LDA with focus also allow
it with topic; not vice versa
> LDA involves composite probes [Wurmbrand 2019, 

Lohninger et al. 2022]

> [A] percolate into an extended left periphery: 
Focus > Topic [Rizzi 1997]

• Discussion: T lacks [Ф] when it comes without C? Hierarchy 

visible in non-LDA contexts? Formation of three types?
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