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The Mediterranean Morphology Meetings (MMM) are organised by Geert Booij, 
(University of Leiden), Angela Ralli (University of Patras), and Sergio Scalise (University 
of Bologna). For each meeting they cooperate with a local organiser. In 2011, the 8th 
Mediterranean Morphology Meeting was organised by the University of Cagliari, and the 
local organiser was Ignazio Putzu. 
 
The aim of MMM is to bring together linguists who work on morphology in an informal 
setting, which guarantees maximal interaction between researchers and gives young 
linguists the chance to present their work at a conference of moderate size, where fruitful 
contacts with senior linguists can be established. 
 
MMM meetings traditionally comprise one theme-free day and one day devoted to a 
special theme, which in 2011 was: Morphology and the Architecture of Grammar. 
 
Previous meetings: 
MMM1  1997  - MYTILENE, ISLAND OF LESBOS, GREECE 
Topics : Allomorphy, Compounding, Inflection 
Invited Speakers : Anna Anastassiadis-Simeonidis, Mark Aronoff, Andrew Spencer 
Proceedings published in paper by the University of Patras. 
Editors : Geert Booij, Angela Ralli, Sergio Scalise. Patras: University of Patras, 1998 
 
MMM2  1999  ɀ LIJA, MALTA 
Topics : The role of lexical categories versus non-lexical categories in morphology || The 
interface of morphology and phonology 
Invited Speakers : Greville G. Corbett, Ferenc Kiefer, Marianne Mithun. 
 
MMM3  2001  ɀ BARCELONA, SPAIN 
Topics : The borderline between syntax and morphology || The role of prosodic constraints 
in morphology 
Invited Speakers : Geert Booij, Anna-Maria Di Sciullo, Soledad Varela 
Proceedings published in paper by the Institut Universitari de Linguistica Aplicada, 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra. 
Editors : Geert Booij, Janet DeCesaris, Angela Ralli, Sergio Scalise. Barcelona: Institut 
Universitari de Linguistica Aplicada, Universitat Pompeu Fabra 2003. ISBN: 84 477 
0857-8. MMM3 also paid a tribute to the late Danielle Corbin 
 
MMM4  2003  ɀ CATANIA, ISLAND OF SICILY, ITALY 
Topic : Morphology and Linguistic Typology 
Invited Speakers : Wolfgang Dressler, Paul Kiparsky, Franz Rainer 
Proceedings published on the web: http://mmm.lingue.unibo.it/.  
 
MMM5  2005  ɀ F2O*53, FRANCE 
Topic : Lexical Integrity Hypothesis 
Invited Speakers: Denis Creissels, Brian D. Joseph, Rochelle Lieber & Sergio Scalise 
Proceedings published on the web: http://mmm.lingue.unibo.it/. 
 
MMM6  2007  ɀ ITHACA, GREECE 
Topic : Morphology and Dialectology 
Invited Speakers : Taro Kageyama, Ingo Plag, Angela Ralli, Peter Trudgill 
Proceedings published on the web: http://www.philology.upatras.gr/LMGD/el/  
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research/downloads/MMM6_Proceedings.pdf 
Selected papers are also published in Morphology (Special issue: Morphology meets 
Dialectology, edited by Geert Booij, Angela Ralli and Sergio Scalise) 
 
MMM7  2008  ɀ NICOSIA, CYPRUS 
Topic : Morphology and Diachrony 
Invited Speakers: Geert Booij, vsten Dahl, Nigel Vincent 
Proceedings published on the web: http://www.philology.upatras.gr/LMGD/el/  
research/downloads/MMM7_Proceedings.pdf 
 
MMM8 ɀ Cagliari Sardegna, Italy  
Topic : Morphology and the Architecture of Grammar 
Special Topic: The Morphology of Sardenian 
Invited Speakers: Farrell Ackerman, Angela Ralli, Gregory Stump 
Proceedings published on the web: http://www.philology.upatras.gr/LMGD/el/  
research/downloads/MMM8_Proceedings.pdf. 
Selected papers of the Special Topic appear in Lingue e Linguaggio (2012, number I) 

 
The permanent scientific committee 
 
Geert Booij 
Angela Ralli 
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Competing affixes as aspectual morphemes:  
The case of deadjectival nominalizations  

 
 

Artemis Alexiadou and Fabienne Martin 
University of Stuttgart 

artemis@ifla.uni-stuttgart.de fabienne.martin@ling.uni-stuttgart.de  
 

1. Introduction  
 
The phenomenon of deriving sets of two or more (near) synonymous words from the 
same stem with different affixes is rather common crosslinguistically (Booij 1977, Scalise 
1984). The relation between rival morphological processes can be complex and very 
diverse (see e.g. van Marle 1985, 1986) and raises the following concern. Given the 
Blocking Effect (Aronoff 1976) and that competing affixes regularly differ regarding their 
productivity and distribution (Corbin 1984, van Marle 1985), the occurrence of doublets 
or triplets of this type is in principle predicted to be marginal. This paper focuses on one 
counter-example to this prediction, namely deadjectival nominalizations in French. Our 
main hypothesis is that the most productive deadjectival suffixes in French, namely -ÉÔï, -
tude, -erie and -isme, functionally differ from each other in terms of their respective 
aspectual values: they play with respect to the adjectival stem a role similar to 
inflectional aspectual morphemes.  
 We will focus on the distribution of suffixes among dispositional nouns derived 
from evaluative adjectives like stupide 'stupid' , and compare the aspectual readings of the 
adjectival stem with those of the derived noun.1 Doublets or triplets derived from the 
same stem with different suffixes will be the object of particular attention, since the suffix 
should be the only element responsible of potential switchings in the interpretation. We 
choose to focus on dispositional nouns because their adjectival counterparts display a 
rich aspectual polysemy (cf. Fernald 1999, Geuder 2000, Martin 2008) ɀ and thus allow 
to test the aforementioned hypothesis ɀ and because doublets and triplets are quite 
frequent in this lexical domain. However, despite of this specific focus, we will take into 
account nouns from other lexical domains for the generalisations proposed. 
 If productive deadjectival suffixes differ from each other by their aspectual value, 
we can better explain the existence of dictionary2doublets or triplets derived from the 
same stem, cf. (1).  
 
(1) a. coquetterie/ coquettisme (>coquet 'coquettish') 
 b. ÄÒĖÌÅÒÉÅȾ ÄÒĖÌÉÓÍÅ ɉЄÄÒĖÌÅ 'funny')  
 c. fanfaronnerie/ fanfaronisme (>fanfaron 'swanky') 
 d. crapulerie/crapulisme (>crapule 'scoundrel') 
 e. ÃÒïÔÉÎÅÒÉÅȾ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉÓÍÅ  ɉЄÃÒïÔÉÎ ͻÍÏÒÏÎͻɊ 
 f. ÉÍÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔïȾ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÓÍÅ ɉЄÉÍÐÏÒÔÕÎ ͻÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÃÅͻɊ 
  
The same hypothesis also explains the high number of neologisms in the field of 
dispositional nouns. Incompetence cannot explain it alone, because neologisms are often 
used in the neighbourhood of the competing dictionary variant. If deadjectival suffixes 

                                                 
1 We will call nouns derived from evaluative adjectives  dispositional nouns rather than quality 
nouns, because "quality" has a larger extension than "disposition" (there are qualities, like e.g. 
ÃÏÌÏÒÓȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÓÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎÓÛȢ   
2  
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differ by their aspectual value, it is easier to account for the creation of new forms and to 
explain which suffix is selected for which needs. 
 That competing suffixes functionally differ by their aspectual profile has already 
been argued for other kinds of nominalisations, cf. e.g. Alexiadou (2001) about  -ing 
nominalisations in English and their counterparts in Greek, Dubois (1962), Martin (2010) 
or Uth (2011) about -age, -ment and -ion in French, as well as Ferret, Soare and Villoing 
(2011) about -ïÅ and -age in French.  In the field of deadjectival nouns, the fine grained 
descriptive study of Daude (2002) of Latin nomina qualitatis already suggests that the 
Latin ancestors of the French suffixes at study also compete by their aspectual value, and 
it will be shown in Section 3 that French reflects some aspects of the interplay between 
Latin competing suffixes. 
 The present study makes use of two types of data. Firstly, the different readings 
of 170 deadjectival dispositional nouns have been manually identified and classified on 
the basis of several tests presented in Section 2. Secondly, the productivity of the suffixes 
we are interested in was roughly appreciated through the use on neologisms. 
Dispositional nouns presented on the Internet but not stored in dictionaries were 
automatically collected by L. Tanguy at the ERSS Laboratory of the University of 
Toulouse. For each item of a list of 1000 evaluative adjectives, a list of nine possible 
nouns combining the adjectival stem and one of the suffixes at study was automatically 
generated following Hathout's technique (Tanguy & Hathout 2007). From the generated 
forms were automatically discarded all nouns present in le ,ÅØÉÑÕÅ ÄÅÓ ÆÏÒÍÅÓ ÆÌïÃÈÉÅÓ ÄÕ 
ÆÒÁÎëÁÉÓ or le 4ÒïÓÏÒ ÄÅ ÌÁ ÌÁÎÇÕÅ ÆÒÁÎëÁÉÓÅȢ The remaining forms which occur 1 to 200 
times on the Internet (in presence of the adjectival stem) were collected with the help of 
Webbafix (Hathout and Tanguy 2002). A part of the output list has been cleaned 
manually. We discarded non French words (or produced by speakers which are not 
native speakers of French), non nominal forms, mispelled words, typos, hapax as well as 
words judged unacceptable by three native speakers to which I submitted a pre-cleaned 
list. For 110 dictionary words analysed for the study, 159 neologisms were identified. 
The table below summarises the distribution of suffixes among them. It shows that 
34,3% of the neologisms are built with -itude, 25,6% with -ÉÔï, 18,1% with -isme and 
13,7% with -erie. The other suffixes are hardly used to create new words.3 Although these 
data remain to be confirmed by a research on a larger scale, we provisionally conclude 
that -itude, -ÉÔïȟ -isme and -erie are the main productive deadjectival suffixes in French. All 
dictionary words and neologisms used in this study are given in the Appendix.  
 

   --          

 

            

             

 
  --          

   --          

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 focuses on the aspectual value of the suffixes 
-isme, -erie, -itude and -ÉÔïȢ Section 3 addresses their morpho-syntactic properties. It 
presents data that suggest that these four suffixes differ from the other non-productive 
suffixes by their level of attachment (Kiparsky 1982, Marantz 2001) and show how the 
differences in their morpho-syntactic composition can account for the differences in their 
interpretation.  
 

2. The aspectual valu e of deadjectival suffixes  
                                                 
3 -ance might be an exception, see Dal & Namer (2010). 
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As already mentioned in the introduction, the hypothesis we argue for is that the most 
productive deadjectival suffixes have each a specific aspectual value by which they 
functionally differ from each other and by which they contribute to the aspectual 
interpretation of the nouns containing them. Before presenting data in favour of this 
claim, we briefly delineate the different readings exhibited by dispositional nouns (see 
Martin 2012 for details). 
 A noun like ÓÔÕÐÉÄÉÔï can denote eventualities, dispositions or entities (i.e. a 
stupid book). When used as eventuality-denoting predicate, it can have individual-level 
(permanent) or stage-level (transient) readings. In the former case, it denotes 
dispositions, habits or stable tendencies. In the latter, it describes either an event (a 
stupid act) or a transient state (the state the individual is in when acting stupidly). 
  The range of readings a dispositional noun can have significantly varies with the 
suffix chosen. Among the 170 DNs analysed manually, all have an individual level 
reading. With respect to the stage level readings (stative or eventive), all -erie DNs have 
it, while 68% of -ÉÔï DNs get it, and 20% of -isme DNs. Among these stage-level DNs, 
100% of -erie DNs have the eventive reading, while only 20,7% of -ÉÔï DNs get it, and 
none of the -isme DNs.  Of course, all nouns which have the eventive reading have a 
temporary (stage-level) reading, but the reverse is not true; some nouns have a 
temporary reading, but no eventive one. 
 Tests used for the classification were, for the eventive reading, (i) the 
compatibility with faire 'do' or commettre 'commit' or (ii) the compatibility with avoir 
lieu/ prendre place 'take place' + spatial PP. For the temporary readings in general 
(stative or eventive), the tests used were (i) the embeddability in episodic perception 
reports, (ii) the availability of the iterative interpretation and (iii) the possibility to 
denote eventualities whose temporal trace equals the one of an event (see Martin 2012 
for details).  
 We take these data to go against the claim that DNs are all aspectually 
underspecified at the lexical level (as e.g. by Beauseroy 2009:129 for French), since the 
suffix plays a role in the range of aspectual values a QN can have. 
 The next subsections are devoted to the aspectual value of each of the most 
productive deadjectival suffixes, namely -isme, -erie, -itude and -ÉÔïȢ 
 

2.1. -isme 
 
As a rule, DNs built with the suffix -isme exclusively denote dispositions, habits or 
tendencies and thus only get individual-level readings.4 They therefore have a strong bias 
towards permanency, since properties of this kind are by default conceived as 
permanent. If they can nevertheless get an episodic interpretation, they still have to 
denote a (transient) disposition, see Martin 2012 for details.  
 A first piece of evidence for this claim is that in general, -isme DNs cannot get an 
iterative interpretation: firstly, virtually no -isme DN can be pluralized, cf. (2a); secondly, 
only few of them (e.g. ÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÍÅȟ ÁÎÇïÌÉÓÍÅȟ or ÈïÒÏāÓÍÅ) can be modified by ÒïÐïÔï, cf. 
(2b) vs (2c): 
 
(2)  (a) ɕ ,ÅÓ ÄÅÓÐÏÔÉÓÍÅÓȾ ÉÎÆÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅÓȾ ÆÒïÎïÔÉÓÍÅÓȾ ïÒÏÔÉÓÍÅÓȾ ïÇÏāÓÍÅÓȾ  

 diabolismes/ cynismes/  ÄÒĖÌÉÓÍÅÓȾ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉÓÍÅÓȾ crapulismes/ 
 coquettismes/ arrivismes/ optim ismes/ ÈïÒÏāÓÍÅÓȾ ÁÎÇïÌÉÓÍÅÓȢȢȢÄÅ  Pierre.  

ͻ4ÈÅ ÄÅÓÐÏÔÉÓÍÓȾ ÃÈÉÌÄÉÓÈÎÅÓÓÅÓȾ ÆÒÅÎÅÔÉÓÍÓȾ ÅÒÏÔÉÓÍÓȾ ïÇÏāÓÍÓȾ  diabolisms/ 
cynicisms/ funny-isms/ cretinisms/ scoundrel -isms/ coquettish-isms/ 
ÃÁÒÒÉÅÒÉÓÍÓȾ ÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÍÓȾ ÈïÒÏāÓÍÓȾ ÁÎÇÅÌÉÓÍÓȢȢȢ ÏÆ  Pierre.' 

                                                 
4  According to Rita Manzini (p.c.), what we claim for French -isme DNs seems to be true for Italian 
-ismo DNs.  
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(b) ??Son despotisme /  ÉÎÆÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅȾ ÆÒïÎïÔÉÓÍÅȾ ïÒÏÔÉÓÍÅȾ ïÇÏāÓÍÅȾ ÄÒĖÌÉÓÍÅȾ 
diabolisme/  ÃÙÎÉÓÍÅȾ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉÓÍÅȾ ÃÒÁÐÕÌÉÓÍÅȾ coquettisme/ arrivisme ... 
ÒïÐïÔïȢ 

         'His repeated despotism, ...' 
 (c) votre ÏÐÔÉÍÉÓÍÅ ÒïÐïÔï ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÁÎÔ ÌÅÓ ÒÅÃÅÔÔÅÓ ÐÒïÖÉÓÉÏÎÎÅÌÌÅs  (Internet)  
        'your repeated optimism with regard to the projected takings' 
 
The rule of suffixation must be responsible of this constraint, since often, competing DNs 
derived from the same adjectival stems but with another suffix accept the iterative 
interpretation. For instance, DNs built with the suffixes -erie or -age in (3) can be 
pluralized and modified by ÒïÐïÔï. 
 
(3) (a) 3ÅÓ ÃÒïÔÉÎeries / coquetteriesȾ ÄÒĖÌeries/  enfantillages 
  'Her scoundrel-eries / coquettish-eries / funny -eries / childish - eries .' 
 (b) 3Á ÃÒïÔÉÎerie / coquetterieȾ ÄÒĖÌerie/  son enfantillage ÒïÐïÔïɉÅɊ 
  'Her repeated scoundrel-erie / coquettish-erie / funny -erie / childish - erie .' 
 
A second piece of evidence for the claim that -isme DNs are always individual-level and 
thus cannot denote transient states is that they are strange in episodic perception 
reports, cf. (4b) vs (4a).  
 
(4) (a) #Å ÍÁÔÉÎȟ ÊͻÁÉ ÁÓÓÉÓÔï Û ÓÁ ÃÒïÔÉÎerie / coquetterieȾ ÄÒĖÌerie/  son  

 enfantillage. 
  'This morning, I witnessed her scoundrel-erie / coquettish-erie /  

 funny-erie /  childish-erie .' 
 (b) ??#Å ÍÁÔÉÎȟ ÊͻÁÉ ÁÓÓÉÓÔï Û ÓÏÎ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉsme/ coquett isme / ÄÒĖÌisme / 

 infantil isme . 
'This morning, I witnessed her  scoundrel-isme / coquettish-isme / funny -
isme / childish -isme.' 

 
Thirdly, when attached to adjectival stems which preferentially have a temporary 
reading like nu 'naked', -isme makes the individual-level reading of the derived noun 
compulsory. For instance, nudisme 'nudism' has to refer to a disposition rather than to a 
particular state, which is well rendered by its German translation Nacktkultur. 
 In conclusion, -isme tends to univocally attribute the individual-level reading to 
the deadjectival noun, including with adjectival stems which could in principle be 
attributed other readings, or preferentially have a stage-level reading. If-isme DNs 
nevertheless get transient interpretations, they still have to denote dispositions, habits or 
stable tendencies. 
 The exact scope of the claim remains to be evaluated though. We already pointed 
out that DNs like optimisme falsify what seems to us to be the general rule (they can be 
used to denote transient states). A more systematic analysis of -isme DNs remains to be 
done to evaluate how exceptional are these nouns. 
 
2.2. -erie  
 
As a rule,  dispositionals noun composed with the 'abstract' -erie suffix (as opposed to the 
locative one found e.g. in brasserie 'brassery') have an eventive reading.5 This suffix can 
not only attach to adjectival stems, but also to nominal ones as in ÝÎÅÒÉÅ 'stupidity/ 
rubbish', derived from ÝÎÅ 'donkey'. The eventive reading is also the only reading that 
any -erie noun can have, included neologisms. We take this as an indication of the fact 
that this reading is the basic one. 

                                                 
5 There might be some exceptions to this, as e.g. gloutonnerie 'gluttony'.  
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 Given that most stems of -erie nouns do not have an eventive reading by 
themselves ɀ evaluative adjectives do not have it, cf. Martin 2008, and nouns like ÝÎÅ 
certainly do not either ɀ the rule of suffixation in -erie must be the element that 
introduces the event argument.  
 Interestingly, the stem cannot systematically predicate an event, cf. (5). 
 
(5) (a) Son acte/ ce qu'il a fait est ??gredin (OK est une gredinerie) 
  'His act/ what he did is mischievous (is a mischievous-erie).' 
 (b) 3ÏÎ ÁÃÔÅȾ ÃÅ ÑÕͻÉÌ Á ÆÁÉÔ ÅÓÔ ȩȩÆÁÉÎïÁÎÔ ɉ/+ ÅÓÔ ÕÎÅ ÆÁÉÎïÁÎÔÅÒÉÅɊ 
  'His act/ what he did is lazy (is a lazy-erie).' 
 
This suggests that -erie nouns on the eventive reading cannot be paraphrased by the 
ÓÔÒÉÎÇ ȰÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÔ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ 0ȱȟ 0 ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÍ ɉÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓ 
discussed by Drapeau and Boulanger 1982). A more appropriate paraphrase is 
something like 'the event involving an entity x which is P'. 
 That -erie ×ÏÒËÓ ÁÓ ÁÎ ȰÅÖÅÎÔÉÚÅÒȱ ÉÓ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
infinitival morpheme -er in its composition. In fact, according to some authors, -ie is post-
verbal, and -er is etymologically present in -erie ɉÃÆȢ -ÏÌÄÅÎÈÁÕÅÒ ρωστȟ "ïÃÈÅÒÅÌ ρωψρɊȟ 
but this uncorrectly predicts that there is a verbal form for  each -erie noun. However, 
whatever its etymology is, it might be that -er is reanalysed as the infinitival morpheme 
in the suffix by speakers of French.6 
 Nouns in -erie also have an individual-level reading that we assume to be derived 
from the basic eventive reading by a mechanism like coercion. That the permanent 
reading is not basic is confirmed by the fact that the eventivity of -erie still surfaces when 
it is selected. Indeed, when -erie Ns are used to describe a permanent property, there is a 
tendency to assume that this property is actualised through concrete events. In other 
words, under their individual-level reading, -erie Ns are rather interpreted as habit-
denoting than disposition-denoting nouns. This is not the case of the permanent reading 
expressed by -ÉÔï or -isme nouns. This intuition is difficult to illustrate, but the contrasts 
in  (6) and (7) serve as an attempt: (6a) and (7a) are not contradictory because they 
denote 'classical' dispositions, that individuals can have without instantiating them in 
concrete manifestations, while (6b) and (7b) are. 
 
(6) (a) Sa sensibilÉÔï n'a jamais vraiment l'occasion de se manifester. 
  'His sensible-ÉÔï ÎÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȢͻ 
 (b) ??Sa sensiblerie  n'a jamais vraiment l'occasion de se manifester. 
  'His sensible-erie never really has the opportunity to manifest itself.' 
(7) (a) Heureusement, sa tendance maniaque n'a jamais l'occasion de se manifester.

 ''Fortunately, his maniac tendency never has the opportunity to manifest 
itself.'  

 (b) ??Heureusement, sa maniaquerie  n'a jamais l'occasion de se manifester. 
''Fortunately, his maniac-erie tendency never has the opportunity to 
manifest itself.' 

 
Interestingly, Daude (2002) already contrasts the Latin suffixes -ia from which -erie is 
derived and -tas (the ancestor of -ÉÔï) in a similar way. He claims that -ia dispositional 
ÎÏÕÎÓ ȰÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔȱ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅ Á ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ ÏÆ 
the quality, and are typically attributed to the individual on the basis of these concrete 
instantiations. This is how the habitual reading is distinguished from the dispositional 
one: it is an inductive generalisation inferred from observed behaviors.  
 
2.3. -itude  

                                                 
6 On the history of -erie, see e.g. the in-ÄÅÐÔÈ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ (İÎÉÎÇ ɉρωωωɊȢ 
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According to our searches in corpora, -itude is one of the most productive deadjectival 
suffixes, which suggests that "ïÃÈÅÒÅÌ ɉρωψρɊͻÓ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÕÆÆÉØ ÉÓ ÕÎÐÒÏÄÕÃtive is 
not correct or at least no longer valid.7 The idea that -itude enjoys a revival is also argued 
by Koehl (2012a, 2012b), on the basis of much larger corpora than ours. 
 A specificity of -itude DNs is that they must denote a property of animates (as 
opposed to objects or events). This has already been observed by Rainer (1989:312) for 
the Italian suffix -itudine, cf. his examples (8). 
 
(8)  (a)  La gratitudin e di Paolo verso Paola/??della tua visita. 
  La gratitude  de Paolo envers Paola/??de ta visite. 
  'The grateful-itude of Paolo towards Paola/of your visit.' 
 (b) La rettitudina  di Paolo/ ??della tua pronuncia. 
  La rectitude  de Paolo/ ??de ta prononciation. 
  'The straight-itude of Paolo/ of your pronunciation.' 
         
Besides, like -isme Ns, -itude ones do not easily get stage-level readings (eventive or 
stative), cf. (9)-(10). Observe that this is not always true of the corresponding adjectival 
stem (for instance, ðÔÒÅ ÃÏÎ 'to be stupid' certainly has a stage-level reading). 
 
(9)  (a)  Sa connit ude est sans bornes.    (Internet)  
  'His stupid-i tude is infinite.' 
 (b)  *ͻÁÉ ÖÕȾ ÁÓÓÉÓÔï Û ÓÁ ÃÏÎÎerie /# conn itude . 
  'I saw/ witnessed his stupid -erie/ stupid -itude.' 
 (c)  Il a fait une connerie / # une connitude.  
  'He made a stupid -erie/ a stupid -itude.'  
(10) (a)  Notre potentiel d'inhumanitude  ÍÅ ÄïÇÏĮÔÅȢ  (Internet)  
  'Our potential of inhuman-itude disgusts me.' 
 (b)  Il a commis une inhumanÉÔï (#inhuman itude ) et une injustice plus  
  ÇÒÁÎÄÅ ÑÕÅ ÃÅÌÌÅ ÄÕ ÐÒïÃïÄÅÎÔȢ   (Internet)  

'He committed a inhuman-ÉÔï ɉÉÎÈÕÍÁÎ-itude) and an injustice greater 
than the former.' 

 
On the individual-level reading, -itude DNs have a particular flavour which distinguishes 
them from -ÉÔï or -erie Ns on the same reading. This specificity of -itude nouns has been 
obsÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÔ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÐÌÁÃÅÓȢ "ïÃÈÅÒÅÌ ɉρωψρɊ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ -itude Ns are more 'concrete' than 
corresponding -ÉÔï ones; the same intuition is reflected in Senghor's words about 
#ïÓÁÉÒÅͻÓ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÎïÇÒÉÔÕÄÅ, which he finds 'more concrete' than ÎïÇÒÉÔï (Senghor 1977). 
For Latin, Daude (2002) claims that -tudo (from which -itude is derived) actualises more 
than -tas (which is more abstract), and suggests an exercise, a putting into a practice: 
Ȱnomina qualitatis in -tudo tend to express traits of character or dispositions determining 
a behaviourȱ ɉÉÔÁÌÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÉÎÅÓɊȢ $ÁÕÄÅͻÓ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÁÂÏÕÔ ,ÁÔÉÎ ÉÓ ÅÃÈÏÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
Wikipedia entry devoted to the French suffix: '-itude serves to form words implying the 
idea of an attitude, a pose explicitly adopted, in opposition tÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÒÉÎÓÉÃ ɍȣɎ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ 
designated by the noun or adjectival stem' (translation mine).  

                                                 
7 We discarded from the counting neologisms in -itude like intelligentitude, constantitiude or 
incongruitude, rejected by my informants, and exclusively used as a parody of the politician 
3ïÇÏÌîÎÅ 2ÏÙÁÌ ÉÎ ÈÅÒ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ bravitude instead of bravoure in 2007 and at the source of a big media 
buzz (one million hits on Google, cf. 
http;//en.wikinews.org/wiki/Bravitude_climbing_fast_on_Google). One could argue that Royal's 
neologism emulates the use of this suffix, but  the fact she produced it could also be seen as the 
reflection of the productivity of -itude at that time. 
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We claim that this value of -itude comes from the fact that the semantics of the 
words habitude and attitude is transferred to the -itude suffixation process, so that these 
Ns end up with denoting habits/ ways of being/ regular behaviours, that is more 
concrete entities than dispositions. In other words, the idea is that we deal here with an 
instance of what Rainer (2005) calls irradiation  ÁÆÔÅÒ "ÒïÁÌ ɉρψωςȡςπɊȟ ÔÈÁÔ is a transfer of 
a semantic feature from a word meaning to a word formation meaning.8 A first indication 
of this is that users of neologisms in -itude sometimes overtly link their lexical creation to 
the words of attitude or habitude, cf. e.g. (11): 
 
(11) ȰL'humanitudeȱȟ ÕÎÅ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÐÁÒÔÁÇïÅȟ ÃÏÍÍÅ ÕÎÅ ÎÏÕÖÅÌÌÅ ÆÁëÏÎ ÄÅ vivre 

ensemble.   (Internet)  
 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÈÕÍÁÎ-ÉÔÕÄÅȱȟ Á ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÌÉËÅ Á ÎÅ× ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÌÉÖÅ  together. 
 
Moreover, -itude DNs are more appropriate than -ÉÔï ones to univocally denote 
behaviours or habits. For instance, belgitude translates the concept of Belgisch Sein ɀ 
Belgian ways of being, of behaving, Belgian habits, etc. ɀ much better than ÂÅÌÇÉÃÉÔï, which 
can also simply describe the property of having the Belgian nationality. This second 
reading is not available to belgitude. For instance, belgitude cannot be attributed to 
somebody who has the Belgian nationality but never lived in Belgium and doesn't know 
anything about Belgian habits and culture. 
 To summarise, -itude DNs denote habits and attitudes. This explains why they are 
[+ANIM] (inanimates do not have habits or attitudes). It also explains why these DNs are 
preferably interpreted as individual-level predicates ɀ habits and attitudes are properties 
rather than instantiations of properties. 
 
2.4. -ÉÔï 
 
Although -ÉÔï is less used than -itude among neologisms, it is the most frequent one if one 
considers dictionary words and neologisms altogether, (with a total of 22,5% of all Ns 
examined). This confirms Koehl's (2009) study on the distribution of deadjectival 
suffixes. It is also the most underspecified suffix, since -ÉÔï nouns can in principle have 
any of the readings delineated in the previous section. What is specific to -ÉÔï compared 
to the three other productive suffixes analysed above is that it does not seem to 
contribute by itself to the aspectual value of the created noun. The aspectual readings of 
the derived noun is much more dependent from the readings displayed by the adjectival 
base. The permanent reading of dispositional nouns is always salient because the 
adjectival stem from which they derive systematically have a dispositional reading. For 
instance, un homme loyal 'a loyal man' preferably denotes a man which has the 
disposition to be loyal. And ÌÏÙÁÕÔï 'loyalty' unsurprisingly has a preference for the 
dispositional reading. For instance, ÌÁ ÌÏÙÁÕÔï ÄÅ ÃÅÔ ÈÏÍÍÅ Í΄Á ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓ 'the loyalty of this 
man surprised me' is by default understood as the expression of surprise about an 
individual -level property. But facts differ if we take an adjectival root that preferably 
selects the stage-level reading. For instance, un homme nu 'a naked man' preferably 
describes a man which is temporarily naked. And ÌÁ ÎÕÄÉÔï ÄÅ ÃÅÔ ÈÏÍÍÅ Í΄Á ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓ 'the 
nakedness of this man surprised me' is by default understood as the expression of 
surprise about a stage-level property. (That ÎÕÄÉÔï has difficulties to get the individual 

                                                 
8 Rainer (2005) also claims that -itude nouns are an example of irradiation. But according to him, 
the 'irradiating' words are not habitude and attitude, but rather ÎîÇÒÅ 'neger' and servitude, whose 
semantics 'contaminates' the -itude word process formation through the word ÎïÇÒÉÔÕÄÅ, so that -
itude Ns ended up designating oppressed social groups and their emancipatory aspirations. 
However, although this semantic path might be correct for a subset of -itude nouns directly 
ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÏÎ #ïÓÁÉÒÅͻÓ ÍÏÄÅÌȟ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÅÔÈÎÉÃ ÎÏÕÎÓ ÌÉËÅ 
ÂÅÌÇÉÔÕÄÅȾ ÂÅÌÇÉÃÉÔï, nor between Ns like humanitude and ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔïȢ 
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level reading is also confirmed by the oddity of ÕÎÅ ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÅ ÎÕÄÉÔï 'a 
manifestation of nakedness'.) In other words, -ÉÔï does not seem to carry its own 
aspectual feature. It is the unmarked form chosen for unmarked situations, while -itude, -
erie and -isme are marked forms for marked situations ɀ an example of a more general 
ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÈÁÔ (ÏÒÎ ɉρωψτɊ ÃÁÌÌÓ ȰÄÉÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÃ ÌÁÂÏÕÒȱȢ  
 

3. Morpho -syntactical decomposition  
 
3.1. Root-attached vs. word -attached suffixes  
 
Standardly, whenever two kinds of suffixes attach to the same root to derive a new word 
of the same category, they are taken to be distinguished according to the cycle of word-
formation they take place in (Kiparsky 1982, Marantz 2001). From the perspective of 
Distributed Morphology (Marantz 2001, Embick 2010), suffixes that merge with roots  
are (i) idiosyncratic (no clear transparency in the composition of meaning), (ii) structure-
changing (phonological changes are induced) and (iii) less productive. These morphemes 
attach within the root-cycle of word formation, and will be called 'root-attached' 
morphemes. On the other hand, suffixes that merge above functional heads are (i) 
semantically transparent (the compositional meaning can be predicted from the meaning 
of the parts), (ii) less structure changing and (iii) productive. These attach in the outer-
cycle, and will be called 'word- attached suffixes', following Arad (2003).  
       
 
(I)  root-cycle  (II)  outer-cycle attachment 
                       
         
        Ѝ2ÏÏÔ            x                      functional head            x 

                                        
                

       Ѝ2ÏÏÔ                   ÖȟÎȟÁ 
 

word formation from roots    word formation from words 
 
Some suffixes always attach within the same cycle, cf. e.g. -less, -ship, -ness, -hood,  which 
are univocally word-attached (Kiparsky 1982, Marantz 2001). Other suffixes can enter 
both cycles, cf. e.g -able as analysed by Aronoff 1976, but see Kiparsky 1982 about -
ability .  As a rule, a root-attached suffix cannot be attached to a stem containing a word-
attached suffix (see e.g. Kiparsky's example *mongolismize). But the reverse is possible 
(cf. mongolianize).  
The fact that -erie, -ÉÔïȟ -itude and -isme are more productive and semantically transparent 
than the other deadjectival suffixes suggests that they are word-attached suffixes. 
Pseudo-words combining root-attached and word-attached suffixes point to the same 
conclusion. Indeed, pseudo-nominalizations built with one of these suffixes and one of 
the non-productive ones are judged more French when the non-productive suffix is 
attached first, cf. (12). Words built with suffixes attached in the reverse order sound less 
acceptable, cf. (13). 
 
(12) ЈÂïÎïÖÏÌÁÎÃÅÒÉÅ ЈÂÏÕÆÆÏÎÎÅÓÓÉÔÕÄÅ ЈÁÇÉÌÁÎÃÉÔÕÄÅ ЈÆðÔÁÒÄÉÓÉÔÕÄÅ 
 
(13) ЈÂïÎïÖÏÌÅÒÉÁÎÃÅ  ЈÂÏÕÆÆÏÎÉÔÕÄÅÓÓÅ ЈÁÇÉÌÉÔÕÄÁÎÃÅ ЈÆðÔÁÒÄÉÔÕÄÉÓÅ 
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Note that if indeed -ÉÔï is word-attached in French, it is different from -ity in English, 
which has been argued to be root-attached by Kiparsky (1982) and Embick & Marantz 
(2008).9 But this could be due to a  difference in productivity between -ÉÔï and -ity: the 
former is the most used  deadjectival suffix in French (Koehl 2009), while -ity is less 
productive than -ness in English (Bauer 2001). 

 
3.2. Pluralization and episodic interpretation  
 
The discussion in the previous sections can be summarised as follows. Dispositional 
nouns and the adjectival stems from which they derive do not have exactly the same 
aspectual readings. The affix is partly responsible for this semantic switch. The 
differences in the denotation between the four types of nouns can be summarised as 
follows. The suffix -ÉÔï is the unmarked productive suffix and can form Ns with any kind 
of aspectual interpretation. The suffix -isme tends to force the deadjectival noun to have a 
dispositional reading (but it remains to be evaluated how frequent are the exceptions to 
this rule). The suffix -erie imposes a preference for the eventive reading, but is 
compatible with any other readings, although, under the permanent reading, -erie nouns 
tend to denote habits rather than dispositions. The suffix -itude forces the noun to denote 
habits or attitudes and thereby imposes the feature of animacy and the individual-level 
reading.  
 In this section, we turn our attention to the availability of pluralization and 
iterative interpretation with deadjectival nominalizations. As mentioned, -isme DNs like 
infantilisme 'childishness' can be pluralized cf. (2). This is also generally true for -itude 
DNS (habitude, attitude and aptitude are among the few exceptions). On the other hand, 
DNs built with the suffix -erie can be pluralized, cf. (3). The empirical picture is more 
complicated with -ÉÔï DNs, and will not be investigated in detail here. In addition, we 
noted that in general, those nouns that can pluralize can have an event reading, while 
those that cannot are interpreted as individual level. The most prominent exceptions to 
this rule are nouns like habitude 'habit' , aptitude 'aptitude'ȟ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔï 'ability'. These nouns 
exceptionally allow pluralization under the individual-level reading because the same 
individual can be ascribed several of the properties they denote (one can have several 
habits, but one normally does not have several dispositions to be childish). 

Since pluralization is a nominal property, it will have to apply after the 
nominalization of the adjective has taken place. Still, however, we noted that 

pluralization is sensitive to the interpretation of the nominal, ϻÅÖÅÎÔÉÖÅȢ Following some 
of the recent literature (Borer 2005, Alexiadou, Iordáchioaia & Soare 2010, Alexiadou, 
IordáÃÈÉÏÁÉÁ Ǫ 3ÃÈßÆÅÒ ςπρρȟ !ÌÅØÉÁÄÏÕ ςπρρȟ !ÒÃÈÅ Ǫ -ÁÒþn 2012), we take these 
differences to follow from the different morpho-syntactic structures associated with the 
various DNs. First, we take the ability of DNs to pluralize as evidence of the presence of a 
classifier projection (ClassP) within the nominal structure. From the perspective of Borer 
ɉςππυɊȟ #ÌÁÓÓ0 ÄÉÖÉÄÅÓ ȰÓÔÕÆÆȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÑÕÉÖÁÌÅÎÔ ÏÆ 1ÕÁÎÔÉÔÙ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÂÁÌ 
domain that make events heterogenous. ClassP is the input to NumberP. This projection 
introduces elements that count and can be seen as corresponding to the functional 
projection of Aspect (outer-Aspect) in the verbal domain, Alexiadou (2001), Arche & 
Marin (2012). 

Building on Arche & Marþn (2012) and Alexiadou (2011), we would like to propose 
that what is taken as the complement of a classifier is a structure that involves by default 
episodic eventualities (events or transient states) so that the classifier can denote 
different instantiations of eventualities. The fact that -isme or -itude DNs that are 

                                                 
9In English, German or Dutch, words in -ity, -iteit and -ÉÔßÔ have been firstly borrowed from French 
and then went their own ways; now, these languages have a number of nouns built with these 
suffixes which do not have a French counterpart (cf. e.g.Booij 2009).   
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individual level do not pluralize suggests that when there is no transient eventuality, 
division introduced by the classifier is also prima facie not possible. The only way out is 
to pluralize a permanent property, which generally generates a pragmatic problem, 
except for nouns general enough like habitude.  However, whenever there is an event or a 
transient state, the classifier projection can then introduce different instantiations of this 
eventuality. 
 The question that arises is what is the source of the transient reading. More 
particular ly, one would like to know why the event reading is systematically available 
with -erie DNs. On the one hand, one could claim, following Ippolito's (1999) analysis of -
ata nominalizations in Italian, that the morphological similarity between the infinitive 
and the -erie nominalization (highlighted by the presence of ɀer in both the verbal and 
the nominal environment) is due to the presence of the same syntactic structure. From 
this perspective, whener an event reading is available, this makes reference to the 
presence of a verbal stem in the morphological structure. The logic here would be that in 
view of the fact that the roots themselves do not have an event implication, this must be 
introduced by verbalizing the roots. The problem, though, is that without further 
refinements, this analysis predicts that there is a verbal form for every -erie noun, 
contrary to fact. 
 On the other hand, one could argue that the systematic availability of the 
transient reading with -erie DNs is due to the collective or frequentative value of this 
suffix, observed a.o Spitzer 1931:30 (cf. also the entry devoted to -erie in the TLF). 
Indeed, if -erie encodes a plural operator, it brings about on its own the interpretation 
which can fit this operator in the domain of eventualities, namely the transient reading. 
However,while this account explains why -erie DNs systematically have a transient 
reading, it doesn't explain why the event reading is also systematically available. 
 In favour of the idea that -erie DNs involves a kind of plural operator, we observe 
that they often can be used to denote a plurality of events with the singular.10 For 
instance, the singular noun fanfaronnerie (from fanfaron 'boastful') can be used to 
describe several acts performed in a boastfulway.11  On the other hand, our claim that 
plurality helps to bring about the transient interpretation is supported by the fact that 
the plural morphology is sometimes required for the transient interpretation of DNs. This 
is for instance the case of  ÆÉÎÅÓÓÅȟ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒÉÔï or impudeur.  
 Finally, we observe that although -isme nouns cannot be pluralized, they are 
sometimes OK with the adjective constant, but not with frequent: 
 
(14) 3ÏÎ ÉÎÆÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅȾÃÙÎÉÓÍÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔ ÌÅÓ ÅØÁÓÐîÒÅȢ 
  His constant childiness/cynism get on their nerves. 
(15) ȩȩ3ÏÎ ÉÎÆÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅȾÃÙÎÉÓÍÅ ÆÒïÑÕÅÎÔ ÌÅÓ ÅØÁÓÐîÒÅȢ 
  His frequent childiness/cynism get on their nerves. 
 
If the latter adjective is sensitive to the presence of a ClassP in the structure of the noun, 
while the former signals the presence of NumberP, the above contrast suggests that these 
nouns, like mass nouns, can appear together with adjectives that do not require different 
types of eventualities. 
 
  

                                                 
10 That -erie DNs prefer the habitual reading when used to denote permanent properties can also 
be seen as a reflection of this plural operator. 
11 See also the deverbal noun tuerie 'killings (pl.)'. -ade nouns derived from evaluative adjectives 
also systematically have an eventive reading. But they do not have the iterative value of -erie, and 
thus must be pluralised in order to denote a series of acts. We would say that a fanfaronnerie is 
made of several fanfaronnades rather than the reverse.  
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Appendix  
 
Below are listed all dictionary words (DWs) and neologisms (Ns) taken into account for the study. 
-erie DWs: balourderie, bizarrerie, bouderie, bouffonnerie, brusquerie, chicanerie, cocasserie, 
ÃÏÎÎÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÏÑÕÅÔÔÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÏÑÕÉÎÅÒÉÅȟÃÒÝÎÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÒÁÐÕÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÒïÔÉÎÅÒÉÅȟ ÄïÇÕÅÕÌÁÓÓÅÒÉÅȟ ÄÒĖÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÅÆÆÒÏÎÔÅÒÉÅȟ 
ÅÓÐÉîÇÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÁÒÏÕÃÈÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÉÎÁÕÄÅÒÉÅȟÆÌÁÇÏÒÎÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÌÁÔÔÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÏÌÝÔÒÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÏÕÒÂÅÒÉÅȟ ÇÁÍÉÎÅÒÉÅȟ 
grognoneriÅȟ ÈÁÕÔÁÉÎÎÅÒÉÅȟ ÉÇÎÁÒÅÒÉÅȟ ÉÍÂïÃÉÌÅÒÉÅ 

-erie Ns: ÂÅÓÔÉÁÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÂÏÎÈÏÍÍÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÉÎÇÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÕÃÕÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÃÕÐÉÄÅÒÉÅȟ ÆïÒÏÃÅÒÉÅȟ ÆÏÕÉÎÅÒÉÅȟ 
ÆÒÁÇÉÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÇïÎÉÁÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÇÒÁÎÄ-ÇÕÉÇÎÏÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÇÒÁÎÄÉÏÓÅÒÉÅȟ ÈÏÎÎðÔÅÒÉÅȟ ÈÏÎÔÅÒÉÅȟ ÉÇÎÏÂÌÅÒÉÅȟ ÉÍÍÏÎÄÅÒÉÅ 
indignerie, infamerie, innocenterie,insolenterie, ironerie, jovialerie  

-isme DWs: ÁÎÇïÌÉÓÍÅ ÁÒÒÉÖÉÓÍÅȟ ÁÒÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÂÁÒÂÁÒÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÏÑÕÅÔÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÙÎÉÓÍÅȟ ÄÅÓÐÏÔÉÓÍÅȟ 
ÄÉÁÂÏÌÉÓÍÅȟ ïÇÏāÓÍÅȟïÒÏÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÅØÔÁÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÆÒïÎïÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÉÒÓÕÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÄÉÏÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌÉÓme, 
ÉÎÆÁÎÔÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÎÔïÇÒÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÒÏÎÉÓÍÅ 

-isme Ns: amicalisme, asocialisme, attentivisme, avarisme, balourdisme, bestialisme, bizarrisme, 
ÂÏÎÈÏÍÍÉÓÍÅȟ ÂÏÕÆÆÏÎÉÓÍÅȟÃÁÎÄÉɉÄÉɊÓÍÅȟ ÃÏÌïÒÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÏÑÕÅÔÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÏÑÕÉÎÉÓÍÅȟ ÃÒÁÐÕÌÉÓÍÅȟ 
ÃÕÃÕÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÄÒĖÌÉÓÍÅ fanfaronisme,ÆÁÒÏÕÃÈÉÓÍÅȟ ÆÁÕÓÓÉÓÍÅȟ ÆïÂÒÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÆïÒÏÃÉÓÍÅȟ ÆÉÄïÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ 
grand-ÇÕÉÇÎÏÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÇÒÏÇÎÏÎÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÏÎÎðÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÏÎÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÏÒÒÉÂÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÈÏÓÔÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÇÎÁÒÉÓÍÅȟ 
ÉÍÂïÃÉÌÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÍÍÏÎÄÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÍÐÁÔÉÅÎÔÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÍÐÕÄÉÓÍÅȟÉÍÐÕÌÓÉÖÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÎÇÒÕÉÓÍÅȟ ÉÎÄÉÇÎÉÓÍÅȟ 
inhumanisme, innocentisme, insolentisme, intelligentisme, jovialisme 

-ÉÔï DWs: ÁÃÅÒÂÉÔïȠ ÁÆÆÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÁÇÉÌÉÔïȟ ÁÍÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÁÍÉÃÁÌÉÔïȟ ÁÎØÉïÔïȟ ÁÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÔïȟ ÁÔÒÏÃÉÔïȟ ÁÖÉÄÉÔïȟ 
ÂÁÎÁÌÉÔïȟ ÂÅÓÔÉÁÌÉÔïȟ ÂÏÎÔïȟ ÂÒÕÔÁÌÉÔïȟ ÃÁÕÓÔÉÃÉÔïȟ ÃÏÎÖÉÖÉÁÌÉÔïȟ ÃÏÒÄÉÁÌÉÔïȟ ÃÏÒÉÁÃÉÔïȟ ÃÒÕÁÕÔïȟ ÃÒïÄÕÌÉÔïȟ 
ÃÒÕÄÉÔïȟ ÃÕÌÐÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÃÕÐÉÄÉÔïȟ ÃÕÒÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÄïÌÏÙÁÕÔïȟ ÄÏÃÉÌÉÔïȟ ÄÕÒÅÔïȟ ïÍÏÔÉÖÉÔïȟ ïÔÒÁÎÇÅÔïȟ ÅØÃÅÎÔÒÉÃÉÔïȟ 
ÅØÐÌÏÓÉÖÉÔïȟ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÖÉÔïȟ ÅØÑÕÉÓÉÔïȟ ÆÁÕÓÓÅÔïȟ ÆïÂÒÉÌÉÔïȟ ÆïÒÏÃÉÔïȟ ÆÉÄïÌÉÔïȟ ÆÉÅÒÔïȟ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÉÔïȟ ÆÒÉÖÏÌÉÔïȟ 
ÇÒÁÎÄÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÈÏÎÎðÔÅÔïȟ ÈÏÓÔÉÌÉÔïȟ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔïȟ ÉÇÎÏÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌÉÔïȟ ÉÍÐïÒÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÉÍÐïÔÕÏÓÉÔïȟ 
ÉÍÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔïȟ ÉÍÐÕÌÓÉÖÉÔïȟ ÉÎÃÁÐÁÃÉÔïȟ ÉÎÃÏÎÇÒÕÉÔïȟ ÉÎÃÒïÄÕÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÄÉÇÎÉÔïȟ ÉÎÄÏÃÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÅØÏÒÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ 
ÉÎÆÉÄïÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÇïÎÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÉÎÇïÎÕÉÔïȟ ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎÉÔïȟ ÉÎÓÅÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÔïÇÒÉÔïȟ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÔïȟ ÉÎÔÒïÐÉÄÉÔïȟ 
ÉÎÖÉÎÃÉÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÎÖÕÌÎïÒÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÒÁÓÃÉÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÒÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔïȟ ÉÒÒÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÊÏÖÉÁÌÉÔï 

-ÉÔï Ns: ÁÎÇïÌÉÃÉÔïȟ ÁÓÔÕÃÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÖÉÔïȟ ÁÖÁÒÉÔïȟ ÂÉÚÁÒÒÉÔïȟ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÉÔïȟ ÃÁÐÒÉÃÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÃÏÓÔÁÕÄÉÔïȟ 
ÃÏÃÁÓÓÉÔïȟ ÃÏÍÉÃÉÔïȟÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÃÏÑÕÉÎÉÔïȟ ÃÒÁÉÎÔÉÖÉÔïȟ ÃÒïÔÉÎÉÔïȟ ÄïÌÉÃÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÄïÓÁÇÒïÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟ 
ÆÁÎÔÁÓÔÉÃÉÔïȟ ÆðÔÁÒÄÉÔïȟ ÆÏÒÍÉÄÁÂÉÌÉÔïȟÆÒÏÉÄÉÔïȟ ÆÕÒÉÏÓÉÔïȟ ÇÁÍÉÎÉÔïȟ ÇïÎÉÁÌÉÔïȟ ÇÒÏÇÎÏÎÉÔïȟ ÈÉÄÏÓÉÔïȟ 
ÈÏÒÒÉÂÉÌÉÔïȟ ÉÇÎÁÒÉÔïȟ ÉÍÍÏÎÄÉÔïȟ ÉÎÆÁÍÉÔïȟ  

 
-itude DWs: certitude, habitude, incertitude, ingratitude, rectitude 
-itude Ns: ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÁÃÁÒÉÝÔÒÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÁÃÅÒÂÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÁÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÁÔÒÏÃÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÂÁÎÁÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ 
ÂÅÓÔÉÁÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÂïÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÂÏÕÆÆÏÎÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÃÏÃÁÓÓÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÃÏÍÉÃÉÔÕÄÅ ÃÏÑÕÉÎÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÃÏÒÉÁÃÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÃÒÕÅÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ 
cuculitude, cupiditude, ÆÁÉÂÌÉÔÕÄÅȟÆÁÉÎïÁÎÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÁÒÏÕÃÈÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÁÕÓÓÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆïÒÏÃÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÉÄïÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ 
ÆÉÅÒÔÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÏÒÍÉÄÁÂÉÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÒÁÇÉÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÆÒÏÉÄÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÇïÎÉÁÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÇÒÁÎÄÉÏÓÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÇÒÁÎÄÉÔÕÄÅȟ 
hautainitude, hilaritude, hirsutitude, horribilitude, humanitude, humilitude, fidiotitude, ignarditude, 
ÉÇÎÏÂÉÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÍÂïÃÉÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÍÍÏÒÁÌÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÎÇÒÕÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÎÄÉÇÎÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÎÆÁÍÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÎÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÕÄÅȟ 
ÉÎÔïÇÒÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÉÒÏÎÉÔÕÄÅȟ ÊÏÖÉÁÌÉÔÕÄÅ  
 
other Ns: ÁÂÏÍÉÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÄÍÉÒÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÆÆÉÒÍÁÎÃÅȟ ÈïÓÉÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÆÁÓÃÉÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÇÉÌÁÎÃÅȟ ÆÕÒÉÂÁÒÄÉÓÅȟ ÆðÔÁÒÄÉÓÅȟ 
froussardise 
-ance DWs: ÁÍÂÉÖÁÌÅÎÃÅȟ ÂÉÅÎÖÅÉÌÌÁÎÃÅȟ ÃÌÁÉÒÖÏÙÁÎÃÅȟ ÃÌïÍÅÎÃÅȟ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÓÁÎÃÅȟ ÃÏÎÄÅÓÃÅÎÄÁÎÃÅȟ 
ÃÏÎÆÉÁÎÃÅȟ ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÄïÌÉÑÕÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȟ ÄïÓÏÂÌÉÇÅÁÎÃÅȟ ÄÉÌÉÇÅÎÃÅȟ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÅÆÆÅÒÖÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȟ ïÌïÇÁÎÃÅȟ 
ÅØÔÒÁÖÁÇÁÎÃÅȟ ÅØÕÂïÒÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÍÐÅÒÔÉÎÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÍÐÕÉÓÓÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÃÌïÍÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÈïÒÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÍÐïÔÅÎÃÅȟ 
ÉÎÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÄïÃÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÄïÐÅÎÄÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÄÉÆÆïÒÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÄÏÌÅÎÃÅȟ 
ÉÎïÌïÇÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÎÏÃÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÔÅÍÐïÒÁÎÃÅȟ ÉÎÔÏÌïÒÁÎÃÅȟ ÍÁÌÖÅÉÌÌÁÎÃÅȟ ÐÅÒÔÉÎÅÎÃÅȟ ÐÕÉÓÓÁÎÃÅ  

-esse DWs: grandesse, humÂÌÅÓÓÅȟ ÆÁÉÂÌÅÓÓÅȟ ÉÎÄïÌÉÃÁÔÅÓÓÅȟ ÐÏÌÉÔÅÓÓÅȟ ÉÍÐÏÌÉÔÅÓÓÅȟ ÆÉÎÅÓÓÅȟ ÆÁÉÂÌÅÓÓÅȟ 
ÄïÌÉÃÁÔÅÓÓÅȟ ÁÌÌïÇÒÅÓÓÅȟ ÁÄÒÅÓÓÅ  
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-eur DWs: impudeur, candeur, froideur, fureur, hideur, laideur; impudeur, ferveur, douceur, chaleur, 
candeur 
-ice/ -ise DWs: ÁÖÁÒÉÃÅȟ ÆÁÉÎïÁÎÔÉÓÅȟ ÂðÔÉÓÅȟ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅȟ ÆÒÁÎÃÈÉÓÅȟ ÆÁÉÂÌÁÒÄÉÓÅȟ ÃÏÕÁÒÄÉÓÅ 
-ie DWs: ÉÒÏÎÉÅȟ ÂÁÒÂÁÒÉÅȟ ÉÄÉÏÔÉÅȟ ÉÎÆÝÍÉÅȟ ÂÏÎÈÏÍÍÉÅȟ ÊÁÌÏÕÓÉÅȟ ÆÏÌÉÅȟ ÆïÌÏÎÉÅȟ ÅÕÐÈÏÒÉÅȟ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÔÏÉÓÉÅȟ 
courtoisie 
-ion DWs: ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÂÊÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÉÎÔÒÏÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȟ ÉÎÄïÃÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÐÒïÃÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÉÍÐÒïÃÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÉÎÄÉÓÃÒïÔÉÏÎȟ 
ÄÉÓÃÒïÔÉÏÎȟ ÄïÖĖÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÎÆÕÓÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÍÐÒïÈÅÎÓÉÏÎȟ ÃÉÒÃÏÎÓÐÅÃÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÍÂÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÏÎȢ 



 

 

M
M

M
8

 P
ro

ce
e

d
in

g
s

 

 22
 

Simplification, complexification, and microvariation:  
Towards a quantification of inflectional complexity in closely 

related varieties  
 
 

Raffaela Baechler 
Albert-Ludwigs-University Freiburg 
raffaela.baechler@germanistik.uni-

freiburg.de 

Guido Seiler 
Albert-Ludwigs-University Freiburg 

guido.seiler@germanistik.uni-

freiburg.de 

 
1. Introduction  
 
In recent typological work the structural complexity of languages has become a centre of 
interest (cf. e.g. Miestamo et al. (eds.) 2008 or Sampson et al. (eds.) 2009). This is 
somewhat surprising given the fact that throughout the 20th century it has been more or 
less explicitly assumed that overall structural complexity is constant across languages. 
That is, greater complexity in one area of grammar (e.g. morphology) has been expected 
ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÍÐÅÎÓÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ɉÅȢÇȢ ÓÙÎÔÁØɊȡ ȰɍȢȢȢɎ 
impressionistically it would seem that the total grammatical complexity of any language, 
ÃÏÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÂÏÔÈ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÙÎÔÁØȟ ÉÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅȱ ɉ(ÏÃËÅÔÔ ρωυψȡ ρψπɊȢ 3Ïȟ 
whereas the existence of complexity differences between languages has been at least 
doubted (if not denied) by structural linguistics and linguistic typology, another line of 
research, variationist linguistics, has talked about complexity differences quite 
unscrupulously from its very beginnings. In his seminal paper on diglossia Ferguson says, 
×ÉÔÈ ÒÅÇÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ (ÉÇÈ ÁÎÄ ,Ï× ÖÁÒÉÅÔÉÅÓȟ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÏɎÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
most striking differences between H[igh] and L[ow] variety [...] is in the grammatical 
structure: H has grammatical categories not present in L and has an inflectional system of 
ÎÏÕÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÖÅÒÂÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÒÅÄÕÃÅÄ ÏÒ ÔÏÔÁÌÌÙ ÁÂÓÅÎÔ ÉÎ ,ȱ ɉ&ÅÒÇÕÓÏÎ ρωυωȡ ςτρɊȢ 
Statements about the reduced, simplified structural characteristics of vernacular dialects 
as opposed to codified standard languages are abundant in the dialectological literature. 
However, to our knowledge (most of) these statements are purely intuitive, for they have 
never been based on solid measurements of complexity. 

In a more recent line of research at the intersection between linguistic typology 
and sociolinguistics attempts are being made to (i) uncover complexity differences 
between languages / varieties and (ii) to explain those differences by reference to the 
structure of the community where the language/variety is spoken. In particular, it is 
claimed that languages spoken by small, close-knit, isolated communities display a 
greater degree of structural complexity (Trudgill 2004, 2009, 2011, Nichols 1992, 
"ÒÁÕÎÍİÌÌÅÒ ρωψτȟ ςππσɊȢ 7Å ×ÉÌÌ ÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÄÅÁ Ȭ)ÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ (ÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȭ ɉ)(ɊȢ )Æ ÔÈÅ )( ÉÓ 
correct, it predicts something not only about large-scale typological comparison but also 
about sets of genetically closely related and similar languages or varieties: In isolated 
varieties lacking contact processes of simplification are less likely to occur than in non-
isolated cognate varieties. Similarly, isolated varieties are more likely to display 
complexification than others. 

Trudgill (2011) proposes three possible extralinguistic scenarios with different 
effects on simplification or complexification, respectively. First, traditional, remote 
dialects with no L2 learners are an ideal biotope for those types of complexification 
which cannot be attributed to structural borrowinÇȡ ȰɍȣɎ ÓÐÏÎÔÁÎÅÏÕÓ ɉÁÓ ÏÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ 
additive) complexification will develop on a large scale mainly in low-contact 
ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ȬÌÏ× ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔȭ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÁÎ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÌÁÒÇÅ-
scale acquisition by non-ÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÕÌÔ ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓȱ ɉ4ÒÕdgill 2011: 89). Also, archaic features 
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seem to be more stable in isolated languages (Trudgill 2011: 13). Second, languages / 
varieties which are (or have been) acquired by many adult non-native speakers are 
expected to display simplification processes such as regularization of irregularities, 
increase in morphological transparency, reduction in syntagmatic redundancy, or loss of 
morphological categories (Trudgill 2011: 34, 40, 62). The third type is also due to 
language contact, but of a different kind. In contact-induced change grammatical features 
may spread from one language into another, which may lead to the addition of new 
features and thus to greater complexity of the influenced language (Trudgill 2011: 27). 
This kind of contact-related complexificatÉÏÎ ȰÉÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÉÎ ÌÏÎÇ-term co-
ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÂÉÌÉÎÇÕÁÌÉÓÍȱ 4ÒÕÄÇÉÌÌ ɉςπρρȡ στɊȢ 

In this preliminary study we attempt to put to test the IH, using evidence from 
different varieties of German. We believe that a set of cognate varieties provides a 
marvellous piece of evidence since we can observe the results of diachronic processes of 
simplification and complexification in a very direct way, due to the close genetic 
affiliation and thus the common historical origin of the varieties. In order to test the 
predictions of the IH in a substantial way, complexity must be operationalised. This is 
why the paper focuses on the complexity of noun inflection only. We are not yet able at 
this point to make any substantial claim about the overall complexity of the grammars of 
our varieties. However, our preliminary findings on noun inflection give us at least a hint 
whether the IH is worth to be pursued any further (we will argue that this is indeed the 
case). To put it differently: If our findings even within a limited, relatively cross-
linguistically easily comparable area such as noun inflection were totally incompatible 
with the IH already, it seems very unlikely to us that including other areas of grammar 
would lead to a less disparate picture. 

The paper is structured as follows. We will first address the research questions 
(section 2). Section 3 presents the sample of the varieties studied (3.1), a definition of 
absolute complexity (3.2), some previous approaches to complexity and microvariation 
(3.3), and our proposed procedure to measure complexity of noun inflection in closely 
related, similar varieties (3.4). The results of our investigation are presented in section 4. 
In section 5 we will discuss the results in the light of our research questions, and we will 
give a short outlook. 

 

2. Research questions and hypotheses  
 
Question 1: Is there an overall diachronic tendency? 
In the light of the references mentioned above, the expectations are unclear. There seems 
to be a certain consensus that, all other things being equal, languages tend to gradually 
simplify their grammars, in particular their morphologies: If isolated languages / 
varieties (i) show a slower rate of change (Trudgill 2011: 2-8) and (ii) a greater degree of 
complexity, one might easily conclude that this greater complexity is an archaic trait 
which just survives longer if the language changes at a slow rate. This view presupposes, 
ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȬÎÏÒÍÁÌ ÔÈÉÎÇȭ ÆÏÒ Á ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÉÍÐÌÉÆÙ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÉÍe. 
0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÓȭ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÁÒÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÒ 
Indo-European languages and their intricate inflectional systems. Thus, if there is an 
overall diachronic tendency at all we might hypothesize this tendency leads towards 
simplification. 
 
Question 2: What are the effects of isolation? 
With regard to question 2, our expectations are much clearer: If the IH is correct, we 
expect a greater degree of complexity in isolated varieties. 
 
Question 3: What are the effects of contact? 
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As outlined in section 1, contact situations can lead to both complexification and 
simplification. Complexification is expected in pre-threshold bilingualism, i.e., in 
situatations of stable contact where both languages are acquired early. Simplification in 
post-threshold bilingualism, i.e. in situations where the language in question is acquired 
by adult non-native speakers (Trudgill 2009:101). As will be shown in Chapter 3.1, we 
are concerned with pre-threshold bilingualism in the case of Issime German and 
therefore we expect complexification rather than simplification here. 
 
Question 4: Are there instances of complexification? 
Complexification seems to be uncommon in larger, non-isolated languages. Genuine 
ɉȰÓÐÏÎÔÁÎÅÏÕÓȱȟ 4ÒÕÄÇÉÌÌ ςπρρȡ ψωɊ ÃÏÍplexification, i.e., complexification which is not 
due to structural borrowing, is expected to occur only in isolated dialects. 
 
Question 5: What is the role of codification? 
(ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÃÌÅÁÒȢ )Æ ×Å ÔÁËÅ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ &ÅÒÇÕÓÏÎȭÓ ÑÕÏÔÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÅÃtion 1, 
High varieties are notorious in their greater structural complexity if compared with 
spoken vernaculars. Also, there might be conserving effects of codification. It therefore 
seems plausible to assume that codified standard varieties display a greater degree of 
complexity than spoken dialects. 
 
3. Method  
 

3.1.  Sample 
 
To answer these questions we selected five German varieties. Old High German (OHG) is 
the oldest attested German variety and New High German (NHG) the present-day 
standard language. The non-standard varieties are the Alemannic dialect of the 
Kaiserstuhl, an area near Freiburg in the South-West of Germany, the Alemannic dialect 
of Visperterminen in the Canton of Valais in Switzerland and the Alemannic dialect of 
Issime, a linguistic island in the Aosta Valley in Italy. The data are based on the following 
grammatical descriptions: Braune/Reiffenstein (2004) for OHG, Eisenberg (2006) for 
NHG, Noth (2003) for Kaiserstuhl Alemannic, Wipf (1911) for Visperterminen Alemannic, 
:İÒÒÅÒ ɉρωωωɊ ÆÏÒ )Ósime Alemannic. Unfortunately there ÁÒÅÎȭÔ ÁÎÙ ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ 
exhaustive grammars for the dialects in the Valais. For the analysis, this has to be kept in 
mind. 

We consider OHG, NHG and Kaiserstuhl Alemannic as not isolated, the two Walser 
dialects of Visperterminen and Issime as isolated. There are a few qualitative criteria for 
considering the Walser dialects as isolated which are introduced in the following. 

Visperterminen is situated in the canton of Valais in Switzerland and has 1373 
inhabitants (2010; wikipedia). It is located at 1378m above sea level and at the dead end 
of its only road access from Visp. 

Issime is one of several Alemannic colonies in northern Italy. In the 13th century 
people migrated from the canton of Valais to the Aosta Valley in Italy. As for Issime, there 
ÈÁÓÎȭÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÎÙ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 'ÅÒÍÁÎ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÁÒÅÁ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅÎȢ -ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
400 inhabitants in Issime are quinquelingual: Alemannic, Franco-0ÒÏÖÅÎëÁÌȟ 0ÉÅÍÏÎÔÅÓÅȟ 
3ÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ &ÒÅÎÃÈ ɉ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒïÇÉÏÎ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÅ 6ÁÌÌïÅ Äȭ!ÏÓÔÅɊ 
and Standard Italian (the official language of Italy). However, they do not speak Standard 
German. 

Although this sample is small, it contains some interesting contrasts: historical 
(OHG) vs. recent, codified (NHG) vs. vernacular, isolated (Visperterminen, Issime) vs. 
non-isolated, contact (Issime) vs. monolingual environment. 
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3.2.  Absolute complexity  
 
In the literature a difference is made between relative and absolute complexity. In 
relative complexity one is interested in whether a linguistic phenomenon is complex to a 
ÓÐÅÁËÅÒȟ Á ÈÅÁÒÅÒȟ ÁÎ ,ρ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÒȟ ÁÎ ,ς ÌÅÁÒÎÅÒȟ ÅÔÃȟ ÉȢÅȢ ȰÈÏ× ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ Á ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÏ 
ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ɉÅÎÃÏÄÅȾÄÅÃÏÄÅɊ ÏÒ ÌÅÁÒÎȱ ɉ-ÉÅÓÔÁÍÏ ςππψȡ ςυɊȢ 

In absolute complexity one considers only the language system itself. Following 
-ÉÅÓÔÁÍÏ ȰÔÈÅ ɍÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÅɎ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÏÆ Á ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ÉÎ 
terms of the length of the description of that phenomenon [...] A less complex 
phenomenon can be compressed to a shorter description without losing information" 
(Miestamo 2008: 24). We can adapt this to the language system and assume that the 
longer the description of the language system is (the less it can be compressed), the more 
complex the language system will be. 

Another important point is that we consider here only inflectional complexity, more 
precisely the inflectional complexity of nouns, which does of course not mean that 
phonological or syntactic complexity should be excluded. Rather, they must be included if 
one wants to calculate the overall complexity of the entire language system. Other 
nominal and verbal parts of speech will be measured in a later stage of our project. 
 
 
3.3.  Previous approaches to microvariation and complexity  
 
In this chapter we will briefly discuss some central proposals for measuring complexity 
(especially in closely related varieties) and show why they are not appropriate for our 
purposes. 

There are large-scale typological comparisons (Shosted 2006, McWorther 2001, 
Nichols et al. 2006) whose common ground is that they count the number of 
grammatically encoded features. This is clearly operationalising, but too coarse for the 
purposes of micro-comparison of closely related languages and varieties. Dammel & 
+İÒÓÃÈÎÅÒ ɉςππψɊ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÕÎ ÐÌÕÒÁÌ ÁÌÌÏÍÏÒÐÈÙ ÉÎ ÔÅÎ 'ÅÒÍÁÎÉÃ Ìanguages. They 
incorporate ideas of Natural Morphology (Wurzel 1984) such as uniformity and iconicity 
to account for aspects of relative complexity. Relevant factors are e.g. the number of 
plural allomorphs, stem involvement, multiple exponence, zero marking and fusion. As 
the weights of the factors are assigned merely intuitively, an operationalisation does not 
seem to be possible. Szmrecsanyi & Kortmann (2009) compare 42 varieties of English: 
traditional L1, high-contact L1, L2 and creoles. They analyse 31 features which are a 
selection of the 76 features covered by the World Atlas of Morphosyntactic Variation in 
English. Their method is clearly operationalising. However, the features are very English-
specific and themselves treated in a binary way (presence or absence of the feature). 
Therefore it is of limited use for microvariation especially in highly inflecting languages. 

Since there has not been any appropriate tool to measure complexity in inflecting and 
closely related varieties, we have tried to develop a simple method adapted to our 
sample, which will be presented in the following chapter. 
 
3.4. Measuring inflectional complexity  
 
In this subsection we propose a simple procedure to uncover complexity differences in 
inflectional systems even of genetically closely related, similar languages / varieties. We 
will first outline the concrete steps we have undertaken when analysing our sample in a 
cookbook-like fashion, before we briefly address some of the insights which naturally 
follow from the proposed procedure. 
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The main goal of our procedure is to make visible the raw data structure in the first 
place. We deliberately do that as much as possible in a pre-theoretic way. The immediate 
results of the procedure should be analysable in theoretical contexts of different flavours 
(we come back to the issue in the concluding section 5). Originally, we believed that 
structuring the data in such a rather mechanical way is a relatively easy task. However, it 
turned out that even our toolkit-style procedure requires a considerable amount of hand-
made morphological analysis, for many decisions can be made only if the functioning of 
the respective inflectional systems is linguistically well understood. 

We use the following method in four steps in order to measure inflectional 
complexity: 
 Step 1: Collect the distinguishable inflectional paradigms of the respective 

language/variety. 
 Step 2: Break each paradigm down into a list of inflectional markers. 
 Step 3: Put the markers on a list and remove repeated occurrences of markers. Count 

the remaining markers. 
 Step 4: Multiply the number of markers by the number of marker combinations 

(=inflectional classes). 
We thus define complexity as the number of inflectional markers multiplied by the 
number of inflectional classes. 

Step 1: Every grammatical description forms the paradigms in a different way, even if 
we are concerned with the same variety. For example, with regard to NHG, the Duden-
Grammatik (1998: 223-224) distinguishes ten inflection types (Deklinationstypen), but 
Eisenberg (2006: 152-154) only four types with two subtypes. However, since we aim to 
compare the paradigms of different varieties we need comparable paradigms, i.e. 
paradigms which are identified in similar ways. Our paradigms are not organised in 
inflection types but in inflectional classes. Furthermore each paradigm must be 
maximally compressed to obtain the shortest description of the noun inflection. We are 
then able to compare the shortest description of variety A with the shortest description 
of variety B. 

Step 2: We define a marker as a distinct pairing of exponent and grammatical feature. 
For example the paradigm of Tag consists of three markers (for the full paradigm see 
table 2): 

 
m1: -es NUM SG 
 CASE GEN 
 
m2: -e NUM PL 
 
m3: -n NUM PL 
 CASE DAT 
 
For convenience we write the markers without attributes as follows: -es:sg.gen, -e:pl, -
n:pl.dat. In cases of multiple exponence, each exponent is counted as a marker. Thus, 
Hand-(ßÎÄÅ is made of umlaut and the suffix ɀe. Umlaut demonstrates that not only 
segmentable morphs but also (not phonologically conditioned) stem alternations can be 
Á ÍÁÒËÅÒȢ 7Å ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÓ Á ÒÅ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅȡ 6 ᴼ ɍϹÆÒÏÎÔȟ -low] / [NUM PL]. Again for 
convenience, we write the marker as UL:pl. 

Table 1 displays the paradigm of Student which has homophonous markers ɀn. They 
may occur whenever they cannot be assigned to a uniform function. Thus, ɀn in the 
paradigm of Student has four distinct functions: ɀn:acc.sg, ɀn:dat.sg, ɀn:gen.sg, ɀn:pl. 
#ÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÓÙÎÃÒÅÔÉÓÍȟ ×Å ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÇÏÏÄȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÁÄȱ ÓÙÎÃÒÅÔÉÓÍȢ &ÏÒ 
example, the paradigm of Student (Table 1) has the following markers in the plural: -
n:nom.pl, ɀn:acc.pl, ɀn:dat.pl, ɀn:gen.pl. However, this ɀn can be attributed to consistent 
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function, namely plural. Therefore the plural has only one and not four markers. This 
ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ȰÇÏÏÄȱ ÓÙÎÃÒÅÔÉÓÍ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÄÄ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ÏÆ 
Student contains the following markers: ɀn:acc.sg, ɀn:dat.sg, ɀn:gen.sg. Since it is 
impossible to assign a consistent function to this ɀn (the nominative singular is not 
marked), each of these three suffixes has to be counted as a separate marker, so the 
paradigm has three markers in the singular. This syncretism adds to complexity and we 
ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÁÌÌ ÉÔ ȰÂÁÄȱ ÓÙÎÃÒÅÔÉÓÍȢ 

 
Table 1: Paradigm of Student 

 SG PL 

nom Student Studenten 

acc Studenten Studenten 

dat Studenten Studenten 

gen Studenten Studenten 

 
In step 3 the markers are put on a list and the repeated occurrences of markers are being 
removed. This is a very important step because varieties of German notoriously re-use 
the same markers across different paradigms. For instance, if the dative plural is marked 
in NHG, the marker ɀn is suffixed across all inflectional classes (cf. Table 11). 

Step 4: Inflectional complexity is calculated by multiplying the number of markers by 
the number of inflectional classes. The inflectional class can be defined as a specific 
combination of markers. Therefore, both larger marker inventory and large numbers of 
inflectional classes add to complexity, but they do not automatically follow one from 
another. We multiply the number of markers by the number of inflectional classes 
because our intuition is that each marker combination is to be counted as one way of 
making use of the same marker inventory. For instance, if there are five inflectional 
classes, the morphology uses the marker inventory five times to create different 
paradigms. 

In our method we assume Underspecification and the Elsewhere Condition (Anderson 
1992, Kiparsky 1973; for German morphology cf. Eisenberg 2006, Thieroff&Vogel 2009). 
Traditionally paradigms of German nouns are represented by means of eight 
instructions, whereby each instruction contains a full specification of feature content and 
associated exponent. The paradigm of Tag (Table 2) contains the following eight 
ÉÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓȡ ÎÏÍȢÓÇᴼ4ÁÇȟ ÁÃÃȢÓÇᴼ4ÁÇȟ ÄÁÔȢÓÇᴼ4ÁÇȟ ÇÅÎȢÓÇᴼ4ÁÇÅÓȟ ÎÏÍȢÐÌᴼ4ÁÇÅȟ 
ÁÃÃȢÐÌᴼ4ÁÇÅȟ ÄÁÔȢÐÌᴼ4ÁÇÅÎȟ ÇÅÎȢÐÌᴼ4ÁÇÅȢ !ÓÓÕÍÉÎÇ 5ÎÄÅÒÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ÏÆ 
Tag contains only three instructions (cf. Table 3): Add ɀes in the genitive singular, -e in 
the plural and ɀn in the dative plural. However, how does the case-underspecified form 
Tag know that it may not be used as genitive? Why does the grammar not generate 
*wegen des Tag, rather wegen des Tages (the preposition wegen governs a genitive). Here 
the Elsewhere Condition comes into play: If there is a more specific instruction you must 
not follow a less specific one. For example, if a genitive singular is required, the most 
specific available form must be used in the first place. Since Tages is more specific for 
genitive singular than Tag, Tages will be used first and blocks the insertion of Tag for the 
genitive singular. 
 

Table 2: Paradigm of Tag 
 SG PL 

nom Tag Tag-e 

acc Tag Tag-e 

dat Tag Tag-en 

gen Tag-es Tag-e 
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Table 3: Paradigm of Tag assuming unterspecification 

Tag            -e +PL 

     

-es +GEN         -n +DAT 

 
When the method as outlined above is applied to an inflectional system, it naturally falls 
out  without any further assumptions or stipulations that the following factors add to the 
amount of inflectional complexity: 
 Number of inflectionally distinguished grammatical features, e.g. the number of 

cases. 
 Allomorphy created by a number of inflectional classes, e.g. the plural allomorphs (ɀe, 
ɀn, ɀer, etc.) in NHG. 

 Multiple exponence, e.g. in Wald-7ßÌÄÅÒ the plural is expressed by the umlaut and 
the suffix ɀer. 

 ȰÂÁÄȱ ÓÙÎÃÒÅÔÉÓÍȟ ÅȢÇȢ ÔÈÅ ÈÏÍÏÐÈÏÎÏÕÓ ÓÉÎÇÕÌÁÒ ÍÁÒËÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ Student 
(Table 1). 

 
The following factors do not add to complexity: 
 Re-use of markers across inflectional classes, e.g. the suffix ɀn (dative plural) in NHG. 
 Absence of otherwise attested distinctions in particular inflectional or lexical classes, 

e.g. Kaiserstuhl Alemannic nouns do not distinguish cases, but determiners and 
pronouns do. 

 Allomorphy which is predictable on phonological grounds. 

 
4. Results 
 
As already mentioned in section 3.4 above, we are faced with a great deal of decisions 
when analysing the inflectional systems of our varieties even if such a cookbook-like 
method is applied. In 4.1, we will briefly discuss a few of the analytical difficulties we 
encountered. We do that in a very exemplary way by choosing one or two typical 
problems for each variety in order to illustrate the reasoning which is behind the 
categorisations we have made. The complete paradigms of each variety are listed in the 
appendix. Subsection 4.2 presents the results of our investigation. 

 
4.1. Paradigms  
 
4.1.1. OHG 
 
Traditionally so-called a-stems and wa-stems are analysed as two different inflectional 
classes of OHG. However, their sets of endings are identical. The difference between a-
stems and wa-stems is the stem alternation in the wa-stems. For instance, the dative of 
tag (a-stem) is tag-e whereas the dative of hleo (wa-stem) is hlew-e. To form the dative 
ÏÆ ÂÏÔÈ ÁϺ ÁÎÄ ×ÁϺÓÔÅÍÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄÉÎÇ ɀe is suffixed. The difference between the two 
paradigms is that hleo-hlewe does show a stem alternation, but tag-tage does not. 
However, as we cannot attribute any uniform meaning to this alternation, we consider 
these two stems (hleo-, hlew-) as stem allomorphs and therefore end up with only one 
inflectional class. What is now the shortest description of this alternation? The linguistic 
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generalisation is that there is a stem allomorph for unsuffixed forms (hleo) and another 
stem allomorph for affixed forms (hlew-). We note this contextual conditioning as a 
ÒÅ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÒÕÌÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÒȡ ȣÅÏᴼÅ×ȾͺÓÕÆÆÉØȟ 
ȣÏᴼÁ×ȾͺÓÕÆÆÉØȢ )Î ÓÔÅÍÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÅÎÄ ÉÎ ȢȢȢÅÏȾȢȢȢÅ×- the rule simply runs vacuously, 
i.e., it is not applicable. 

 
Table 4: a-stems and wa-stems in OHG 

  SG     PL    
 IC12 nom acc dat gen instr  nom acc dat gen 
a-stem 1 tag tag tag-e tag-es tag-o tag-a tag-a tag-on tag-o 
wa-stem  hleo hleo hlew-e hlew-es  hlew-a hlew-a hlew-on hlew-o 
wa-stem  horo horo horaw-e horaw-es  horo horo horaw-on horaw-o 
a-stem 8 wort  wort  wort -e wort -es wort -o wort  wort  wort -on wort -o 

 
4.1.2. NHG 
 
We did not take into account the ɀen/ɀn variation in the dative plural (e.g. Staat-en, 
7ßÌÄ-er-n). We assume that this variation is purely phonologically conditioned. More 
precisely, there is a preference for words to end in a trochee. In Staaten the ending is 
therefore syllabic, but not in 7ßÌÄÅÒÎ. 

We ignored also the ɀes/ɀs variation in the genitive singular (e.g. Gast-es, 
Schaden-s) because the use of ɀes and ɀs depends on the final sound, the stress and the 
number of syllable the word has (Eisenberg et al. 1998: 224-225). 

In inflectional class 7 (sg. Wald - pl. 7ßÌÄÅÒ), the plural is formed by ɀer and 
umlaut. This inflectional class includes also words like Bild-Bilder without an umlautable 
vowel. However, words like Bild do not form their own inflectional class because words 
which form the plural with ɀer always umlaut the stem vowel if possible. 

As in OHG, there is a stem alternation in the inflectional class 10 (Blume-Blumen 
and Pizza-Pizzen) (table 5). The endings of Blume and Pizza are identical. The only 
difference is the stem alternation of Pizza in the plural. For this contextual conditioning 
we have a rewriting rule which says: stem-final vowel is deleted in plural environment 
ɉȣ 6Πᴼ -Ĝɍ.5- 0,ɎɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÕÌÅ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ ÉÎ /(' ÃÏÕÎÔÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÍÁÒËÅÒȢ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓ 
Konto-Konten does not have its own inflectional class but makes part of the inflectional 
class 9. 
 

Table 5: stem alternation in NHG 
 SG    PL    
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen 
10 blume blume blume blume blume-n blume-n blume-n blume-n 
 pizza pizza pizza pizza pizz-en pizz-en pizz-en pizz-en 
9 staat staat staat staat-es staat-en staat-en staat-en staat-en 
 konto konto konto konto-s kont-en kont-en kont-en kont-en 

 
4.1.3. Kaiserstuhl Alemannic  
 
In Kaiserstuhl Alemannic we consider the ɀnɀ in schdainer ɉ ÓÔÏÎÅÓȭɊ ÁÓ ÐÕÒÅÌÙ 
phonological, because it is introduced only if otherwise suffixation would create a hiatus 
(table 6). We observe similar patterns also in other contexts. For example in wu-n-er: wu 
ÍÅÁÎÓ ÁÓȭ ÏÒ ×ÈÅÎȭȟ er ÍÅÁÎÓ ÈÅȭÁÎÄ n is a glide. 

In inflectional class 3 the plural is formed by adding the suffix ɀer, the plural of 
Wald additionally by umlaut (table 6). However, for the same reasons as in Standard 

                                                 
12  IC=inflectional class 
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German, we have only one inflectional class for the plural on ɀer with or without an 
umlaut, i.e., if the plural is formed with ɀer, the stem vowel always takes an umlaut if it is 
possible. 

 
Table 6: inflectional class 3 in Kaiserstuhl Alemannic 

 SG   PL   
IC nom acc dat nom acc dat 
3 schdai schdai schdai schdai-n-er schdai-n-er schdai-n-er 
 wald wald wald ×ßÌÄ-er ×ßÌÄ-er ×ßÌÄ-er 

 
4.1.4. Visperterminen Alemannic  
 
As opposed to NHG and Kaiserstuhl Alemannic, we need two inflectional classes for the 
plurals ending on ɀer in Visperterminen Alemannic (IC 10 and 11) (table 7) because 
there are some words with an umlautable vowel and ɀer in the plural which do not 
umlaut the vowel (e.g. lamm-lammer) whereas others do (e.g. chrut-chriter). 

We consider the -n- in redlini (IC 12) not as a plural marker but as phonologically 
conditioned for the same reasons as in the dialect of the Kaiserstuhl, i.e. to prevent a 
hiatus. 
 

Table 7: plural on -er and the glide -n- in Visperterminen Alemannic 
 SG    PL    
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen 
10 chrut chrut chrut chrut-sch chrit -er chrit -er chrit -er-u chrit -er-o 
11 lamm lamm lamm lamm-sch lamm-er lamm-er lamm-er-u lamm-er-o 
12 redli  redli  redli  redli -sch redli -n-i redli -n-i redli -n-u redli -n-o 

 
4.1.5. Issime Alemannic  
 
Concerning the plural of the inflectional class 10 (table 8) we must first define the 
morphemes. We think it is uncontroversial that we can segment ɀi and ɀu. ɀI is the 
marker for nominative and accusative plural and ɀu the marker for dative and genitive 
plural. But how to deal with the ɀnɀ between the stem and the case endings? If we 
compare the paradigm of berri (IC 10) with the paradigm of bet (IC 9) we see that the 
endings are identical and the only difference between these two inflectional classes is 
this ɀnɀ. Therefore, we could have considered the ɀnɀ as phonologically conditioned, to 
prevent a hiatus as has been demonstrated for Kaiserstuhl and Visperterminen 
Alemannic. 

However, a closer look at the data reveals that this -n- is not purely phonological. 
With sia-siawa (IC 8) we have a similar case. The endings are the same as in the 
inflectional class 1 (weg-wega) and ɀwɀ could be a glide. We would thus have two glides, 
ɀnɀ and ɀwɀ. However, the choice of ɀnɀ and ɀwɀ is unpredictable on purely 
phonological grounds. Therefore, we analyse ɀnɀ and ɀwɀ as two distinct plural markers. 

We find further evidence for ɀnɀ as a plural marker in the paradigm of uave (IC 
2). Here, the plural also shows an ɀnɀ between the stem and the case endings but we 
cannot find any phonological explanation: -n-insertion does not prevent a hiatus anyway. 

To sum up, the ɀnɀ and ɀwɀ in the paradigm of Issime are plural markers. 
 

Table 8: -n- and -w- as plural marker in Issime Alemannic 
 SG    PL    
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen 
10 berri  berri  berri  berri -sch berri -n-i berri -n-i berri -n-u berri -n-u 
9 bet bet bet bet-sch bet-i bet-i bet-u bet-u 
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8 sia sia sia sia-sch sia-w-a sia-w-a sia-w-e sia-w-u 
1 weg weg weg weg-sch weg-a weg-a weg-e weg-u 
2 uav-e uav-e uav-e uav-endsch uav-n-a uav-n-a uav-n-e uav-n-u 

 
4.2. Inflectional complexity of nouns  
 
In this section we present and discuss the main results of our investigation, i.e. the 
complexity of noun inflection of our five varieties, which we calculated by multiplying the 
number of markers by the number of inflectional classes (figure 1). Subsequently we will 
compare the number of markers with the number of inflectional classes (figure 2). Table 
9 shows the number of markers and inflectional classes as well as the complexity of noun 
inflection. 

 
Table 9: markers-inflectional classes-complexity 

varieties markers 
inflectional 
classes 

complexity (markers * 
inflectional classes) 

OHG 40 18 720 

Issime 26 19 494 

Visperterminen 24 18 432 

NHG 11 14 154 

Kaiserstuhl 7 7 49 

 
First of all, we see in figure 1 that the five varieties are not equally complex, despite their 
close genetic affiliation. We can form three groups: The most complex is OHG, a second 
group with Issime and Visperterminen Alemannic, and a third group with NHG and 
Kaiserstuhl Alemannic. 

Since OHG is the most complex variety, we observe an overall diachronic 
simplification tendency. Of course figure 1 is perhaps somewhat suggestive because we 
arranged the varieties from the most to the least complex. However, Issime, 
Visperterminen, Kaiserstuhl Alemannic and NHG are all present-day varieties. 

To answer the question of whether codification leads to complexification or 
simplification, we compare NHG (codified) with the non-standard varieties. Between the 
Walser dialects (Issime, Visperterminen) and NHG there is a steep decrease in 
complexity. Thus, noun inflection in Issime and Visperterminen Alemannic is much more 
complex than the inflection in NHG. In contrast, Kaiserstuhl Alemannic is less complex 
than NHG. However, compared with the Walser dialects the decrease in complexity 
between NHG and Kaiserstuhl Alemannic is moderate. As NHG is neither more complex 
nor simpler than all the non-standard varieties (but between theses varieties) we can 
conclude that codification does not play a major role with regard to complexity. 

We will now turn our attention to the nonstandard varieties and especially to the 
Walser dialects. Figure 1 displays a steep decrease in complexity between the Walser 
dialects (isolated) and the Kaiserstuhl Alemannic (non-isolated). This is in accordance 
with the IH: that isolated varieties are more complex than non-isolated varieties. 

Between Issime and Visperterminen we can observe a moderate decrease in 
complexity. This is perhaps due to the double isolation of Issime or to language contact 
(which is in this case with Italian and French). First, Issime is not only topographically 
isolated but also linguistically (it does not make up part of the West-Germanic dialect 
continuum). Therefore, if it is correct that the more a language is isolated the more it is 
complex and if we consider Issime ÁÓ ÄÏÕÂÌÙ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÅÄȟ )ÓÓÉÍÅȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÉÓ 
expected. A second possible explanation is that language contact has a complexifying 
effect, but (as discussed in sections 1-ςɊ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎ ȰÌÏÎÇ-ÔÅÒÍ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 
(Trudgill 2011: 120), which is indeed the case in Issime. However, this complexification 
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ÉÓ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÂÙ 4ÒÕÄÇÉÌÌ ɉςπρρɊ ȰÁÄÄÉÔÉÖÅ 
ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱȟ ÉȢÅȢ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ 
language/s. As the noun inflection in French and Italian (and the respective dialects 
spoken in the Aosta Valley) is less complex than the one in Issime Alemannic, we would 
expect simplification rather than complexification as a result of contact. Therefore the 
higher complexity in Issime Alemannic is presumably due to the absence of contact with 
the West-Germanic dialect continuum and supports the IH. 

 
Figure 1 : complexity of noun inflection 

 
 
Figure 2 displays the number of inflectional classes and the number of markers. 
Compared to the overall complexity of noun inflection, the number of markers shows the 
same order: The variety with most markers (40) is OHG, the second group is constituted 
by Issime Alemannic (26 markers) and Visperterminen Alemannic (24 markers) and the 
third group by NHG (11 markers) and Kaiserstuhl Alemannic (7 markers). 

The inflectional classes display a different pattern. They are relatively stable in the 
first three varieties: Issime Alemannic has 19 inflectional classes; OHG and 
Visperterminen Alemannic, 18. By contrast, we can observe a clear decrease in NHG (14 
inflectional classes) and Kaiserstuhl Alemannic (7 inflectional classes). Issime Alemannic 
provides a very interesting case. Concerning the total complexity of noun inflection 
(markers*inflectional classes) and the number of markers, all the present-day varieties 
are less complex than OHG, which corresponds to an overall diachronic simplification 
tendency. However, Issime Alemannic has one inflectional class more than OHG, which 
we interpret as an instance of complexification. In the research questions (section 2) it 
was argued that instances of complexification could occur only in isolated dialects. This 
result is in accordance with the IH. 
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Figure 2 : number of inflectional classes and markers 

 
 
5. Discussion  
 
Let us now discuss the findings in the light of the research questions and expected 
answers from section 2, repeated here: 
 
Question 1: Is there an overall diachronic tendency? (Expected: simplification) 
We have indeed found a general simplification tendency from OHG to all more recent 
varieties. The only exception is the number of inflectional classes in Issime which is 
greater than in OHG. 
  
Question 2: What are the effects of isolation? (Expected: greater complexity) 
With regard to question 2, our results are almost shockingly clear. The inflectional 
systems of our isolated varieties, Visperterminen and Issime, are clearly more complex 
than those of other recent varieties. Since their inflectional complexity is much closer to 
OHG than to the other varieties one might interpret this state of affairs as an instance of 
conservatism. 
 
Question 3: What are the effects of contact? (Expected: Complexification is expected in 
pre-threshold bilingualism) 
The high-contact dialect of Issime is more complex than the dialects without contact. 
However, it is not clear at this point whether this is due to the contact situation (Issime 
ÓÐÅÁËÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÍÕÌÔÉÌÉÎÇÕÁÌ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄɊ ÏÒ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ )ÓÓÉÍÅȭÓ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃ 
isolation from the West-Germanic dialect continuum since both factors are expected to 
have similar effects. Since the nominal inflection systems of the Romance contact 
varieties is much simpler we favour the second explanation. 
 
Question 4: Are there instances of complexification? (Expected: only in isolated dialects) 
There is one clear instance of complexification, namely the increase of the number of 
inflectional classes from OHG to the Issime dialect, which matches the expectations.  
 
Question 5: What is the role of codification? (Expectation: greater complexity of codified 
varieties) 
The only codified standard variety, NHG, displays a rather low degree of complexity, but 
it is more complex than the Kaiserstuhl dialect. On the basis of our data we can conclude 
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that codification is not a predictive factor with regard to inflectional complexity. Its 
possible relevance is outranked by other factors such as isolation. However, if the IH is 
applied consistently, NHG is expected to have the lowest degree of complexity since NHG 
is the variety with the farthest reach and the greatest number of speakers. Under these 
assumptions it is unexpected that the dialect of Kaiserstuhl (with much fewer speakers) 
is less complex. The greater complexity of NHG as compared to Kaiserstuhl must 
therefore be due to some other factor, and this factor might be codification.13 

This paper may serve as basis for further analysis on more varieties and parts of 
speech. Since our sample is still relatively small, future research will include more 
(Alemannic) varieties to obtain more comparable results. Furthermore, our ultimate goal 
is to measure overall inflectional complexity. To do this, we will extend the analysis to the 
paradigms of other parts of speech, e.g. determiners, pronouns, adjectives, verbs. Since 
there is no obvious counterpart of inflectional classes in the inflectional systems of 
determiners, pronouns and adjectives, it will possibly be necessary to reconsider the 
influence of the number of inflectional classes on overall complexity. 

It seems to us that our preliminary study feeds well into very recent approaches 
to morphological theory where principal parts play a crucial role. Principal parts could be 
used to measure the inflectional complexity especially of nouns and verbs where we are 
faced with a considerable number of inflectional classes. Principal parts are those 
morphosyntactic properties and their exponents which are necessary to predict the other 
cells of a paradigm. Finkel&Stump (2007) distinguish three kinds of principal parts: 
static, adaptive and dynamic. For illustration, table 10 shows a hypothetical conjugation 
system. The system contains seven conjugation classes (I-VI) and four morphosyntactic 
properties (W-Z). The different inflectional exponents are represented by a-o and the 
dynamic principal parts shaded: 

 
Table 10: Dynamic principal parts (Finkel & Stump 2007: 44) 

 morphosyntactic property 

conjugation W X Y Z 

I a e i m 

II  b e i m 

III  c f j n 

IV c g j n 

V d h k o 

VI d h l o 

 
In a static system of principal parts the morphosyntactic property set which identifies the 
principal parts is the same for every conjugation class. For instance, for the paradigms in 
table 10 the static principal parts are the morphosyntactic properties W, X, Y and their 
ÅØÐÏÎÅÎÔÓȢ "Ù ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÓ ȰÁÒÅ ÎÅÉÔÈer linearly ordered nor 
ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÉÌÙ ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌ ÆÒÏÍ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÎÊÕÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒȱ ɉ&ÉÎËÅÌȾ3ÔÕÍÐ ςππχȡ ττɊȢ )Æ Á 
lexeme has the exponent c for the morphosyntactic property W, we do not know to which 
conjugation class the lexeme belongs. However, if this lexeme shows the exponent f for 
the morphosyntactic property X, we can deduce that it belongs to conjugation class III. 
Therefore in this paradigm we need to know only one dynamic principal part for each 
conjugation. In a static conception we needed three principal parts. Finkel and Stump 
                                                 
13 Many thanks to Helen Christen, Fribourg, for making this point. 
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ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÓÃÈÅÍÅ ȰÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÕÓ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÓÍÁÌÌÅÒ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 
ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌ ÐÁÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÎ ÉÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÏÒ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ&ÉÎËÅÌȾ3ÔÕÍÐ 
2007: 44). Underspecification and absolute complexity can be nicely implemented in this 
dynamic conception. If we assume underspecification, we have to specify only a 
minimum of forms and the rest can be underspecified. To measure the absolute 
complexity we assume that the longer the description of the language system is, the more 
complex the language system will be (cf. Miestamo 2008 and section 3.2). A system of 
dynamic principal parts shows the minimum of principal parts necessary to deduce all 
the other forms of the paradigm. Therefore the language system is maximally 
ÃÏÍÐÒÅÓÓÅÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ÐÒÅÒÅÑÕÉÓÉÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅÓȭ 
complexities. 
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Appendix  
 

Table 10 : noun inflection in OHG 
  SG     PL    
 IC nom acc dat gen instr  nom acc dat gen 
 1 tag tag tag-e tag-es tag-o tag-a tag-a tag-on tag-o 
 2 hirt -i hirt -i hirt -e hirt -es hirt -u hirt -a hirt -a hirt -on hirt -o 
 3 gast gast gaste-e gaste-es gaste-u gest-i gest-i gest-in gest-o 
 4 win-i win-i win-e win-es  win-i win-i win-in win-o 
 5 sit-u sit-u sit-e sit-es sit-u sit-o sit-i sit-in sit-i 
 6 han-o han-un han-in han-in  han-un han-un han-on han-ono 
 7 fater fater fater-e fater-es  fater-a fater-a fater-un fater-o 
 8 wort  wort  wort -e wort -es wort -o wort  wort  wort -on wort -o 
 9 lamb lamb lamb-e lamb-es lamb-o lemb-ir  lemb-ir  lemb-ir -on lemb-ir -o 
 10 kunn-i kunn-i kunn-e kunn-es kunn-o kunn-i kunn-i kunn-in kunn-o 
 11 herz-a herz-a herz-in herz-in  herz-un herz-un herz-on herz-ono 
 12 geb-a geb-a geb-u geb-a  geb-a geb-a geb-on geb-ono 
 13 kuningin -a -u -a  -a -a -on -ono 
 14 anst anst enst-i enst-i  enst-i enst-i enst-in enst-o 
 15 zung-a zung-un zung-un zung-un  zung-un zung-un zung-on zung-ono 
 16 hoh-i hoh-i hoh-i hoh-i  hoh-i hoh-i hoh-in hoh-ino 
 17 muoter muoter muoter muoter  muoter muoter muoter-un muoter-o 
 18 naht naht naht naht  naht naht naht-on naht-o 
wa-stem ? hleo hleo hlew-e hlew-es  hlew-a hlew-a hlew-on hlew-o 
wa-stem ? horo horo horaw-e horaw-es  horo horo horaw-on horaw-o 

 
Table 11: noun inflection in NHG 

 SG    PL     
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen  
1 gast gast gast gast-es ÇßÓÔ-e ÇßÓÔ-e ÇßÓÔ-en ÇßÓÔ-e  
2 tag tag tag tag-es tag-e tag-e tag-en tag-e  
3 schaden schaden schaden schaden-s ÓÃÈßÄÅÎ ÓÃÈßÄÅÎ ÓÃÈßÄÅÎ ÓÃÈßÄÅÎ  
4 brunnen brunnen brunnen brunnen-s brunnen brunnen brunnen brunnen  
5 vater vater vater vater-s ÖßÔÅÒ ÖßÔÅÒ ÖßÔÅÒ-n ÖßÔÅÒ  
6 lehrer lehrer lehrer lehrer-s lehrer lehrer lehrer-n lehrer  
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7 wald wald wald wald-es ×ßÌÄ-er ×ßÌÄ-er ×ßÌÄ-er-n ×ßÌÄ-er bild-er 
8 matrose matrose-n matrose-n matrose-n matrose-n matrose-n matrose-n matrose-n  
9 staat staat staat staat-s staat-en staat-en staat-en staat-en konto 
10 blume blume blume blume blume-n blume-n blume-n blume-n pizza 
11 stadt stadt stadt stadt ÓÔßÄÔ-e ÓÔßÄt-e ÓÔßÄÔ-e-n ÓÔßÄÔ-e  
12 mutter  mutter  mutter  mutter  ÍİÔÔÅÒ ÍİÔÔÅÒ ÍİÔÔÅÒ-n ÍİÔÔÅÒ  
13 zoo zoo zoo zoo-s zoo-s zoo-s zoo-s zoo-s  
14 pizza pizza pizza pizza pizza-s pizza-s pizza-s pizza-s  

 
Table 12 : noun inflection in Kaiserstuhl Alemannic 

 SG   PL    
IC nom acc dat nom acc dat  
1 braif  =nom =nom briaf  =nom =nom  
2 gumb =nom =nom gimb =nom =nom  
3 schdai =nom =nom schdai-n-er =nom =nom ×ßÌÄ-er 
4 grab =nom =nom grab-a =nom =nom  
5 ghuch-i =nom =nom ghuch-ana =nom =nom  
6 dand-a =nom =nom dand-ana =nom =nom  
7 baziand-i =nom =nom baziand-inna =nom =nom  

 
Table 13 : noun inflection in Visperterminen Alemannic 

 SG    PL    
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen 
1 tag tag tag tag-sch tag-a tag-a tag-u tag-o 
2 chopf chopf chopf chopf-sch chepf chepf chepf-u chepf-o 
3 ar-o ar-o ar-u ar-u arm-a arm-a arm-u arm-o 
4 santim santim santim santim-sch santim santim santim santim 
5 han-o han-o han-u han-u han-e han-e han-u han-o 
6 bog-o bog-o bog-u bog-u beg-e beg-e beg-u beg-o 
7 senn-o senn-o senn-u senn-u senn-u senn-u senn-u senn-o 
8 jar jar jar jar-sch jar jar jar-u jar-o 
9 hor-u hor-u hor hor-sch hor-u hor-u horn-u hor-o 
10 chrut chrut chrut chrut-sch chrit -er chrit -er chrit -er-u chrit -er-o 
11 lamm lamm lamm lamm-sch lamm-er lamm-er lamm-er-u lamm-er-o 
12 redli  redli  redli  redli -sch redli -n-i redli -n-i redli -n-u redli -n-o 
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13 ĘÉÇ ĘÉÇ ĘÉÇ ĘÉÇ-sch ĘÉÇ-u ĘÉÇ-u ĘÉÇ-u ĘÉÇ-o 
14 farb farb farb farb farb-e farb-e farb-u farb-o 
15 bon bon bon bon bon-a bon-a bon-u bon-o 
16 sach sach sach sach sach-u sach-u sach-u sach-o 
17 mus mus mus mus mis mis mis-u mis-o 
18 tsun-a tsun-a tsun-u tsun-u tsun-e tsun-e tsun-u tsun-o 

 
Table 14 : noun inflection in Issime Alemannic 

 SG    PL    
IC nom acc dat gen nom acc dat gen 
1 weg weg weg weg-sch weg-a weg-a weg-e weg-u 
2 uav-e uav-e uav-e uav-endsch uav-n-a uav-n-a uav-n-e uav-n-u 
3 noam-e noam-e noam-e noam-endsch noam-i noam-i noam-e noam-u 
4 hoan-u hoan-u hoan-e hoan-ensch hoan-i hoan-i hoan-u hoan-u 
5 vus vus vus vus-sch ÖİÓ ÖİÓ ÖİÓ-e ÖİÓ-u 
6 att-u att-u att -e att-e att-i att-i att-e att-e 
7 schu schu schu schu-sch schu schu schun-e schun-u 
8 sia sia sia sia-sch sia-w-a sia-w-a sia-w-e sia-w-u 
9 bet bet bet bet-sch bet-i bet-i bet-u bet-u 
10 berri  berri  berri  berri -sch berri -n-i berri -n-i berri -n-u berri-n-u 
11 lam lam lam lam-sch lamm-er lamm-er lamm-er-e lamm-er-u 
12 lan lan lan lan-sch lenn-er lenn-er lenn-er-e lenn-er-u 
13 matt-u matt-u matt-u matt-u matt-i matt-i matt-u matt-u 
14 mum-a mum-a mum-u mum-u mum-i mum-i mum-u mum-u 
15 ÃÈĘÔÔÉ ÃÈĘÔÔÉ ÃÈĘÔÔÉ ÃÈĘÔÔÉ ÃÈĘÔÔÉ-n-i ÃÈĘÔÔÉ-n-i ÃÈĘÔÔÉ-n-u ÃÈĘÔÔÉ-n-u 
16 schuld schuld schuld schuld schuld-in-i schuld-in-i schuld-in-u schuld-in-u 
17 nacht nacht nacht nacht necht-in-i necht-in-i necht-in-u necht-in-u 
18 han han han han hen hen hen-e hen-u 
19 geiss geiss geiss geiss geiss geiss geiss-e geiss-u 
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1. Introduction  
 

The classificatory scheme one uses and the framework of analysis one applies often skew 
the identification and interpretation of compounds. Traditionally compounds have been 
divided into synthetic (also called deverbal) such as horse-riding , house-trained and root 
(also called primary) compounds such as apple pie, snow ball (ten Hacken 2010; Scalise 
and Bisetto 2009). This classificatory scheme has influenced the understanding and 
analysis of compounds. The traditional classification described above has been 
significantly improved by the scheme recently proposed by Scalise and Bisetto (2009), 
which has led to looking more carefully at the data of compounding (in English), and 
indeed to finding a much wider range of compound types. Even this classificatory scheme 
fails to provide an adequate space for the complex nature of compound verbs (henceforth 
CVs), which seem to disrupt neat classificatory schemes for compounds. Assuming 
acategorial status of the compound-internal constituents of a CV, postulating a dedicated 
constructional idiom within an hierarchically organized lexicon and allowing for a 
dissociation between a word formation process and its products creates a more coherent 
context for discussing the nature of CVs (in English and Bulgarian) and their 
classification.   

 
2. Classifications of compounds  
 
The few existing specific CV/VV classifying systems are not consistently (if at all) utilized 
in the mainstream word-formation literature. Instead, the general classifying systems of 
compounds are directly applied to CVs in English in the belief that they can well be 
accommodated within them. Thus, if we uncritically apply the familiar categorization of 
compounds into root and synthetic compounds to CVs we would have to recognize sleep-
walk as coordinate and by implication root compound, while head-hunt would be 
analysed as a subordinate, synthetic one. The coordinate (and implicationally derived 
root) status of sleep-walk runs into contradiction with the properties which the CV is 
presumed to acquire via the word-formation process applied in its creation, namely 
back-formation. According to Scalise and Bisetto (2009), the root/synthetic parameter is 
based on language-specific criteria (suited specifically to the reality of compound types in 
English) and for this reason not widely applicable. The distinction, in our view, is 
problematic even for English as it involves the recognition of a verbal base in the second 
group (e.g. book-keeping, truck driver). Naturally, this would suggest that all CVs are 
synthetic compounds because they contain a verbal base. Such a generalization is 
counterintuitive as among CVs we can recognize VVs (e.g. stir-fry, crash-land) which 
resemble nominal root compounds in terms of a direct concatenative pattern. Scalise and 
"ÉÓÅÔÔÏȭÓ ɉςππωɊ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔory system, which recognizes coordinate, attributive and 
subordinate compound types with exo- and endocentric variants in each group, avoids 

                                                 
1 The evolution of the ideas and the consequtive focusing of the argumentation presented here can 
be traced in two previous publications, which in expounding on the nature of CVs in the context of 
different research questions also discuss the advancement of a possible classificatory system for 
compound verbs (Bagasheva 2011a and Bagasheva 2011b).  

mailto:abagasheva@gmail.com


ALEXANDRA BAGASHEVA  
 

 On the classification of compound verbs 

 

On-Line Proceedings of the 8th Mediterranean Morphology Meeting 

42 

the inadequacy of the root/synthetic opposition. However, as argued and illustrated 
below, even this classificatory system does not accommodate all significant properties of 
CVs in English and Bulgarian. 
3ÈÁÒÉÎÇ "ÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÄÉÓÓÁÔÉÓÆÁÃÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÌÌ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÓÃÈÅÍÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

compounds (Bauer 2006: 724), we believe that none of the available classifying 
nomenclatures of compounds captures the most relevant variable properties of CVs 
which should ideally be reflected in the criteria employed for their classification. The 
ample literature on compound classification (Scalise and Bisetto 2009; Booij 2005; 
Haspelmath 2002; Bauer 2001; Fabb 2001, to name but a few) provides diverse and 
sometimes contradictory specific criteria for the classification of CVs, and this generally 
leads to a heterogeneous set of classificatory systems and terminological confusion. The 
basic criteria2 traditionally adopted for the classification of compounds include 
headedness, the nature of the relationship between the constituents, internal semantics, 
categorial labels of the head constituent, etc.   

Despite their scarcity in comparison to general compound classifying systems, specific 
classifications of CVs exist. In his explicit classification of CVs Bauer (1983: 207-209) 
ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ #6Ó ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÆÏÒÍ ÃÌÁÓÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȡ Ȱ.Ïun + Verb (e.g. carbon-date); Verb + Noun (e.g. shunpike); Verb + 
Verb (e.g. freeze-dry); Adjective + Verb (e.g. free-associate); Preposition + Verb (e.g. 
overachieve); Adjective + Noun (e.g. bad-mouth) and Noun + Noun (e.g. breath-testɊȱ 
(ibid.). Thus the heterogeneous class of CVs is ordered into sets on the basis of presumed 
well-specified part-of-speech categorial marking of the constituents of a CV.  The exact 
ȰÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ Á #6  ÉÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÁËÅÎ ÉÎÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȢ !ÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ 
classificatory scheme leads to the recognition of the following CV classes based on lexical 
categoriality of the constituents: 

 
Table 1: Formal types of CVs 

 
N + V carbon-copy, babysit, blockbust,  ̄ ̌́̃̏̈́̍́̊̃́̍ ̒  ̆
A + V soft-land, fine-tune, whitewash, ̂ ̌́̄̏̔̒̓̑̏̊̃́̍ 
Prprep + V outnumber, overachieve, underrate, ̈ ́̅̍̉̎́̃́̍, ̐ ̘̑̆̒̋́́̍ 
V+V drink -drive, crash-land, dry-clean, stir-ÆÒÙȟ z 
A + N brown-bag, bad-ÍÏÕÔÈȟ ÂÌÁÃËÌÉÓÔȟ z 
N + N breath-test, z 
Num+V double-cross, double-check, ̅ ̠̃̏̔̍ ̒  ̆

 
This form-based structural classification is supplemented by in-group specifications 
based on the method/process of formation (which is usually taken to predetermine the 
meaning properties of CVs, cf. Guevara and Scalise 2004, Lieber 2004, Nagano 2007). 
Thus the following three classes of CVs are identified:  
 

Table 2: Types of CVs according to derivation pattern 
 

back-derived CVs converted CVs compounded CVs 

head-hunt ᴺ  ÈÅÁÄ-hunting sÁÎÄÂÁÇ   ᴼ  ÓÁÎÄÂÁÇ  
 

drip -dry  
 

breast-ÆÅÅÄ ᴺ  ÂÒÅÁÓÔ-feeding bÌÁÃËÌÉÓÔ   ᴼ  ÂÌÁÃËÌÉÓÔ  
 

sweet-talk  
 

stage-ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ᴺ ÓÔÁÇÅ- 
managing 

rÁÉÌÒÏÁÄ    ᴼ  ÒÁÉÌÒÏÁÄ  
 

fast-talk  
 

 

                                                 
2 See Scalise and Bisetto 2009 for a detailed presentation and analysis of available classificatory 
systems and the criteria they adopt. 
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)Î ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #6Óȟ ÎÁÒÒÏ×ÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ "ÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ɉ66Ɋȟ 
Shibatani (1990) suggests the following classifying scheme:  

a) modifier -V ɀ where the modifier names the manner of the activity named by the 
second verb 

b) V-modifier ɀ where the second constituent identifies the manner or direction of 
the verb  

c) V-V ɀ where both verbs have equal semantic contribution to the semantics of the 
whole, naming a complex event (based on Shibatani 1990: 246). 

As the classification is proposed in the context of discussing the nature of Japanese 
VVs, it is not supposed to naturally apply to CVs in English and Bulgarian. The second 
type V-modifier is not characteristic of English, but the first and third types are attested 
(e.g. deep-fry, stir-fry). In Bulgarian only the first type can be recognized with certain 
qualifications (e.g. ̈ ̠̌̏̒̌̏̃ [zloslovya, ill-speak, bad-mouth]). CVs of the third type (V-V) 
are not attested in Bulgarian. The distinction between the two types (modifier-V and V-V) 
resembles the distinction between stir-fry and tap-dance. The former is classified as a 
coordinate simultaneous compound (Lieber 2009), the latter is interpreted in varying 
ways depending on the recognition of tap as the activity of tapping or as a tap attached to 
shoes (Wald and Besserman 2002). Admittedly, the first class of VV (modifier-V) is 
recognizable in cases in which the nature of the first constituent is undecided between a 
.ÏÕÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ Á 6ÅÒÂ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ )Î "ÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÏÆ 66Ó ɉ"ÁÕÅÒ 
1983: 208) the basic property of the type is the indeterminacy of the first constituent ɀ 
the four VVs he discusses all display this property. The example he quotes from 
-ÁÒÃÈÁÎÄ Ȱtype-write  ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÕÔ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÌÏÎÇȱ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅȢ !ÄÁÍÓȭ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ 
test-market ÉÓ ÄÕÂÂÅÄ ȰÄÕÂÉÏÕÓȱȟ Ȱfreeze-dry does not unambiguously belong in this class 
ÅÉÔÈÅÒȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÕÒÔh VV trickle-irrigate  ȰÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÎÏÕÎ Ϲ ÖÅÒÂ ÏÒ ÂÁÃË ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ 
trickle -ÉÒÒÉÇÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ 7ÁÌÄ ÁÎÄ "ÅÓÓÅÒÍÁÎ succinctly summarise the problem indicating 
that 

[c]oncerns about NV are most intimately related to concerns about VV in the 
very frequent apparent ambiguity of category of the first constituent of the 
compound, e.g., sleep ɀ noun (N1) or verb (V1)? ɀ in sleep-walk (Wald and 
Besserman 2002: 417).  

The authors do not specifically address problems of classifications of compounds but 
devote much of their discussion to the ambiguous category problem, which is among the 
central problems in the analysis of VVs. They achieve uniformity in the treatment of VVs 
by settling for the recognition of possible VVs coming from various diachronic sources 
and suggesting that a uniform synchronic analysis is possible if we take into account the 
activity constraint3 (for the details of their argumentation see Wald and Besserman 
2002). Instead of opting for a uniform possible V interpretation of the first constituent, to 
avoid the first constituent status controversy, we suggest that the constituents in a CV are 
categorially indeterminate (an argument we take up in the next section).  
,ÉÅÂÅÒȟ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÎÇ 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ "ÉÓÅÔÔÏȭÓ ɉςππωɊ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÃÈÅÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÏÁÄÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

subordinate class to include subject-oriented compounds, notes the following about CVs 
ÉÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ Ȱ6Ϲ6 ÅÎÄÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÅ ÉÓ ÕÎÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÅȡ 
MORBO contains trickle-irrigate , and a few others come to mind (slam-dunk, blow-dry), 
but tÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÆÒÅÅÌÙ ÆÏÒÍÅÄȱ ɉ,ÉÅÂÅÒ ςππωȡ συωɊȢ )Î Ô×Ï ÓÕÂÓÅÑÕÅÎÔ ÔÁÂÌÅÓ 
summarizing the types of compounds characteristic of English as an IE, Germanic 
language, the author classifies stir-fry as a simultaneous endocentric coordinate 

                                                 
3 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÓ Á ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ Á 
compound verb by limiting it to what is necessary to the semantic interpretation of that 
compound verb, and suppressing what is unnecessary in that context. Thus, when nominal or 
adjectival marking alters the syntactic properties of the first constituent of a compound, but does 
not otherwise alter its semantic properties, it is suppressed in favour of the root verb alone in the 
ÖÅÒÂ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄȱ ɉ7ÁÌÄ ÁÎÄ "ÅÓÓÅÒÍÁÎ ςππςȡ τςσɊȢ 
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compound and headhunt, machine-wash and spoon-feed ÁÓ ȰÅÎÄÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃ ÖÅÒÂ-containing 
ÓÕÂÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÐÕÔ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ 6ȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢȡ σφπ-σφρɊ ÁÎÄ ÄÕÂÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȰÁ 
ÍÁÒÇÉÎÁÌ ÃÌÁÓÓȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢ σφρɊȢ 

 
Table 3:  A summary of ,ÉÅÂÅÒȭÓ ɉςππωȡ συω-361) classification of CVs in English 

 
 subordinate coordinate 

endocentric (object) head-hunt, [̄ ̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́̍]4 
(subject) machine-wash, ɍzɎ 
(adjunct) spoon-feed, [̈ ̌̏̃̉̅̉ ̍  ̉̒ ]̆  
(manner) deep-fry, [z]  

trickle-irrigate , 
slam-dunk, blow-dry, 
stir-fry; [zɎ 

exocentric non-attested non-attested 

 
#ÏÕÎÔÅÒ ,ÉÅÂÅÒȟ "ÁÕÅÒ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÔɎÏ ÔÒÉÃËÌÅ-irrigate is to irrigate in a particular 

×ÁÙȱ ɉ"ÁÕÅÒ ÎȢÄȡ ψɊȢ )Î Á ÌÉËÅ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȟ  
stir-fry and freeze-dry are both headed compounds. The hyponymy test works 
well here: stir-frying is a kind of frying (not a kind of stirring ) and freeze-
drying is a kind of drying (achieved by freezing). Again they seem to be 
excluded from the set of dvandvas (Bauer 2008: 4).  

Alongside these criteria, internal (thematic) relations are often exploited as a basis for 
classifying CVs. Basing the lexico-semantic analysis of CVs on derivational properties has 
led to the establishment of the following verb-internal relations, which are defined on the 
basis of the source or parent compound (root or synthetic) giving rise to the CV (Clark 
and Clark 1979, Nagano 2007) and in accordance with postulated argument relations or 
semantic roles (Lieber 2004, 2009). 
 

Table 4: Classification of CVs according to compound-internal relations 
 

Object babysit, head-huntȟ ̖̘̐̑́̏̒̍̔́ 
Instrument spoon-feed, tumble-dry, ̑ ̛̖̋̏̍́́̍ 
Manner free-associate, soft-land, ̒ ̠̌́̃̏̒̌̏̃ 
Place quarter-deck, house-ÔÒÁÉÎȟ z 
Time day-dream, moon-ÌÉÇÈÔȟ z 

 
There is yet another kind of classification provided for converted CVs specifically. 
7ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÏÎ #ÌÁÒË ÁÎÄ #ÌÁÒËȭÓ ɉρωχωɊ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔÕÁÌÓ ÉÎ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȟ .ÁÇÁÎÏ ɉςππχɊ 
comes up with the following classificatory scheme for CVs (both converted and back-
formed5) based on their semantics, 

Ȱ"& ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÎÏÕÎÓ ÏÒ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÉÓ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉcally parallel to conversion: 
(a) Locatum : air-condition (<air-conditionerN), face-lift (<face-lifting N), ill-
treat (<ill -treatmentN), etc6. 
(b) Location : 
(c) Goal: hard-boil (<hard-boiledA), horrorstrike (<horror struck A), jam-pack 
(<jam-packedA), tongue-tie (<tongue-tiedA) 

                                                 
4 The Bulgarian examples have been introduced by the author, while the English ones belong to 
Lieber as indicated by the quotation.  
5 The main hypothesis on which this classificatory scheme is based is that back-formation should 
ÂÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰBF [back-formation] consists of 
conversion, a rule-based word-formation process, and clipping, a non-rule-based speech-level 
process, and the various properties of BF have been proved to be deducible form the properties of 
ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȱ ɉ.ÁÇÁÎÏ ςππχȡ φψɊȢ 
6 The author provides numerous examples for each type only a subset of which are directly quoted 
ÈÅÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÂÒÅÖÉÔÙ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÅÔÃȢȱ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÆÏÒ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ 
class have been left out in the quotation.  
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(d) Manner : art-edit (<art-editorN), baby-sit (<baby-sitter N), match-make 
(<match-makerN), etc.  tub-thump (<tub-thumperN), etc. 
(e) Instrument : hang glide (<hang gliderN), knuckle-dust (<knuckle-dusterN), 
loud-hail (<loud-hailerN), etc.  
(f) Duration : 
(g) Source: 
(h) Cropȡ ÂÉÒÄȭÓ-ÎÅÓÔ ɉЃÂÉÒÄȭÓ-nestingN) (Jespersen 1942, 101) 
(i) Action : (i) book-hunt (<book-huntingN), hand-write (<hand-writing N), 
house-clean (<house-cleaningN), house-keep (<house-keepingN), job-hunt 
(<job-huntingN), etc. (ii) affix-hop (<affix-hoppingN), brainstorm 
(<brainstorming N), etc.  
(j) Sound symbolism : prize-fight (<prize-fighterN)  
(k) Unclassifiable : cliff-hang (<cliff-hangerN), frostbite (<frostbiting N) 
(Matsuda 1999), logroll (<logrollingN), show-jump (<show-jumpingN), 
shadow-cast (<shadow-castingN), skywrite (<skywriting NɊȱ ɉ.ÁÇÁÎÏ ςππχȡ φς-
63; bold face added for clarity and ease of reading). 

 
The belief that the parent noun is necessarily involved in the meaning generation 

mechanism of a denominal CV leads to implausible lexical semantic interpretations and 
classifications of attested CVs: see above air-condition, face-lift, ill -treat, ill -use, pressure-
treat, triple-tongue, turbocharge, valet-park classified as Locatum verbs while tailor -
make, jam-pack and hard-boil as Goal and prize-fight as Sound-symbolism.  

Another semantics-based classification has been proposed, which tries to locally 
classify the VV structural subtype of CVs. Renner (2008: 611) elaborates the semantic 
classification of VVs thus 

V.V coordinate compounds belong to three semantic categories: asynchronous 
compounds, synchronous compounds, and disjunctive compounds. The 
classification is based on paraphrases, which reveal simultaneity or 
consecutiveness of events. The disjunctive type contains verbal constituents 
but its members are nouns and adjectives (e.g. lend-lease and pass-fail). 

This classificatory scheme is doubly restricted: first it takes into account only coordinate 
verbs (where the coordinate status of the internal relations directly ensues from the 
lexical categorial status of the first constituent) and second it focuses on VVs exclusively, 
which is preconditioned by the first criterion in the classification ɀ a coordinate 
relationship which can only obtain between syntactic elements with the same status (or 
functional uniformity).  

When applying general compound classificatory schemes (criteria) to the 
classification of CVs, intra-family classificatory dissociations arise, e.g. stir-fry is classified 
as coordinate endocentric as opposed to another member of the word-formation niche 
deep-fry which is categorized as subordinate exocentric (for the definition and discussion 
of the nature and analytical utility of word-formation niches see (İÎÉÎÇ 2009). 
 

3. The problem  
 
The adoption of Scalise and BisettoȭÓ ɉςππωɊ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÉÎÇȢ )Ô 
predicts the division of CVs into coordinate and subordinate, as an attributive relation is 
precluded between a verb and an element in its frame (modification is admissible but it is 
of a different nature from the attributive type of relation). Within each class there is room 
for distinguishing between endocentric and exocentric CVs, though exocentricity is not 
recognized as operative in the CV lexicon by Lieber (2009: 360-361, see specifically 
ÔÁÂÌÅÓ ρψȢρȢ ÁÎÄ ρψȢςɊȢ !Ó ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÆÒÏÍ ,ÉÅÂÅÒȭÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #6Ó ÉÎ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈ 
(see above), finer subdivisions in the specified endocentric and exocentric subgroups can 
be established, which relate to the simultanous or consecutive ordering of subevents in a 
complex event (e.g. stir-fry). These finer distinctions presume a classification based on a 
definite recognition of verbal vs. nominal/adjectival categorial status of the first 
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constituent in a CV. The simultaneity/consecutiveness distinction is applicable only in 
cases in which we recognize a VV compound, which, according to the higher 
distinguishing property, would all be classified as coordinate.  
4ÈÅ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓȭ ×ÉÄÅ-ranging disagreement (cf. Lieber 2009 vs. Bauer n.d., 2008) and 

the ensuing intra-family classificatory dissociations (cf.  stir-fry vs. deep-fry or  drip-dry 
vs. sun-dry) hinge crucially on two factors:  

a) the assumption that compound constituents have specified lexical 
(categorial) status (V vs. N, etc.); 

b) the premise that compound-internal relations fully subscribe to syntax-
determined relations ɀ subordination, coordination and attribution (which 
are also ultimately dependent on categoriality considerations as the chosen 
types of relations require categoriality specifications). 

The presumably opposed CVs in intra-family dissociations seem to occupy a single 
semantic space and to develop an identical frame with different values assigned to the 
relevant dimension of the frame activated in the CV with the MANNER / TO A CERTAIN EFFECT 
conceptual space activated and symbolically represented. They belong to well-
established word-formation niches, which in our view, have unified semantics. We 
assume that suspending the categoriality of constituents might lead to interesting results 
concerning the classification of CVs. The question is whether we have good reasons to 
allow for acategoriality of CV internal constituents? 
 

4. Categorial indeterminacy of CV constituents  
 
Part-of-speech classes are assumed to correlate with experiential complexes (when 
notionally defined). For many speakers the semantic, syntactic and formal distinctions 
between nouns and verbs correlate unequivocally with the way they experience the 
world. As Laudanna observes, 

[f]irst and foremost for speakers of Indo-European languages, language is 
arranged in such a manner that on the one side it compels to think of the 
world in terms of nouns as names for objects and verbs as names for actions. 
On the other side, the phenomenological experience of the world ɀ made up of 
entities and processes ɀ favours and/or strengthens the characterization of 
nouns and verbs as labels for the former and the latter, respectively. The naive 
way of thinking, but sometimes even the scientific reasoning, is based on this 
approach to a supposedly meaningful partition of the world (Laudanna 2002: 
3, emphasis added).  

But ongoing debates concerning the cross- and intra-linguistic realities of part-of-speech 
ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÒÅÖÅÁÌ  ȰÇÒÏ×ÉÎÇ 
evidence to suggest that the verb-ÎÏÕÎ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÓÃÁÌÁÒ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÉÓÃÒÅÔÅȱ ɉ2ÉÊËÈÏÆÆ 
2002: 115). 

This general noun/verb indeterminacy relates directly to the categotiality of 
constituents controversy. The status of compound constituents as lexemes or root/stems 
ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÅÎ ÕÎÁÍÂÉÇÕÏÕÓÌÙ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÄȢ "ÁÕÅÒȭÓ ɉςππρɊ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÉÓÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ Á ÂÁÓÉÃ 
criterion for compoundhood is open to interpretations and permist acategorial treatment 
of the constituents. 

Compound is a lexical unit made up of two or more elements, each of which 
can function as a lexeme independent of the other(s) in other contexts, and 
which shows some phonological and/or grammatical isolation from normal 
syntactic usage (Bauer 2001: 695, emphasis added).   

The fact that it is possible, but not necessary, for a compound constituent to have 
independent lexemic status, i.e. the optionality of lexemehood and the stipulation for 
grammatical isolation from normal syntactic usage open up the possibility for postulating 
categorial indeterminacy of CV constituents. Without explicitly or totally dismissing the 
relevance of lexical categoriality of CV constituents, Bauer opens the way for relaxing the 
N/V debate in relation to CV internal constituency.  
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Another implicit prerequisite for such an apprÏÁÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÔÒÁÃÅÄ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ !ÎÄÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ 
contention about the uniqueness of compounds as structural units. 

Compounding ... involves the combining of stems from the lexicon into a quasi-
syntactic structure. This word-internal structure seems to be unique to 
compounds, in fact.... (Anderson 1992:292; emphasis added) 

Indeed, one is tempted to claim that the N/V indeterminacy is among the properties that 
make compounds unique among linguistic elements, but such a conclusion is premature. 
Hopper and Thompson (2004/1984) put forward the hypothesis about the general 
categorial indeterminacy of traditional parts-of-speech classifications. They claim that 
the lexical and semantic properties of verbhood and nounhood are secondary and are 
primed and ultimately determined by their discourse roles, i.e. the determinants of 
nounhood and verbhood are predominantly pragmatic (Hopper and Thompson 2004: 
287) and coerced by syntagmatic relations. The actual proposal the authors make is that 
linguistic entities set out as acategorial elements, i.e.   

the continua which in principle begin with acategoriality, and which end with 
fully implemented nounhood or fully implemented verbhood, are already 
partly traversed for most forms. In other words, most forms begin with a 
propensity or predisposition to become Ns or Vs; and often this momentum 
can be reversed by only special morphology. It nonetheless remains true that 
this predisposition is only a latent one, which will not be manifested unless 
there is pressure from the discourse for this to occur (Hopper and Thompson 
2004: 287). 

In parallel to their suggestions it is plausible to assume that linguistic elements making 
up a CV set out as acategorial elements. When they are coerced by the dedicated 
constructional idiom it ascribes the whole a verbal categorial marking. The first 
constituent ambiguity is easily avoided if we accept the acategorial status of constituents.  

Findings in psycho- and neuro-linguistic research gave Laudanna grounds to conclude 
that 

[l]inguistically based concepts ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ȰÎÏÕÎȱ 
ÁÎÄ ȰÖÅÒÂȱ ÁÒÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÐÉÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÃÌÕÓÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ 
elementary features. They are not thought to correspond to distinct cognitive 
representations; rather, they just mark different values of continuous 
variables like, for instance, perceptual features (Laudanna 2002: 6). 

&ÒÏÍ Á ÐÕÒÅÌÙ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ×ȟ 2ÉÊËÈÏÆÆ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÎ ȰÉÎ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÏ 
have a more or less rigid distinction between verbs and nouns, members of both word 
ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÚÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÆÁÓÈÉÏÎ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃÁÌÌÙȱ ɉςππςȡ ρτρɊȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓ 
point to the plausibility of ascribing acategoriality to CV constituents and adopting 
semantic criteria for analyzing and classifying CVs. As far as English and Bulgarian CVs 
are concerned, first constituents never bear explicit morphological marking and have 
predominantly semantic contribution.  
&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÉÎ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ 2ÉÊËÈÏÆÆȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÓȟ 6ÏÇÅÌ 

(2000: 263) claims that Modern English has unÄÅÒÇÏÎÅ Á ȰÄÅÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÉÆÔ 
ÆÒÏÍ Á ȬÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÉÚÅÄȭ ÎÏÕÎ-verb language (with a grammaticalized part-of-speech system) 
ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ Á ȬÆÌÅØÉÂÌÅȭ ÔÙÐÅ-token language (without a grammaticalized part-of-speech 
ÓÙÓÔÅÍɊȢȱ &ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÖÅȟ 6ÏÇÅÌ ÓÕÇÇÅsts that English might be thought of as 
having two parallel part-of-speech systems: Ȱ4ÈÕÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ× Ô×Ï ÏÖÅÒÌÁÐÐÉÎÇ 
systems: a specialized noun-verb-adjective-adverb-system and a flexible 
noun/verb/adjective -adverb-ÓÙÓÔÅÍȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢ ςχχɊȢ 7Å ÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÁÔ Ét is the flexible system 
that is utilized in compounding.       

 
Table 5: 6ÏÇÅÌȭÓ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ô×Ï ÐÁÒÔ-of-speech systems in English 

 
Specialised V N Adj Adv 

Flexible V/N/Adj  Adv 
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           (Vogel 2000: 277). 
 
Further evidence for the acategorial status of CV-internal constituents can be found in 

&ÁÒÒÅÌÌȭÓ ɉςππρɊ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏÍÉÎÁÌȾÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÁÌ ÉÓ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ 
profiling of underspecified symbolic units which are related via functional shifts. The 
lexical semantic representations of such words include event schemas that are 
compatible with either noun or verb meanings. The verb vs. noun aspect of the meanings 
is supplied by the morphosyntactic contexts in which they appear (Farrell 2001: 109). 
4ÈÕÓ ÉÔ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ȰÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÓÐÅÁËÉÎÇȱ ɉ3ÌÏÂÉÎ 2003: 158) a speaker has at their 
disposal alternative scenarios whose employment in a particular communicative event 
will depend exclusively on immediate situational variables and will be exceptionally 
ÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÅÄȢ &ÁÒÒÅÌÌȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÕÃÈÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÉÏÎ ÁÓ 
a word-formation pattern. Within this model conversion from compound nouns no 
longer necessitates the functioning of the noun as an argument or semantic determinant 
of the newly formed verbs.  

The acategoriality postulate may well capture the fluidity of conceptualization in the 
sense that on hearing a linguistic element a listener builds interpretative hypotheses 
which need not necessarily involve categorially marked treatment of constituents, even 
though there are marked tendencies as evidenced by the processing of garden-path 
sentences. But the fact that contradictions raised by garden-path sentences are resolved 
without much effort as they unfold indicates that categoriality marking is pragmatically 
superseded. Consequently, we might hypothesize that the constituents of CVs have 
phonetic shape, conceptual frame activation but no categorial marking. The acceptance of 
categorially undetermined constituents is beneficial not only for analyzing CVs in a 
unified manner, but seems like a probable line of research concerning the bracketing 
paradoxes of synthetic nominal compounds and provides for a functionally and 
pragmatically informed classification of CVs. From a methodological perspective, the 
acategorial treatment of constituents is fully justifiable in a constructionist theory 
because the constructions themselves have a significant contribution to specifying the 
properties of the linguistic items that realize them in particular instantiations.  
 

5. Headedness and CVs 
 
To add substance to our arguments we also need to consider how lexical categoriality of 
compound internal constituents in general and CV ones in particular interact with the 
headedness properties of compounds. Headedness remains a controversial issue in 
ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȢ 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ &ÜÂÒÅÇÁÓ ɉςπρπɊ ÁÄÍÉÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ 
multiple heads in a single compound which is fully congruent with 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅȟ &ÜÂÒÅÇÁÓ ÁÎÄ 
&ÏÒÚÁȭÓ ɉÎ.d.) parameterized treatment of exocentricity based on a three-fold 
understanding of head and headedness. The three types of exocentricity identified are 
categorial, morphological and semantic. The authors define categorial exocentricity as 
the case in whiÃÈ ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÏÓÅ ÉÔÓ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÁÌ 
ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ3ÃÁÌÉÓÅȟ &ÜÂÒÅÇÁÓȟ &ÏÒÚÁ ÎȢÄȢȡ φρɊȢ  

A special case of categorial exocentricity is ACE (Absolute Categorial Exocentricity, cf. 
pass-fail) (for a summary of treatments of exocentricity and its role in CVs see Bagasheva 
2011c). The authors define ACE as the phenomenon of the output being completely 
different from the input categories (ibid.: 55). Morphological exocentricity which is 
defined as the case ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȰÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÃÁÌ ÔÏ 
ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢȡ φςɊȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ× ÏÆ 
the authors, this type of exocentricity is highly sensitive to type of language and the 
general theoretical framework adopted as regards the concept of morphological features. 
When operationalized as an analytical concept, semantic exocentricity is identified when 

http://www.questiaschool.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=114668991
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ȰÔÈÅ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÒÉÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ Ïf 
ÉÔÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊȢ  
)Î Á ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÖÅÉÎȟ 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ &ÜÂÒÅÇÁÓ ɉςπρπȡ ρςτɊ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰɍÉɎÔ ÃÏÕÌÄ ×ÅÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ 

case that inside a compound different elements can be identified as heads, depending on 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇȢȱ 7Å ÆÕÌÌÙ ÓÕÂÓcribe to the views of the authors 
expounded on above. 

Thus for inflectional (i.e. categorial purposes) CVs in both English and Bulgarian are 
right -headed and inflections are marked compound-externally (e.g. ̄̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́,̍ 
̄̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́ȟ̙ ̖̄̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́̍̆, etc.; has been pink-slipped, pink-slips, etc.). This 
uniformity is not a chance coincidence (despite the different morphological systems of 
the two languages), but the result of the regular process of constructional coercion which 
operates in CV creation.  

The morphological understanding of headedness is not pertinent for CVs because it is 
difficult to trace the percolation of morphological features in CVs which arise from 
conversion or back-formation, not compounding proper, but still share all the properties 
of compound lexical objects.   

The last type of headedness, semantic headedness, is particularly pertinent in the 
analysis of CVs. 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ &ÜÂÒÅÇÁÓ ɉςπρπȡ ρςρɊ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ Á ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÈÅÁÄ ÁÓ 
ȰÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÕÓ Ôo determine the class of objects 
ÄÅÎÏÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄȢȱ )Î ÏÕÒ ÖÉÅ× ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ-internal 
constituents that determines the denotation of the CV, but the dedicated constructional 
idiom which determines the verbal profiling. Depending on the contribution of the input 
semantic frames, we can distinguish two general types of CVs ɀ some in which the 
constituents contribute comparably by functioning as inputs to the CV frame configuring, 
and some in which the lexical meaning of the resulting CV is not directly dependent of the 
input frames as semantic contributors. Rather, the constructional idiom reinforces a 
conceptual reinterpretation congruent with the immediate context, later subject to a 
subsequent process of semantic drift or lexicalization via various linguistic and cognitive 
mechanisms.  

To recap, the head in English and Bulgarian CVs is determined neither positionally nor 
ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙȟ ÉÎ ËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ £ÔÅËÁÕÅÒȭÓ ÏÎÏÍÁÓÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 
headedness. Rather, it is identified wÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÏÎÏÍÁÓÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÂÁÓÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ȰÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ 
constituent of the onomasiological structure which stands for the whole group or class of 
ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓȱ ɉ£ÔÅËÁÕÅÒ ςππυȡ ςςυɊȢ "Ù ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÏÍÁÓÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÂÁÓÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ 
general constituent of the onomasioloÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȢ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÁÄÅÄÎÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÕÓ 
shifted to the conceptual level ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7& ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÙÐÅ ÏÆ 
headedness whose analysis can help establish relevant distinctions in types of CVs. We 
assume that, morphologically and categorially, the dedicated CV constructional idiom, 
which coerces the verbal construal, functions as a categorial and morphological head, 
while the typology of CVs hinges on the nature of the semantic configuring executed.  
 

6. An Alternative Classific ation of CVs 
 
To replace the attributive, coordinate and subordinate classificatory model (which leads 
to unnatural disruptions of intra-niche unity), a new unified model based on the specific 
semantic configuring in CV subschemas is proposed. After all, Ȱ[t]he primary purpose of a 
good classification is to enable the linguist to make the best generalizations possible 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁȱ ɉ"ÏÏÉÊ ςππυȡ ρρπɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÃÁÌÁÒ 
criteria and may be attacked for being vague. The strongest argument against such 
criticism is that the classificatory principle adopted (i.e. unity of linguistically relevant 
schemata and their dedicated constructional idioms which display hierarchical 
ÉÎÈÅÒÉÔÁÎÃÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓɊ ÔÁÌÌÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÔÕÉÔÉÖÅ ÕÓÅÒÓȭ ËÎÏwledge and use of constructions 
ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÁÔÌÙ ÔÁÉÌÏÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÔÓȭ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÓȢ 
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Most classifying systems are defined with a particular purpose in mind and work 
within an overall rationale. From the point of view of word-formation objects with a 
specific onomasiological function ɀ to collapse the relation/conceptual core distinction 
and to both name and describe an event ɀ CVs represent a unified class with numerous 
shared properties which make them distinct from all other compounds. The classification 
scheme proposed here tries to capture the lexico-semantic properties of CVs as word-
formation products actualized as subschemas of a constructional idiom, directly utilized 
by speakers in their generation and by listeners in their interpretation.   

The hypothesis put forward hinges on the application of two basic and closely 
interlinked criteria, both of which represent clines rather than discrete sets, in order to 
exhaustively and revealingly classify CVs in English. Both are semantic in nature, but 
while the first concerns the mechanism of internally configuring of their semantics, the 
second concerns the semantics of the lexically specified construction, i.e. the external 
semantics of CVs.  

The first criterion employed relates to the internal constituency of CVs, where by 
constituency is understood the nature of the conceptual relation or configuring between 
the acategorial constituents ɀ within the following two extremes: a) a relational property 
embedded within a relation (e.g. force-ÆÅÅÄȟ ̠̈̌̏̒̌̏̃) and b) a thing embedded within a 
relation (e.g. boyfriend-drop, ̄̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́̍). Thus CVs subdivide into two subschemas 
which inherit the categorial properties of the constructional idiom and develop specific 
distinct properties associated with a different underlying conceptual operation of 
classification ɀ superclassification and subclassification. Before we proceed with the 
specific suggestion, we need to make it clear that the type of classification referred to 
here is epistemological, with no implications intended whatsoever in relation to 
grammatical classification. In his Verb Classification in Australian languages McGregor 
(2002) draws the following distinction in operations of classification:  

 grammatical classification: systems of overt or covert 
classification of lexemes; and  

 epistemological classification: systems of linguistic units that 
categorise a domain of (conceptual) referents (McGregor 2002: 
22). 

So our metaclassification (the establishment of types of CVs) is based on the two distinct 
kinds of epistemological classification (i.e. categorization of referents) which CVs 
linguistically encode. The author himself argues for a distinction between 
superclassification and subclassification in the verbal lexicon.  

Certain noun-verb compounds in English (e.g. hand-pick, pistol-whip, horse-
whip, test-drive, etc.) also represent a type of verbal subclassification: they 
specify subtypes of the event denoted by the verb. Gooniyandi, by contrast, 
shows a system of verb superclassification (McGregor 2002: 5). 

As can be surmised from the suggestions of the author, certain CVs in English are 
instances of verbal subclassification, which might be taken to resemble the endocentric 
modifier type. The same applies to subdivisions in the Bulgarian CV lexicon. By 
implication it can be concluded that other CVs in English do not belong to the 
subclassifying type. The question as to what other class they might belong to remains to 
be discussed. Our working hypothesis is that the second class is an example of a 
superclassifying system creating new epistemological types of activities. Such a 
distinction is not paralleled by the simplex verbal lexicon where epistemological 
classification is uniform and is based on situation types (Rappaport, Doron, and Sihel 
2010).    

No parallel is intended here in any way between the phenomenon of verb 
classification (an object language phenomenon) and CV classification in English (a meta-
language phenomenon), nor any implication of essential similarities between CV in 
English or Bulgarian and CVs in Australian languages. There are no distinct verb classes 
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either in English or in Bulgarian7Ȣ -Ã'ÒÅÇÏÒȭs distinctions are used for the formulation of 
a hypothesis according to which we can draw an informative distinction between two 
groups of CVs ɀ A and B. Group A members fit the definition of epistemological 
superclassification in which the CV does not specify a subtype of the event named by an 
associated simple verb (if there is such), but names a new semantic type of event (e.g. 
dipsixɊȢ 3ÕÃÈ ÖÅÒÂÓ ÒÅÓÅÍÂÌÅ  -Ã'ÒÅÇÏÒȭÓ ɉςππςȡ υɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÕÐÅÒÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÖÅÒÂ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÒÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ȰÔÏ ×ÈÉÃÈ ɍÎÅ×Ɏ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÔ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÓȢȱ 'ÒÏÕÐ " #6Ó 
closely resemble the verbs identified by McGregor (2002) as instances of 
subclassification.  
!ÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ -Ã'ÒÅÇÏÒ ȰÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ÎÏÕÎ ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ɀ specifically, 

Mithun's Type I lexical compounding and a subset of Type II manipulation of case 
(Mithun 1984) ɀ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ÖÅÒÂ ÓÕÂÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ-Ã'ÒÅÇÏÒ ςππςȡ τɊȟ we would argue that 
a particular class of CVs in English represents an instance of epistemological 
superclassification. In analyzing the lexical semantics of shoulder-surf (which is defined 
by word spy as to steal a computer password or access code by peeking over a person's 
shoulder while they type in the characters) and kitchen-sink with its two meanings 
(according to word spy: a) to announce all of a company's bad financial news at one time 
and b) when arguing or fighting with a partner, to complain not only about a recent 
problem, but also about numerous past problems), it transpires that shoulder-surfing and 
kitchen-sinking are not subtypes of surfing and sinking respectively. Both verbs are 
undeniable instances of what has been identified as noun incorporation Type I lexical 
compounding, but neither is epistemologically a name for a subtype of the event named 
by the associated simplex verb. The analysis works for all CVs in Group A (even though 
not all of them are instances of Type I lexical compounding). These verbs are chosen as 
illustrative examples of the properties of Class A verbs for two basic reasons ɀ they are 
recent creations, name socially significant activities, instantiate lexical compounding and 
no doubt involve complex metaphtonymic8 processes of semantic change. Sticking for 
ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÁËÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 4ÙÐÅ ) ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÌÁÉÍȟ ÁÎÄ -Ã'ÒÅÇÏÒȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ 
should be instances of subclassification, we would expect kitchen-sinking to name a 
subtype of sinking. Sink being associated with both transitive (causative) and intransitive 
uses, we would expect syntactic blocking to occur for the appearance of Type I 
incorporation. Blocking (if there is such) is superceded by naming needs that can be 
satisfied by the dedicated constructional idiom whose lexical specification in this 
instance leads to the lexicalization of a novel conceptual configuring, not specialization of 
ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÅÁÄȱ ɉ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÐÒÅÓÕÍÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÂÁÓÉÃ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ 
compounds, cf. Huddleston and Pullum 2002). Word spy defines the process of 
conceptual configuring of the verb thus,  

[t]his verb is based on the idiom everything but the kitchen sink, which hails 
from World War II. (Back then it referred to a heavy bombardment in which it 
appeared the enemy was firing everything but the kitchen sink.) The verb is 
based on a sensible strategy: If a company must divulge some bad news in its 
financial results, then it might as well bring all of its fiscal skeletons out of the 
accounting closet. The reasoning is that although the company's share price 
may drop a bit more than it otherwise would, it will drop far less than if the 
company announced each bit of bad news separately (word spy at 
http://www.wordspy.c om/words/kitchen -sink.asp.; emphasis added). 

As is obvious from the proposed semantic and cognitive motivation of the CV, what has 
lead the coiner to produce and use the lexical item are not morphosyntactic rules but a 

                                                 
7 The aspectual distinction and conjugation classes in Bulgarian are disregarded here as they 
apply equally to simplex, derived and compound verbs. The inticate mutual determinacy (if there 
is one) between derivation and conjugation classes fall outside the focus of the present argument.  
8 This term is used as defined by Goossens (2003). It is intended to indicate that metaphor and 
metonymy often work together in a symbiosis to back up human creativity in language use and 
understanding. 

http://www.wordspy.com/words/kitchen-sink.asp
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naming need to satisfy an instance of complex conceptual configuring based on 
metaphtonymic elaborations. There is metonymic mapping between kitchen and 
destroying everything (present in the initial idiomatic creation) and a set of metaphoric 
extensions tying up (the divulging of) bad financial results and physical destruction. 

CVs in Group A create new individuated types of activities, i.e. names of socio-
culturally significant activities (usually pragmatically primed); those in Group B receive 
such readings only on the basis of metonymic and metaphoric extensions,which leads to 
enhanced semantic exocentricity (e.g. the development of spoon-feed from a manner of 
feeding CV into one with an extended negatively marked sense of giving too much 
information or help to someone). The latter start off as more explicit descriptions of 
already named activities and end up as lexical items that have undergone semantic 
change.  

Epistemologically speaking, Group B CVs can be interpreted as instances of 
subclassification manner verbs naming subtypes of the event named by a conceptually 
associated simplex verb, while Group A CVs name newly conceptualized events for which 
a conceptually associated simplex verb may not even exist and which represent emergent 
conceptual configuring.  

The second criterion, semantic exocentricity, is understood to constitute a cline. The 
ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰȣÅØÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ 
ÉÔ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ Á ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ Ⱥ anomaly Ȼ ÉÎ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȟ ÉÓ ÎÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ 
properties of cÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁȱ ɉ3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ 'ÕÅÖÁÒÁ ςππφȡ ρψυɊȢ 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÁÎÄ 
Guevara recognize the centrality of exocentricity in compounding and provide a 
ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÎÏÔ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÙÐÅ ÏÆȱ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 
endocentric compounds. 

ExÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÁÎ Ⱥ ÁÎÏÍÁÌÙ Ȼ ÉÎ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÅÎÓÅȡ 
describing a construction as exocentric means acknowledging that we cannot 
account for all the information conveyed by it (ibid.) 

To further specify our use of exocentricity as a classificatory criterion, we need to 
ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÁÄÏÐÔ 3ÃÁÌÉÓÅ ÅÔ ÁÌȢȭÓ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÅØÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ ɀ semantic 
exocentricity, Ȱin which the semantic class denoted by the compound cannot be predicted 
ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓȱ ɉ3Ãalise et al. n.d.: 59-60).  

According to this criterion CVs can be classified into a type whose semantics preserves 
the semantic predictability of the whole on the basis of the frames of the constituents 
(e.g. bottle-feed, kick-start, ̛̖̑̋̏̍́́̍, ̛̠̑̋̏̐̌̒̋́,̍ ̠̃̏̅̏̒̎́̂̅̃́̍, etc.), while the 
second necessarily involve some kind of metaphtonymic transfer (e.g. fast-talk, 
piggyback, ̛̑̋̏̐̏̌́̄́̍, ̛̄̌́̃̏̂̌̒̋́̍ ̒,̆ etc.). Both Group A and Group B have the 
general potential to have semantically exocentric members. There are no restrictions 
concerning the metaphtonymy susceptibility of CVs. Only very general pragmatic 
constraints regulate the metaphtonymic elaborations of CVs. Furthermore exocentricity 
might be associated only with particular senses of a CV. It might even be the case that 
exocentricity is directly dependent of lexicalization, but such a claim is in need of further 
corroboration, which is beyond the scope of the present argument. The cline of semantic 
exocentricity supplements the two basic classes A and B.  

 
semantically         semantically 
endocentric         exocentric 
bottle-feed                                                                                         spoon-feed 
tumble-dry         freeze-dry 
fox-hunt      head-hunt    job-hunt 
̛̖̑̋̏̍́́̍                                                 ̑ ̛̠̋̏̐̌̒̋́̍               ̛̑̋̏̐̏̌́̄́̍ 

 
                                    Figure  3: Niche-internal  exocentric cline 
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The classification better captures the specificity of CVs in English and Bulgarian 
because it is able to accommodate the conceptual and lexico-semantic similarities among 
verbs, whose classification into the standard subordinate, attributive and coordinate 
types will lead to their classification in different categories (e.g. stir-fry and deep-fry, drip-
dry and rough-dry). Considering the fact that most novel CVs arise as analogical 
constructions based on established exemplars, it is plausible to surmise that users rely 
more on lexico-semantic criteria than on morphosyntactic ones as every user relates to 
meaning but few are able to carry out the detailed linguistic analysis which underlies 
most classificatory schemes.   

To replace classifications based on the lexical categoriality of compound constituents, 
or ones based on meaning generalizations stemming from the particular derivational 
processes, we can postulate construction-specific subschemas with unified semantics 
shaped by frame-based conceptual configuring: 

 
Table 4: Three types of CVs 

 
value-foregrounding (manner) 
(sub-classification) 

deep-fry, sun-dry, soft-land; ̈ ̠̌̏̒̌̏̃, ̂ ̠̌́̄̏̒̌́̃̍, 
̛̠̑̋̏̐̌̒̋́̍ 

spatial scenario (sub-
classification) 

overrate, undertake, outmaneuver; *̈ ́̅̍̉̎́̃́̍ 

metaphtonymic 
(super-classification) 

ear-mark, name-ambush, sandbag; ̠̒́̍̏̈́̂̑́̃̍ ̒,̆ ̄ ̠̌́̃̏̂̏̌ 
̒,̆ ̈ ̌̏̃̉ ̅̉ ̍  ̉̒  ̆ 

 
Thus the CV lexicon of English and Bulgarian can be classified in a more comprehensive 
system which includes the general construction schema and its three specifications. 
1. General schema of the constructional idiom: [X Y]V, where X stands for a compound-
internal acategorial constituent and Y also stands for a compound-internal acategorial 
constituent, which are coerced into a relational concept  by the constructional schema 
that sanctions them.  
2. Group A: Super-classification CVs [X Y]V where the overall meaning of the CV involves 
the use of an initial situational interpretation which provides the onomasiological 
motivation for the CV: to sandbag, to deadpan, to background; ̑ ̛̋̏̐̏̌́̄́̍, 
̒̌̏̃̏̂̌̔̅̒̓̃́̍ (slovobludstvam, Ȭ×ÏÒÄ-ÁÂÕÓÅȭȟ ȰÓÐÅÁË ÎÏÎÓÅÎÓÅȱɊ, ̠̂̏̄̏̓̃̏̑ 
ɉÂÏÇÏÔÖÏÒÙÁȟ ȬÇÏÄ-ÃÒÅÁÔÅȭȟ Ȱ×ÏÒÓÈÉÐȱɊȢ  
3. Group B: Sub-classification CVs:  [X V]V, which is subdivided into two groups on the 
basis of the lower-level schemas:  
 B1. One level removed schema: [x v]v where v is not categorially specified within 
the construction, but is homonymous with a simplex verb, e.g. to spray-paint, to spoon-
feed, to headhunt; ̄ ̌́̒̏̐̏̅́̃́̍, ̃ ̠̏̅̏̒̎́̂̅̃́̍ 
 B2. [SPATIAL SPECIFIER V]V ɀ -ÁÒÃÈÁÎÄȭÓ ÇÅÎuine CVs: to outnumber, to undergo, to 
oversee; ̐ ̏̅̍̉̎́̃́̍ 

Correlated with the 3 lower-level schemas, 3 different patterns of configuring can be 
postulated (which, for lack of space, will not be discussed in detail here, but see 
Bagasheva forthcoming): 
I. A [X Y]V ɀ configuring where the generic space is a newly emergent one in which the 
attribute values to be projected from the two input frames are selected in keeping with 
the graded salience hypothesis (Giora 1997, 2002; Huang 2009) and following 
pragmatically driven mapping principles (e.g. railroad, piggyback, moonlight; 
̛̑̋̏̐̏̌́̄́̍ȟ ̠̂̏̄̏̓̃̏̑).  
II. B1. [X F,D,P]V ɀ configuring of the two frames where the first frame fills an available slot 
in the second one and foregrounds it, creating a new perspectivized profile of the second 
frame (e.g. deep-fry, ̃ ̠̏̅̏̒̎́̂̅̃́̍). 
III. B2. [SPATIAL SPECIFIER V]V ɀ frame configuring where the two frames merge and the 
spatial specifier frame augments the second frame by embedding it in a spatial scenario 
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via the Location and Event branches of the Event Structure Metaphoric System. It has 
been argued that the prefixes in Bulgarian realizing this onomasiological need have core 
spatial meanings (Radeva 2007) and extended comparative meanings (Grozdanova 
2005). They presuppose the existence of an implicit conceptual norm against which their 
specific lexical semantics can be appropriately interpreted. In view of grammaticalization 
theory (Heine et al. 1991) and the overall model of graded schematization (Langacker 
2008) it might be claimed that the only difference between English spatial scenario 
ȰÇÅÎÕÉÎÅȱ #6Ó ÁÎÄ "ÕÌÇÁÒÉÁÎ ÐÒÅÆÉØÅÄ ÖÅÒÂÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÓÃÈÅÍÁÔÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ɉÅȢÇȢ 
overindulge, downgrade, ̐ ̠̑̆̏̅̏̌̃́̍, ̛̐̑̆̏̂̑́̍̚). This leads to the following 
classificatory scheme:              

 
[X Y]V: categorial specification or [+dynamic; +relational] categorial meaning 

        
  

Group A [X Y]V                        Group B [X V]V                
[superclassification]             [subclassification]   - type of classification 

                      
  
 
                      [X Y]V                          [X F,D,P]V                          [SS V]V  - frame interaction 
     [emergent content]  [value foregrounding]    [spatial scenario] 
     
            deep-six                    bottle-feed                      outfox   - lexical meaning  
        ̑ ̛̋̏̐̏̌́̄́̍       ̆ ̠̌̆̋̓̑̏̒̎́̂̅̃́̍       ̎ ̖̠́̅̉̓̑̍ 
                  A   B1                   B2                 

Figure  4: A diagrammatic representation of the semantic space of the CV lexicon 
  

The proposed classificatory system correlates with three identifiable mechanisms of 
frame interaction which uniformly apply to the members of the respective three 
subclasses. The elaboration and illustration of these claims will be the next step in this 
ongoing piece of research.   

 

6. Concluding remarks  
 

It appears from the potentially unlimited permissibility of the constructional idiom9 that 
there are no morphosyntactic constraints that might preclude the lexical specification of 
the subschemas in any significant way. This is in keeping with the rising analytical 
tendencies in English and the severely undermined rigidity of its part-of-speech system. 
In Bulgarian the necessary aspectual marking of a V and the inflecting-fusional obligatory 
marking of part-of-speech membership (Manova 2005, Nitsolova 2008) seem to impose 
stricter constraints and to reduce the analogical potential of single CVs. In English, by 
contrast, the only constraint to be satisfied by CVs is the Conventional Frame constraint, 
ÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÏÌÄÂÅÒÇ ɉςπρπȡ υπɊȟ Ȱ[f]or a situation to be labeled by a [compound] verb, 
the situation or experience may be hypothetical or historical and need not be directly 
experienced, but it is necessary that the situation or experience evoke a cultural unit that 
is familiar and relevaÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄȢȱ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ 
constraints in English for the appearance of novel CVs, arising via approximation (Rainer 
2005: 23) to established local schemas.  

                                                 
9 The claim is based on the analysis of a self-compiled corpus of 460 CVs in English and 66 CVs in 
Bulgarian. The data for the corpus have been extracted from from CoCA, BNC, OALD 7th edition, 
OED on CD-Rom 2nd edition, dicitionary.com, urbandictionary.com, word spy.com, BulNC, the DBL 
and various research articles, works of fiction, occasional movies and TV series. For details see 
Bagasheva (forthcoming).  
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Studying compounds as usage events instantiating a constructional idiom helps better 
explain in a unified manner the properties of CVs. In both English and Bulgarian, CVs are 
consistently categorially and morphologically right-headed, but display wide variability 
in terms of semantic exocentrcity. The natural further step in this line of research will be 
to see how and if the proposed classificatory scheme for CVs can accommodate the 
properties of CVs in other (preferably typologically distinct) languages. It should also be 
supplemented by detailed analyses of the semantic mechanisms and patterns involved in 
the three types of configuring.  
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Primary sources  
BNC: British National Corpus at: http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/ . BNC Webmaster (bnc-

queries@rt.oucs.ox.ac.uk) 2009-01-26. OUCS. Έ φτυτȟ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ /ØÆÏÒÄ.  
BulNC: Bulgarian National Corpus at: http://search.dcl.bas.bg/ . Department of Computational 

Linguistics, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 
CoCA: Davies, Mark. (2008-) The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA): 425 million 

words, 1990-present. Available online at http://www.americancorpus.org . 
DBL: Dictionary of the Bulgarian Language [̋ ̘̆̎̉̋ ̎  ́̂ ̛̠̌̄́̑̒̋̉ ̆ ̈̉̋. ̠ ̑̉̒̓́̌̉̎́ ʕ ̏̌́̋̏̃́ 

(̄.̌ ̑ ̆̅.) (1997-2008). ˞ ̠̏̉̕: ̞ ̈̅́̓̆̌̒̓̃̏ ̎  ́ˎ ̛̌̄́̑̒̋́̓́ ́ ̠̋́̅̆̍̉ ̎  ́
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/!,$ȡ /ØÆÏÒÄ !ÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ ,ÅÁÒÎÅÒȭÓ $ÉÃÔÉÏÎÁÒÙȟ ɉςππυɊ χth edition; Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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University Press.  
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0. Abstract  

In English, debates about the boundary between morphology and syntax have often focussed on 
ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Ô×Ï ÎÏÕÎÓ ɉ..ÓɊ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄȟ ÅȢÇȢ ȬÃÏÆÆÅÅ ÃÕÐȭ ÏÒ ȬÓÉÌË 
ÓÈÉÒÔȭȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ×ÉÄÅÌÙ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÅÄ ÁÓ ÆÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ Ô×Ï ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȡ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÎÏÕÎÓ ÏÎ 
the one hand, and syntactic noun phrases on the other (e.g. Payne & Huddleston 2002: 449). But 
although various tests have been proposed by which the two types might potentially be 
distinguished from one another, the results of these tests do not converge, and their reliability has 
been questioned (e.g. Bauer 1998). Either the distinction between morphological and syntactic 
types is purely a matter of definition, and depends on the test that is chosen, or there is actually no 
clear boundary. 

This paper investigates one of the most widely accepted tests for phrasal status, namely 
the possibility of independent modification: in cases where either noun can be adjectivally 
modified independently of the other, proponents of this test take the NN to be syntactic (e.g. Payne 
& (ÕÄÄÌÅÓÔÏÎ ÉÂÉÄȢȟ ,ÉÅÂÅÒ Ǫ £ÔÅËÁÕÅÒ ςππω: 11). But what properties of a particular NN determine 
whether such modification is possible? The present study attempts to answer this question by 
examining a large database of constructions of the form [AdjN]N or N[AdjN] randomly extracted 
from the Brit ish National Corpus. It is shown that, except for a small number of cases where the 
second noun is appositive, the possibility of modifying the first noun (N1) independently of the 
second (N2) depends on whether there is a combination of adjective plus N1 that is lexicalised, 
institutionalised, or at least more frequent than the NN itself. In the case of N2, the possibility of 
independent modification seems to depend largely on the nature of N1. In nearly all N[AdjN] 
constructions, the first noun is either a proper noun, a noun with an incorporated numeral such as 
ȬÏÎÅ ×ÁÙȭȟ Á ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÏÕÎ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ȬÓÉÌËȭȟ ÏÒ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÎÏÕÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÉÎ ÁÔÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÖÅ 
position compared to its occurrence elsewhere. 

Overall, the results suggest that, for a given NN, the probability of either noun being 
modified independently of the other depends largely on the relative frequencies with which the 
two nouns occur in various positions. If we accept that such modification distinguishes between 
objects usually viewed as compounds and those usually viewed as phrases, then a possible 
conclusion is that the distinction between morphological and syntactic objects is itself based on 
relative frequencies: as such, it is gradient and usage-based, and the lack of a clear boundary is 
expected. 
 

1. Introduction  
 
In considering the role of morphology in the grammars of natural languages, a basic 
question concerns the demarcation of morphological versus syntactic objects: which of 
the patterns found in a language should we regard as products of morphology, and which 
as products of syntax? If morphology deals with the structure of words, and syntax deals 
with the combination of words into larger linguistic units, then the proper criteria for the 
demarcation of morphological versus syntactic objects are those that distinguish words 
from phrases. Dixon and Aikhenvald (2002: 35) suggest that, cross-linguistically, the 
ÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ ×ÏÒÄ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÁ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ 
occur together, in a fixed order and have Á ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÃÏÈÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇȭȢ 
Other well-ËÎÏ×Î ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÍÉÎÉÍÁÌ ÆÒÅÅ ÆÏÒÍȭȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 
sense of being the smallest unit than can constitute an utterance (Bloomfield 1935: 178), 
as well as the tendency for word formation to be non-recursive (Matthews 1991: 213). 
However, despite the fact that the issue has received considerable attention from 
generations of linguists, and despite a general recognition that words tend to have the 
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characteristics described above, no criterion has been found by which words can be 
categorically and universally identified (Matthews 1991: 215, 2002: 271). It seems that, if 
categorical criteria exist at all, they must be language specific. 

In the case of English, attempts to find criteria for distinguishing words from 
phrases have often focussed on noun-noun combinations (henceforth NNs), such as 
teacup or silk shirt: these are widely regarded as falling into two categories, with some 
being analysed as morphological compound nouns while others are seen as syntactic 
nominals, i.e. as noun phrases without determiners. Various criteria have been proposed 
for distinguishing these two purported classes, including the tendencies of English 
compounds to have a single main stress on the first element, to be written as single or 
hyphenated words, to involve different semantic relations from those of phrases, and to 
ÏÂÅÙ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ȬÌÅØÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙȭȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ Á ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÓÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
constituents of compounds tend to have different distributional properties from those of 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÈÒÁÓÁÌ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÐÁÒÔÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ "ÁÕÅÒ ɉρωωψɊȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ȬÄÏ 
not draw a clear and consistent distinction between a syntactic and a morphological 
ÏÂÊÅÃÔȭȡ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÓ ÉÔ ÄÅÂÁÔÁÂÌÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ Óome of the criteria do distinguish words from 
phrases, but even the more robust criteria produce conflicting results. In other words, 
the categorisation of a given NN as phrase or compound depends on the test used, and 
choosing any test as criterial therefore amounts to defining the word or phrase as a 
construction that passes or fails that particular test. This has led some authors, e.g. Bauer 
(ibid.), Olsen (2000) and Bell (2005, 2011), to argue that the English NN in fact 
represents a single but variable class of construction.  But this does not solve the problem 
of distinguishing morphological from syntactic objects: at least in the case of English, the 
difficulty of finding a reliable language-specific definition of the notion WORD is 
comparable to the difficulty of finding one that applies cross-linguistically.  

A logical possibility is that the difficulties of finding a clear demarcation between 
syntax and morphology arise because no rigid demarcation actually exists. On this view, 
words and phrases can be regarded as prototypes rather than categories, and the lack of 
a clear boundary is therefore no longer a problem. The prototypical word is both a 
grammatical and a phonological unit, and has the characteristics that tend to be 
associated with words cross-linguistically. It consists of a string of sounds that can stand 
alone as an utterance but cannot be broken into smaller strings that can also stand as 
utterances. It does not include any recurring grammatical elements and stands in a 
paradigmatic implicational relationship to other word forms: in other words, the form-
meaning correspondences of a known paradigm can be applied to a newly learnt or 
newly formed word (Matthews 1991: 187). The prototypical syntactic construction, on 
the other hand, not only can stand alone as an utterance but also includes smaller parts 
that can stand alone. Prototypically, these smaller parts have the same meaning whether 
they occur as free forms or as part of the construction, and the meaning of the 
construction itself is transparently composed of the meaning of the parts in conjunction 
with their arrangement relative to one another. Between these two extremes, however, 
are a range of possibilities: in complex words, for example, just one part of the string 
might be able to stand alone, e.g. create in creative. Furthermore, the possibility of a 
string functioning as an utterance is itself a gradient notion: some elements, for example, 
ÃÁÎ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÁÓ ÆÒÅÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÉÎ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ÅȢÇȢ Ȭreȭ ÉÎ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÏ ȬDid you 
say revise or devise?ȭ ɉ-ÁÔÔÈÅ×Ó ρωωρȡ ςρπ-11). On the other hand, substrings might 
occur elsewhere as free forms but not with the same form-meaning correspondence as 
they have within the construction. This is the case, for example, with idioms and with 
English complex tenses, where the auxiliary does not have the same sense as the 
corresponding lexical verb.  

The English NN has some properties of the prototypical word and some 
properties of the prototypical phrase. In inflected languages, compounds pattern like 
complex words because, with the exception of the final one, the elements are uninflected, 
and could therefore not form utterances. In an uninflected language like English, 
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however, both elements of a compound have the same form as possible utterances 
(unless one is phonologically reduced or constitutes a combining form, as in neoclassical 
compounds). Furthermore, compounding is a recursive process, and may even involve 
repetition of the same constituents, as in table tennis table. In these ways, the English NN 
is syntactic. On the other hand, NNs have the same distribution as simplex nouns, and the 
possibility of higher level compounding is a reflection of this fact. Furthermore, they 
stand in paradigmatic relations to one another, such that each combination can be 
ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏ Ô×Ï ȬÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȭȟ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ 
combinations that share a first constituent, the other consisting of all combinations with 
the same second constituent (de Jong 2002). The psychological reality of these families is 
demonstrated by their predictive significance in e.g. word naming and visual lexical 
decision studies (Baayen et al. 2010) as well as their involvement in the placement of 
prosodic prominence (e.g. Plag 2010). In these ways, the English NN is morphological. 
The inevitable conclusion is that the English noun-noun construct, rather than being in 
some cases syntactic and in other cases morphological, in most cases shares properties of 
both. This is similar to the conclusion reached by Giegerich (2005) about combinations of 
noun plus associative adjective in English. However, whereas Giegerich (ibid.) concluded 
ÔÈÁÔ ÓÙÎÔÁØ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ Ô×Ï ȬÏÖÅÒÌÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÍÏÄÕÌÅÓȭȟ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÒÁÄÉÃÁÌ ÂÕÔ 
equally plausible conclusion would seem to be that they do not constitute discrete 
modules at all. 

Both cross-linguistic and English-specific evidence, then, suggests that the distinction 
between morphological and syntactic objects is not categorical, but gradient. 
Nevertheless, tests have been proposed by which two such purported classes might be 
recognised, and in some cases these tests enjoy wide currency: it is therefore interesting 
to explore what the results of such tests might reflect. This is the purpose of the present 
paper; not to debate the proper criteria for the demarcation of morphological versus 
syntactic objects, but rather to investigate in more detail an already widely-accepted 
criterion, namely the supposed inseparability of the parts of a complex word. If there is 
no absolute distinction between words and phrases, then what do tests for this property 
actually measure? 

)Î %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÅÐÁÒÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄȟ ÏÒ ȬÌÅØÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙȭȟ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
operationalised in terms of several distributional tests. This paper investigates one such 
test as it applies to NNs, namely whether the constituent nouns can be modified 
independently of one another, to produce constructions of the form [AN]N or N[AN], 
where A is an adjective. In a two-class analysis of NNs, the assumption is that those 
where independent modification is possible are phrases, whereas those that do not 
permit such modification are compounds. With a gradient analysis, we might hypothesise 
that those NNs that allow independent modification have a relatively high degree of 
syntactic as opposed to morphological character. But if there is no categorical distinction 
between words and phrases, then what does it mean to say that, by this criterion, one NN 
is more or less phrase-like than another? The paper has two objectives. The first 
objective is to provide a detailed corpus-based description of the types of [AN]N and 
N[AN] constructions that occur, and hence of the circumstances under which 
independent modification of NN constituents arises. The second objective is to test a 
particular hypothesis, namely that the extent to which such modification is possible 
depends at least partly on the identity of the first noun. This is an extension of the 
suggestion by Plag (2003: 160) and Bell (2005) that certain classes of noun in first 
position tend to give a phrasal or phrase-like flavour to NNs in which they occur. 

It will be helpful at the outset to state a number of assumptions on which the 
methodology and argumentation of this paper are based. Firstly, I assume that linguistic 
classes, in so far as they can be recognised, are based on distribution: that is to say, that 
strings with the same distribution in a language, relative to specific lexical items, can 
broadly be regarded as belonging to the same class. Secondly, I assume that nominal 
compounding in English is recursive. This means that compound nouns have the same 
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distribution as simplex nouns of comparable length and of the same type: singular, plural 
or mass. One of the implications of this is that any compound noun can itself function as 
the first or second constituent of a larger compound. It follows that, if some compound 
nouns have the form AN, then such AN strings can also occupy either the first or second 
position in a longer compound noun. Thirdly, I assume that lexicalised, institutionalised 
or locally lexicalised phrases can function as first elements in English compound nouns, 
giving rise to so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÐÈÒÁÓÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎÙ 
established or locally lexicalised AN combination, whether or not it constitutes a 
compound in itself, could function as the first element in a compound. 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows: section 2 gives the background to 
the study and explains in more detail the reasons for choosing modification as the test-
bed for this paper; section 3 describes the methodology of the corpus study; section 4 
discusses the results regarding modification of the first noun in NN; section 5 discusses 
the results regarding modification of the second noun; and finally, section 6 is the 
conclusion. 

 
2. Background  
2.1. The morphosyntactic status of the English noun -noun  

In all Germanic languages except Present-day English, compounds are distinguished from 
phrases on the basis of inflectional criteria: in a phrase, all constituents are inflected, 
whereas in a compound, only the final constituent is inflected (cf. Bell 2011: 138-143). By 
this criterion, all NN constructs in these languages are analysed as compounds, since the 
first noun is never inflected. If this criterion were applied to Present-day English, 
however, we would have to conclude that only gradable adjectives can occur as pre-head 
modifiers in English noun phrases, because the paucity of inflectional morphology in the 
language means that this is the only class that can be productively inflected in that 
position. The usual analysis, however, is that both gradable and non-gradable adjectives 
can syntactically pre-modify English nouns, and therefore that no inflectional criterion 
distinguishes English compounds from phrases. In other words, unless they are gradable 
adjectives, the pre-head modifiers in English noun phrases are not inflected, and are 
therefore morphologically indistinguishable from the first elements of compounds. This 
opens up the possibility for NNs to be analysed as phrases, both consciously by scholars 
of the language, and unconsciously by speakers: the fact that the first noun is not 
inflected no longer means that it cannot be a syntactic modifier.  

If NNs are to be analysed as constituting two groups, syntactic nominals and 
morphological compounds, then the question arises as to how these two classes can be 
identified: given a particular English NN, how do we know whether it is a phrase or a 
compound? In the absence of any inflectional criterion, Anglicists have sought other 
methods by which to make this distinction. 

It has sometimes been suggested, for example by Marchand (1969: 23), that 
phrasal and compound NNs can be distinguished in English on the basis of phonological 
stress: those with main stress on the first noun (N1) are taken to be compounds, whereas 
those perceived to have main stress on the second noun (N2) are analysed as phrases. 
However, stress is a notoriously unreliable criterion, not least because the stress 
assigned to a particular NN often varies between speakers and even for the same speaker 
on different occasions. In fact, a significant body of work conducted over the last six 
years, e.g. Plag et al. (2007, 2008), Bell (2012), Bell & Plag (2012), has shown that stress 
assignment in English NNs can be modelled probabilistically on the basis of semantic and 
frequency-based variables, and does not appear to reflect any underlying 
morphosyntactic difference. 

Other authors, e.g. Biber et al. (1999: 590), have used an orthographic criterion to 
divide NNs into two groups: those written as two words are regarded as phrases, 
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whereas those written as single or hyphenated words are regarded as compounds. 
However, English orthography is notoriously variable in this respect, and it is not 
uncommon to find the same NN written, quite acceptably, in all three forms. Such a 
variable characteristic seems most unlikely to reflect any underlying structural 
difference: one would have to assume that the same NNs are for some speakers 
compounds, for other speakers phrases, and for some speakers, phrases on some 
occasions but at other times compounds. Nevertheless, it would be untrue to suggest that 
the orthography is completely random, and some tendencies can certainly be recognised. 
For example, combinations involving shorter constituents are on the whole more likely to 
be written as single words than those involving longer constituents (Bauer 1998). It has 
also been shown that orthography correlates with frequency (e.g. Plag et al. 2007, 2008): 
compounds usually written as one word tend to have higher frequencies than 
compounds usually written as two separate words. But neither of these correlations 
necessarily reflects any underlying morphosyntactic difference between the spaced and 
concatenated types. 

Yet another criterion proposed in the literature is semantic: Jespersen (1942: 
ρσχɊȟ ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȭ×Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÈÏÌÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ 
ÂÅ ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÄÕÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅÌÙȭȢ "ÕÔ ÁÇÁÉÎȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á 
poor basis for a categorical distinction, since semantic transparency is a gradient notion, 
and the degree to which the meaning of a particular NN can be deduced from the 
meaning of its parts will reflect the extent to which it has become semantically 
lexicalised. Furthermore, as argued by various authors, notably Di Sciullo & Williams 
(1987), semantic opacity indicates that a string needs to be listed in the lexicon but does 
not tell us anything about its status as a word or phrase: complex words can be fully 
transparent, e.g. manageable, achievable etc., and fully inflecting phrases can be 
semantically opaque, e.g. kick/kicked/kicking the bucket, meaning DIE.  

In fact, as argued by Payne & Huddleston (2002: 451), if phrases and compounds 
cannot be distinguished on the basis of inflectional morphology, then it is appropriate to 
turn to syntactic criteria: considerations of semantics, phonology and orthography are 
secondary since the purported distinction is between morphological and syntactic 
constructions. Morphosyntactic arguments for the supposed phrasal status of NNs are 
ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÌÅØÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÉÔÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÃÁÎ 
ÍÁÎÉÐÕÌÁÔÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÌÅØÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓ ɉȬ×ÏÒÄÓȭɊ ÂÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 
ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ɉ'ÉÅÇÅÒÉÃÈ ςππωȡ ρψσɊȢ On this premise, data such as those in (1) and (2), from 
Payne & Huddleston (2002: 449), and (3), from Quirk et al. (1985: 1332), are taken to 
indicate that the NNs in italics are phrases, since their constituents can undergo, 
respectively, modification, coordination and substitution by the proform one, all of which 
are assumed to be purely syntactic operations.  

(1) (a) London colleges 
 (b) [south London] colleges 
 (c) London [theological colleges] 

(2) (a) various [London and Oxford] colleges 
 (b) various London [schools and colleges] 
 (c) [two London and four Oxford] colleges 

(3) She wants an oak table ÂÕÔ )ȭÄ ÐÒÅÆÅÒ Á ÔÅÁË ÏÎÅȢ 

However, the assumptions that these operations constitute tests for syntactic 
constituency are by no means universally accepted, particularly in the cases of 
coordination and proform substitution.  

The use of coordination as a test for compound status rests on the assumption 
that only whole words rather than parts of words can be coordinated. However, this 
assumption can easily be shown to be false. In English, neo-classical combining forms, 
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which are not found as independent words in the language, and some prefixes, which 
3ÐÅÎÃÅÒ ɉςππυȡ ψςɊ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÁÓ ȬÌÏÏÓÅÌÙ ÂÏÕÎÄȭȟ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÒÅÅÌÙ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅÄȢ %ØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÁÒÅ 
given in (4). These examples are taken from the British National Corpus, version 3 (BNC 
XML Edition), and the references in brackets give the three-letter text identifier and 
sentence number in the corpus. Unless stated otherwise, all subsequent examples in this 
paper come from the same corpus. 

(4) (a) ... all dealing with a mixture of over and underconstrained  problems. (FE6 1086) 

 (b) ... one of the best known officers of the pre and postwar  RAF... (J56 276) 

 (c) ... the problems of inter and intraobserver  variation... (HWS 4916) 

The exact circumstances under which such coordination can occur are not well 
understood, although Plag (2003: 84) suggests that both sub-lexical coordination and 
gapping in English can be explained in terms of prosody. On the basis of data similar to 
(4), he concludes that English affixes and compound constituents can be coordinated 
provided they do not form a single prosodic word with the element that is omitted.  

In some other languages, notably Turkish, there is a phenomenon known as 
suspended affixation (Lewis 1967: 35), in which two related words are coordinated but 
only the second is inflected, the inflection taking scope over both coordinated words. 
Kabak (2007) argues that the extent to which this is possible reflects the tightness of the 
morphological cohesion between the stem and potentially suspended affix: the tighter 
the bonding, the less likely is suspension to occur. Furthermore, Kabak (ibid.) shows that 
the degree of morphological cohesion is correlated with the degree of phonological 
cohesion. Suspension is less likely with more tightly phonologically bound affixes. This is 
ÒÅÍÉÎÉÓÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 0ÌÁÇȭÓ ɉςππσɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÆÏÒ %ÎÇÌÉÓÈȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ 
at least partly phonologically conditioned. Booij (1985) reaches a similar conclusion for 
German and Dutch.  

Another possibly relevant factor in the availability or otherwise of sub-lexical 
coordination may be the semantic relation between the potentially coordinated 
ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÔÓȡ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȟ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÙ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔ ȬÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÏÒ ȬÁÃÃÉÄÅÎÔÁÌ 
ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÅØÐÒÅÓÓ 
ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓȭ ɉ7ßÌÃÈÌÉ ςππυȡ 1), such as kinship terms, e.g. 
brother and sister, body parts, e.g. fingers and toes, and cutlery, e.g. knife and fork. 
(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ȬÃÌÏÓÅÌÙ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄȭ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÁÔ 
constitutes natural coordination may vary from language to language, and may even be 
determined by the local context (Dalrymple & Nikolaeva 2006). In some languages, e.g. 
Finnish, Tundra Nenets, Russian and Kurdish, coordinated singular nouns fall into two 
categories: some such coordinate structures are modified by adjectives with plural 
inflection while others are modified by singular adjectives. The distinction between the 
two types depends on whether the coordinated nouns represent natural or accidental 
coordination. In cases of natural coordination, a plural adjective is required, but in cases 
of accidental coordination, the adjective must be singular. Dalrymple & Nikolaeva (ibid.) 
argue that the structure involving natural coordination is more like a compound or even 
a simple plural noun than it is like a phrase. If these constructions are word-like, then the 
coordinated units within them are sublexical, and this is further evidence that the 
possibility or otherwise of coordination may be a poor test by which to distinguish word 
level units from phrasal ones. In general, it seems that coordination as a test for syntactic 
constituency is at best unreliable, and therefore not a good basis on which to draw 
conclusions about the morphosyntactic status of English NNs. 

The second morphosyntactic test that arises from the notion of lexical integrity 
concerns anaphora: according to the lexical integrity principle, sub-lexical constituents 
should not be available to participate in anaphoric operations. In the case of compound 
nouns, this means that the constituent nouns should neither be able to act as antecedents 
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for the pro-form one nor be individually replaceable by it. Accepting this assumption, 
Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech & Svartvik (1985: 1332) and Giegerich (2005, 2009) regard 
pro-one substitution as a purely syntactic operation, and therefore criterial for 
phrasehood. They have used this idea as a test for the status of English NNs: in cases 
where it seems possible for either the head or the modifying noun to act as the 
antecedent for one, they conclude that the structure is a syntactic phrase.  

However, the idea that proforms cannot refer to parts of words is by no means 
uncontested. For example, Lieber (1992: 130) quotes the sentences in (5) from Postal 
(1969): 

(5) (a) Harry was looking for a bookrack, but he only found racks for very small ones. 

 (b) -ÁØȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÐÏÉÎÔÌÅÓÓȟ ÂÕÔ 0ÅÔÅȭÓ ÄÉÄ ÈÁÖÅ one. 

Although Postal (ibid.) judges these sentences to be unacceptable and therefore uses 
ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÒÅ ȬÁÎÁÐÈÏÒÉÃ ÉÓÌÁÎÄÓȭȟ ,ÉÅÂÅÒ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ 
acceptable for at least some speakers, whom shÅ ÒÅÇÁÒÄÓ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ȬÐÅÒÍÉÓÓÉÖÅȭ ÄÉÁÌÅÃÔȢ 
She sees this as evidence that sublexical constituents can function as antecedents for 
anaphoric one, since in both cases the proform refers to just part of a previously 
mentioned word. In (5a) ones refers to books, and in (5b) one refers to point, but neither 
books nor point occur as freestanding words in the given contexts. In fact, contra Postal 
(ibid.), it is now generally recognised that there is no absolute constraint against 
outbound anaphora, that is to say against sublexical constituents functioning as 
anaphoric antecedents. Rather, as demonstrated by Ward et al. (1991), the extent to 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÆÅÌÉÃÉÔÏÕÓ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ ÏÎ ȬÁ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃȟ ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÇÍÁÔÉÃ 
factors that increase the accessibiÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȭ ɉibid.: 468).  

A number of authors, e.g. Culicover & Jackendoff (2005:137) and Keizer (2011), 
have also questioned the reliability of pro-form substitution as a test for constituency at 
phrase level. Keizer (ibid.) bases her argument on many attested examples from the BNC 
and Corpus of American English (COCA) (Davis 2008-). For example, she cites the 
sentence reproduced here as (6): 

(6) So Paul had a big blue felt marker for days and a red one for nights. (HGU 451) 

In this example, the pro-form one can refer either to felt marker or to big felt marker. The 
first case is to be expected if one substitutes for strings generally regarded as syntactic 
constituents. But if one is substituting for big felt marker, then it is representing a 
discontinuous string which would not, in most theories, be regarded as a structural unit. 
In the light of such examples, Culicover and Jackendoff (ibid.: 138) conclude that the 
interpretation of one ÉÓ ȬÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÔÅÃÅÄÅÎÔ .0 ÌÅÓs the material 
ÉÎ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔȭȢ )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÈÏÎÏÌÏÇÙȟ 
so anaphora falls largely within the domain of pragmatics, and is therefore likely to be an 
unreliable criterion by which to establish the morphosyntactic status of noun-noun 
constructions. 

Generally speaking, there is a lack of consensus about the reliability of 
coordination and one substitution as criteria for distinguishing NN compounds from 
putative NN phrases. Giegerich (2009: 193), for example, regards coordination as 
unreliable but places more faith in the pro-form test. Payne & Huddleston (2002: 449), 
on the other hand, include the coordination test but not the pro-form one. Overall, 
however, most authors who discuss the issue agree that one of the most reliable criteria 
is the possibility or otherwise of independently modifying the constituent nouns. The 
argument is that, because of lexical integrity, the constituents of a compound cannot be 
modified independently of one another, whereas those of a phrase can be. Payne & 
Huddleston (ibid.) give the example in (1), reproduced for convenience in (7). They argue 
that, because each element of London colleges can be independently modified by an 
adjective, London colleges itself must be a syntactic phrase.  
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(7) (a) London colleges 
 (b) [south London] colleges 

 (c) London [theological colleges] 

%ÖÅÎ ÈÅÒÅȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÁÇÒÅÅÍÅÎÔȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ,ÉÅÂÅÒ Ǫ £ÔÅËÁÕÅÒ 
(2009: 11), regard independent modification of N2 as one of the most reliable criteria for 
phrasal status, because it involves separation of the two nouns. Payne & Huddleston 
(ibid.), on the other hand, regard separate modification of N2 as the least useful of the 
tests they list, on the grounds that such modification might be blocked by constraints on 
the ordering of pre-nominal constituents in the noun-phrase. I understand this to mean 
that they take the possibility of modification of N2 as a sufficient but not necessary 
criterion for phrasehood: if independent modification of N2 is possible, then NN is a 
phrase, but if modification is not possible, NN is not necessarily a compound. Despite this 
reservation, amongst those who analyse English NNs as falling into two classes, 
modification is the most widely agreed-upon criterion for distinguishing phrasal and 
compound types. And for this reason, it will be used as the basis for the empirical 
investigation reported in this paper. 

 
2.2. Modification by adjectives  

Constructions of the form [AN]N, such as south London Colleges, and N[AN], such as 
London theological colleges, occur quite frequently in Present-day English. However the 
existence of these constructions does not necessarily tell us anything about the status of 
the corresponding NN constructs. NN compounding is recursive in Present-day English, 
and any compound noun can therefore occupy either the N1 or the N2 slot in a larger 
compound. Furthermore, most accounts of English compounding agree that compound 
nouns can have the form AN, as in blackbird, for example. So in cases where the AN 
component of [AN]N or N[AN] can be analysed as a compound, then the whole 
construction can also be regarded as a compound, e.g. blackbird nest or mother blackbird. 
An alternative analysis of (7) is therefore that south London and theological colleges are 
themselves compounds, so that (7b) is simply a compound of south London and colleges 
and (7c) is a compound of London and theological colleges. In other words, if the AN 
constituent can be analysed as a compound, the existence of [AN]N and N[AN] says 
nothing about the status of the corresponding NN, and the existence of NN is not a 
necessary precondition for the formation of the larger constructions. 

Spencer (2003) has argued that Present-day English does not in fact have 
productive AN compounding and that all apparent AN compounds are actually lexicalised 
phrases. However, even if we accept this view, it does not preclude the compound 
analysis of the larger constructions, at least in the case of [AN]N, since Present-day 
English has a well-recognised type of compound in which a noun is modified by a phrase. 
These so-called phrasal compounds have been discussed by a number of authors, 
including Lieber (1992, 2009: 363), Bresnan & Mchombo (1995), Lieber & Scalise (2006) and 
Giegerich (2009: 197). Examples are given in (8): in each case, a noun is pre-modified by a 
string that has the form of a phrase. 

 

(8) (a) ȣ ÓÐÒÁÙÉÎÇ ÉÎÓÅÃÔÉÃÉÄÅ ȣ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÆÅÁÓÉÂÌÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÌÌÙȟ hard to reach areas . (J2N 63) 
 (b) 7ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÉÎÓ ȣ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÕÐÆÒÏÎÔ ÁÎÄ in your face approach  ȣ ɉ(78 ρσχυɊ 
 (c) ȣ ȬÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ ÂÅÄȭ ÐÌÅÁ by girl, 15. (CS1 1542) 
 

These constructions are usually regarded as compounds because stress can fall on the 
phrasal element rather than the head noun, the head noun is usually not amenable to 
further modification, and the construction overall does not conform to any of the 
syntactic patterns recognised for English phrases.  
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The exact circumstances under which such compounds can be formed are not 
well understood. Bresnan and Mchombo (ibid.) suggest that the modifying phrase has to 
be either lexicalised or have the status of a quotation: in other words, to have some 
degree of institutionalisation. Lieber (1992, 2009: 363), on the other hand, concludes 
that the modifying phrase need not be lexicalised. If this is correct, and fully syntactic 
phrases can occupy the modifier slot in English compound nouns, then all [AN]N 
constructions can be regarded as compounds, whether or not the AN constituent is 
ÌÅØÉÃÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÅÄȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ,ÉÅÂÅÒȭÓ ɉρωωςȟ ςππωɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ is not universally 
accepted (cf. Giegerich 2009: 197), and indeed some of her examples do not appear to 
support her own argument. For example, Lieber (2009: 364) gives the example of the 
compound out-of-context nature. She argues that the phrasal constituent is not 
lexicalised, since it is completely semantically transparent, and that nor does it have the 
status of a quotation. However, out-of-context is listed in the OED online: indeed it is 
listed as an adjective, with out-of-context summations and out-of-context bites given as 
examples. This suggests that, while the phrase might not be lexicalised in the sense of 
being semantically opaque, it is nevertheless institutionalised, in the sense of being an 
established lexical item (Bauer 1983: 48). 

It may be that the phrases in phrasal compounds are best understood as naming 
units. As defined by Lipka et al. (2004), these are lexemes, linguistic expressions or 
proper names that are used to name extralinguistic entities, as opposed to describing 
them. Naming units are candidates for lexicalisation and may be lexicalised to varying 
degrees. Other authors have expressed this idea in terms of the concept of 
ȬÎÁÍÅ×ÏÒÔÈÉÎÅÓÓȭ ɉ$Ï×ÎÉÎÇ ρωχχɊȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ $ÁÈÌ ɉςππτȡ ςυςɊ ÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÃÒÏÓÓ-
linguistically, in most cases of constructions with incorporated nouns, the entity denoted 
ÍÕÓÔ ȬÈÁÖÅ Á ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÎÔ Á ÎÁÍÅ ÆÏÒ ÉÔȢȭ )Î ÏÔÈÅÒ 
×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÄÅÎÏÔÅ ȬÕÎÉÔÁÒÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓȭ ɉÉÂÉÄȢɊȢ )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ 
such constraint might also apply to the modifying phrases in English phrasal compounds. 
If so, this would be consistent with the observation made by a number of authors, e.g. 
Booij (2009) and Spencer (2011), that compounds are essentially names. In other words, 
if the modifying phrases in phrasal compounds are naming units, then it is no surprise 
that they can combine with other naming units (i.e. nouns) to form larger naming units 
(i.e. compounds). 

4ÈÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ÁÓ Á ȬÎÁÍÉÎÇ ÕÎÉÔȭ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÐÒÅÓÕÐÐÏÓÅ ÔÈÁt it has 
been diachronically lexicalised, or entered the lexicon of the population at large. Names 
ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÉÎÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÈÒÁÓÅÓ ÃÏÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÎÁÍÅÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÇÏ Á ÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙȟ ȬÌÏÃÁÌ ÌÅØÉÃÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȭ1, 
perhaps for the duration of a single conversation or even a single utterance. However, 
because of the practical difficulty of determining whether items in a corpus are locally 
lexicalised, this study will focus on established items in the first instance. 

What are the implications of phrasal compounds for an analysis of [AN]N 
ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓȩ )Æ ×Å ÁÃÃÅÐÔ ,ÉÅÂÅÒȭÓ ɉςππωɊ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÃÁÎ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÁÃÔ 
as modifiers in compound nouns, then the existence of [AN]N says nothing about the 
status of the corresponding NN, since in all cases it will be possible to analyse [AN]N as a 
compound. If, on the other hand, only lexicalised or institutionalised phrases can occupy 
the modifier position in phrasal compounds, then it might be possible to distinguish a set 
of phrasal [AN]Ns from the compound class. In the compound type, there should be 
evidence that the AN component is itself a lexicalised or institutionalised expression, 
whereas in the phrasal type, the AN combination will have the characteristics of a 
productively formed syntactic phrase. In particular, we might expect that the adjective in 

                                                 
1 A story that demonstrates the possibility of local lexicalisation concerns a passenger flight on 
which one person makes repeated trips to the toilet and therefore becomes known to the other 
ÐÁÓÓÅÎÇÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÊÏÈÎ ÍÁÎȭȢ ) was given this example by John Hawkins, but do not know the 
original source. 



MELANIE J. BELL  The English noun-noun construct: 
a morphological and syntactic object 

 

On-Line Proceedings of the 8th Mediterranean Morphology Meeting 

68 

a phrasal AN constituent would be able freely to undergo further modification by 
adverbs, a point which is further developed in the next section.  

For the purposes of this paper, I will adopt the more conservative assumption 
that only lexicalised or institutionalised phrases can function as modifiers in compound 
nouns. This means that constructions of the form [AN]N and N[AN], in which the AN 
constituent is not lexicalised or institutionalised, can be regarded as NN constructions in 
which respectively N1 or N2 has been modified independently of the other constituent. 
However, this leaves us with the problem of deciding which AN combinations should be 
regarded as lexicalised or institutionalised, and this will be discussed in the next section. 
 
2.3. Modification by adverbs  

In order to investigate the conditions under which either constituent of a NN can be 
adjectivally modified independently of the other, we want to find examples of such 
modification from a corpus. This entails finding constructions of the form [AN]N and 
N[AN], in which the AN constituent is not lexicalised or institutionalised, since these 
cases do not necessarily involve modification of a NN combination. To make this clearer, 
consider for example right hand man: this is clearly a direct combination of the AN 
constituent, right hand, with the second noun, man, rather than a NN, hand man, in which 
N1 has been independently modified. Assuming that we can extract a set of [AN]N and 
N[AN] types from a corpus, how can we subsequently eliminate those that do not 
represent modification of a NN? 

As pointed out by Croft (2001: 13Ɋ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÁÓÉÃ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÏÆ ÅÍÐÉÒÉÃÁÌ ÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ 
ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȭ ÉÓ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȡ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ linguistic forms on the basis of 
their distribution relative to other forms in a corpus of language. Distributional analysis 
ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÓÕÂÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȭȟ ÓÅÔÓ ÏÆ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÏÃÃÕÐÙ 
the same position in a longer string (cf. Harris 1946). Since, by definition, compounding 
words produces longer words, rather than structures of a different class, any AN or NN 
that is a compound noun will have the same distribution as a non-compound noun of 
comparable length and the same type (singular, plural or mass). On the other hand, if the 
AN or NN constitutes a different kind of construction, a NP or nominal, then we would 
expect a different distribution. 

Croft (ibid.) expresses concern that the way in which distributional analysis is 
sÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÇÕÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÃÁÎ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ Á ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÙȟ ×ÈÅÎ ȬɍÃɎÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ 
are used to define categories ... then the categories are taken as primitive elements of 
ÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓȭ ɉÉÂÉÄȢ ÐȢ τυɊ. However, 
distributional analysis applied in the traditional way, avoids such circularity by defining 
substitution classes in terms of the possible occurrence of strings in specific positions in 
particular lexically defined utterances. 

Because it can occur as a free-standing utterance, for example, in answer to a 
question such as What are you looking for? the English noun phrase (NP) is taken here to 
be a primitive unit and a suitable starting point for an analysis. We can then define the 
English nominal as a string that can fill the blank space in (9), where the square brackets 
enclose a NP: 
 
(9) [the __ ]NP  
 
The English simple noun is taken to be the smallest unit that can occupy the nominal slot. 
However, the same space can clearly be filled by longer strings, including those with the 
form AN, irrespective of whether they are compound nouns, lexicalised phrases or 
syntactic nominals. Remember that, in order for adjectival modification to be viable as a 
test for the morphosyntactic status of NNs, it would first be necessary to distinguish 
between morphological and syntactic ANs. The question is whether there is any 
distributional criterion that might be used to distinguish two such classes.  
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In fact, there is a relevant distributional fact, identified by Jesperson (1914: 318-9) and 
restated by Payne, Huddleston & Pullum (2010). It is this: with the possible exception of 
almost, English adverbs do not act as modifiers of a following noun. Since they can 
premodify any other part of speech, this fact is sufficient to distinguish nouns from other 
classes. Thus, if an AN can be premodified by an adverb, it cannot be a compound noun; 
on the other hand, if adverbial premodification is inadmissible, then the AN does have the 
distribution of a noun, irrespective of whether it is analysed as a compound or a 
lexicalised phrase. Adverbs have the great advantage, for present purposes, of being one 
of the most morphologically distinct groups in English. We can therefore define two 
distributional patterns as shown in (10 a, b): 
 
(10) (a) [the (+ly) __ ]NP 
 (b) [the *+ly __ ]NP 

 
)Î ɉρπÁȟ ÂɊ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÍÂÏÌ ȬϹȭ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ Á ÓÔÒÉÎÇ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ Á ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÁÔ ȬϹÌÙȭ 
is what we might designate an English morphological adverb, or more accurately, since 
not all morphological adverbs can occur in this position, an English prenominal 
ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÁÄÖÅÒÂȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÒÁÃËÅÔÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȬϹÌÙȭ ÉÎ ɉρπÁɊ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÖÅÒÂ 
element is optional, aÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÔÅÒÉÓË ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ȬϹÌÙȭ ÉÎ ɉρπÂɊ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ 
construction, an adverb is impossible. The space in (10a) can therefore be filled by AN 
strings that would normally be regarded as syntactic nominals, whereas the space in 
(10b) can be filled by AN strings that might broadly be classed as lexical, i.e. by 
compound nouns or lexicalised phrases. The reason for using a generic adverb, rather 
than very, is to allow for the possibility of non-gradable adjectives occurring as modifiers 
in syntactic nominals. The frame in (11) would select only a sub-class of syntactic types, 
namely those in which the adjective is gradable: 
 
(11) [the very __ ]NP  
In looking for examples in which one element of a NN has been independently modified, 
we therefore want to find [AN]N and N[AN] strings in which the AN constituent fits the 
pattern in (10a) rather than the pattern in (10b). One way to do this is to start by 
eliminating those types in which, for various reasons, the adjective is clearly not 
amenable to adverbial modification. 

There are at least three classes usually labelled AN which are well-known not to 
accept adverbial modification and therefore to have the distribution of nouns. The first, 
exemplified in (12a), consists of expressions that are semantically lexicalised as defined 
by Bauer (2001: 45). This is to say that the meaning of the whole cannot be 
compositionally derived from the meanings of the constituents: a hard disk is not simply 
a disk that is hard. As a result of this loss of semantic transparency, the adjective cannot 
be adverbially modified without a change in meaning. Thus, although (12b) is fine, (12c) 
would be infelicitous: 

 
(12) (a) A hard disk  is required with about two Mb free space (HAC 499)...  
 (b) drilling holes into extremely hard masonry  (A16 1050) 
 (c) *An extremely hard disk  is required with 2Mb free space 
 
Another group of AN strings in which the first element resists modification are proper 
ÎÁÍÅÓȟ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÂÙ ɉρσÁɊȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ Ȭexpressions which have been 
ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÁÄÏÐÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅ ÏÆ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÅÎÔÉÔÙȭ ɉPayne & Huddleston 2002: 
515), they have a semantic unity similar to that described in the preceding paragraph for 
lexicalised types. Thus (13b) occurs, but (13c) could not, except perhaps in some ironic 
or humorous sense: 
 
(13) (a) It's Mark ... from the Daily Telegraph . (HYE 161) 
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 (b) ... these apparently daily murders  ... (HHV 2133) 
 (c) ɕ)ÔȭÓ -ÁÒË ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ apparently Daily  Telegraph  
 
According to Lipka et al. (2004: ρρɊȟ ÐÒÏÐÅÒ ÎÁÍÅÓ ȬÐÒÏÔÏÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ 
ÎÁÍÉÎÇ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÏÒÄÓȭȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÂÏÔÈ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÁÓ ÎÁÍÉÎÇ ÕÎÉÔÓȟ ÁÎÄ 
because of their unavailability to adverbial modification, [AN]N and N[AN] strings in 
which the AN constituent is a proper name can be analysed as compounds of N and AN. 

A third class that we will find labelled AN, but which is well known to resist 
adverbial modification, consists of those types in which the first element belongs to the 
set of words variously called nominal (Levi 1978, Sadler & Arnold 1994: 210), relational 
(Beard 1991: 195ɀ229) or associative (Giegerich 2005, Payne & Huddleston 2002) 
adjectives. In these cases: 
 
Ȭthe property expressed by the adjective does not apply literally to the denotation of the 
head nominal, but rather to some entity associated with itȭ ɉPayne & Huddleston 2002: 
556) 
 
For example, in medical bag, the adjective medical does not describe the bag in the way 
that big or old might; rather it describes activity associated with items the bag is intended 
ÔÏ ÈÏÌÄȢ #ÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȬÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÐÌÕÓ ÎÏÕÎ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ 
ÓÅÍÁÎÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÐÁÑÕÅȡ ÔÈÅ ÅØÁÃÔ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈȭ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ 
upon encyclopaedic knowledge, so that the meaning of the whole is not simply 
compositional (cf. Levi 1978: 52). Other notable semantic features of associative ANs are 
that the associative adjectives usually have fairly restricted distributions in terms of the 
nouns they can modify (Giegerich 2005: 576) and, in some cases, associative adjectives 
have virtually synonymous nouns with which they are interchangeable. Levi (1978: 38), 
for example, gives the examples shown in (14).  
 

(14) (a) atom bomb  (b) atomic bomb 
  mother role   maternal role 
  industry output    industrial output  
  ocean life   marine life 
  language skills   linguistic skills 
  city parks   urban parks 
 

In each case, the NN combination in (14a) is virtually synonymous with the 
corresponding AN combination in (14b). Overall, the semantic properties of associative 
adjectives lead Giegerich (2005: 576) to conclude that associative ANs and certain NN 
ÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄÓ ȬÁÒÅ ÖÉÒÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȭȢ 

In terms of distribution, associative adjectives only occur in attributive position: 
they are therefore effectively bound forms, since they can only occur with a following 
noun. And because associative adjectives are not amenable to adverbial modification, 
combinations of associative adjective plus noun have the distribution of nouns, a fact 
well-recognised across a range of theoretical approaches, e.g. Levi 1978: 66ɀ74, 
!ÌÅØÉÁÄÏÕ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ ςππχȡ ςρωȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȬÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÖÅ 
ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÃÁÎ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÁÓÅs be modified by adverbs when they occur in different 
contexts. So (15b) is possible, even though (15c) is not: 
 

(15) (a) Shelley ran to the jeep for the medical bag .  (JYA 1850) 
 (b) ... a decision for the doctor to make, based upon wholly medical criteri a. 
                                                                                                                 (ASK 1232) 
 (c) *Shelley ran to the jeep for the wholly medical bag . 
 

In (15b), the adjective medical has a slightly different meaning, representing a property 
of the concept expressed by the noun, rather than something associated with it. With this 



MELANIE J. BELL  The English noun-noun construct: 
a morphological and syntactic object 

 

On-Line Proceedings of the 8th Mediterranean Morphology Meeting 

71 

type of meaning, adjectives are classed as ascriptive (e.g. Pullum & Huddleston 2002: 
557) or qualitative (e.g. Beard 1991). A particular adjectival string may have both 
associative and ascriptive uses or, to put it another way, associative adjectives can have 
ascriptive homophones. 

Overall then, associative adjectives represent a so-called Ȭmismatched categoryȭ: 
while they have the semantics and distribution of nouns, they have the morphological 
form of adjectives (e.g. Giegerich 2005: 576). Because associative adjectives cannot be 
adverbially modified, and because they are also semantically similar to nouns, 
combinations of associative adjective plus noun fit the pattern in (10b) rather than (10a). 
This means that, in cases where the adjective is associative, [AN]N and N[AN] 
constructions can be analysed as compounds, and such constructions therefore provide 
no evidence about the morphosyntactic status of the corresponding NN. 

 
2.4. Summary 

In the absence of inflectional or other reliable criteria for compoundhood, scholars have 
used the existence of [AN]N and N[AN] constructions to argue for the phrasal status of 
some NNs in Present-day English. This argument rests on the assumption that these 
constructions are themselves phrasal, but in fact they can also be analysed as compounds 
in which one constituent is itself a compound or lexicalised phrase. If they are 
compounds, they provide no information about the corresponding NN, which may not 
even have been coined. 

Assuming for the moment that two classes might exist, I have argued that two 
types of evidence can help to distinguish [AN]N and N[AN] compounds from putative 
syntactic strings with the same surface form. Firstly, if the AN constituent is lexicalised or 
institutionalised, then a compound analysis cannot be ruled out. Secondly, if the AN 
constituent is not lexicalised or institutionalised, then the possibility arises than the 
larger construction is phrasal, or at least phrase-like. If such phrasal constructions exist, 
we would expect that the adjectives within them are amenable to adverbial modification. 
In this case, it ought to be possible to find constructions of the form [AdvAN]N and 
N[AdvAN] in which the AdvAN constituents are not themselves lexicalised or 
institutionalised. 

If such phrase-like types are found, then a further question arises as to the 
circumstances under which they can be formed. Plag (2003: 160) suggests it could be 
ÁÒÇÕÅÄ Ȭthat there are only some restricted classes of nouns whose members are allowed 
ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÁÓ ÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃ ÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÎÏÕÎÓȭȢ )Î ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ 
criterion for phrasal status, it will therefore be instructive to look at the nouns that occur 
in N1 position, to see whether they do indeed fall into particular categories. However, if 
categorisation does not fully explain the patterns found, then other, more gradient 
explanations will need to be sought. 

In the corpus study that follows, a large number of constructions with the form 
[AN]N, [AdvAN]N, N[AN] or N[AdvAN] are extracted from the British National Corpus 
and tested against the criteria described above. It is shown that, while in the great 
majority of cases these constructions have the distribution of compound nouns, there are 
some that have properties associated with phrases. In cases that seem to satisfy the 
criteria for phrasal status, a further analysis is made of the N1 constituents. As predicted 
by Plag (ibid.), certain classes of N1 are particularly frequent in these constructions. But 
over and above this, it is shown that, in the phrase-like constructions, even those N1s that 
do not fall into any easily-recognisable category in fact have the distribution of frequent 
modifiers, and that this appears to be a gradient rather than categorical property. 
 

3. Method 
3.1. Creating a database 
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The British National Corpus (BNC) was chosen because it is a large and well-balanced 
corpus, consisting of approximately 90 million words of written and 10 million words of 
spoken English, across a wide range of text types. Furthermore, because the corpus is 
grammatically annotated, it can be searched for strings matching particular parts of 
speech. For this study, the corpus was queried using BNCweb (Hoffmann & Evert 2006), a 
web-based interface that allows searches by part of speech and will return up to 5000 
hits for any query. Most of the searches in this study yielded more than 5000 hits, and so 
the random selection option included with the interface was used to select 5000 tokens 
at random from the total number found.  

Four initial searches were conducted: firstly for strings labelled ANN, secondly 
for NAN, thirdly for AdvAN(A)N, where (A) indicates an optional adjective, and finally for 
NAdvAN. The first two searches were conducted twice, giving a total of 10,000 tokens of 
each type, from which duplicate hits were removed before further processing. The third 
and fourth queries were run once each, yielding 5000 and 2622 tokens respectively. All 
tokens were then inspected in their corpus context to find those in which the A and Adv 
constituents selectively modified either N1 or N2, in other words, those with the 
following semantic structures: [AN]N, N[AN], [AdvAN]N and N[AdvAN]. The tokens with 
these structures formed the database for the study.  
 
3.2. Correlates of lexicalisation and institutionalisation  
 
Each item in the database was tested to find out whether the construction as a whole, 
and/or the AN constituent within it, could be regarded as lexicalised or institutionalised, 
i.e. as an established lexical item. This is not the same as establishing morphosyntactic 
status. Remember that both words and phrases can have opaque semantics and may 
therefore need to be listed, and that strings with the form of phrases can function as first 
constituents in English compound nouns, especially (though not exclusively) when those 
strings represent established lexemes. Various measures can be used to operationalise 
the notions of lexicalisation and institutionalisation, and these measures fall into the 
broad categories of listedness, orthography and frequency. The study presented in this 
paper uses each of these types, as described in the following paragraphs.  

To operationalise semantic opacity and institutionalisation one can use 
dictionaries. In general it can be assumed that dictionaries, for economic and practical 
reasons, tend to list those complex words that are in some sense idiosyncratic; for 
example, have a meaning that is not inferable from the constituent parts, or a particular 
ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÍÏÎÇÓÔ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÏÎÅÓȢ (ÅÎÃÅȟ ȬÌÉÓÔÅÄÎÅÓÓȭȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ 
having an entry in a dictionary, can be taken as an indication that a NN is likely to be 
institut ionalised or semantically opaque. Of course, dictionaries also list some fully 
transparent complex words, but one can assume that among those NNs listed in a 
dictionary there is a large proportion of non-transparent ones. In any case, what is at 
issue in this study is not simply whether a particular AN pair is semantically lexicalised, 
but rather the broader question as to whether it is an established combination. 

OED Online, the online version of the Oxford English Dictionary, was checked for 
each type in the database, as well as their AN components. There is considerable 
variation in how NNs are listed in the dictionary, sometimes as full entries and 
sometimes under one of their constituents, usually the modifier. Because of this 
inconsistency, any hit from the main electronic search page (i.e. not including the full 
text) was counted as an entry. Nevertheless, there were marked discrepancies in the 
results: for example, general hospital is listed, whereas depressed fracture is not, even 
though it is non-compositional, meaning a fracture of the skull. To compensate for this, all 
items that did not have an entry in OED Online were then checked in the on-line 
encyclopaedia, Wikipedia. If the search term was found to be the title of a page in 
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Wikipedia, even if that page redirected the search elsewhere, the term was counted as 
listed. The only exception was made for entries referring to proper names. For example, a 
search for younger brother brings up a page in Wikipedia, but the page is about a pop 
group with that name: such results were not counted as a listing. 

A second correlate of lexicalisation is orthography. It is generally assumed that 
lexicalisation strongly correlates with frequency (e.g. Lipka 1994: 2165) and it has also 
been shown, for NN constructs, that frequency correlates with orthography (e.g. Plag et 
al. 2007, 2008). NNs written as one word tend to have higher frequencies than those 
written as two separate words, which is a strong indication that orthographically 
concatenated NNs are more lexicalised on average than non-concatenated ones. The 
assumption is made here that the same is true for AN combinations. The related 
assumption, that concatenated or hyphenated orthography is used by speakers when 
they perceive the constituent parts as constituting a single conceptual unit, seems equally 
true for ANs as for NNs.  

The query syntax used in this study returned only strings written with spaces 
between all the words, and so all AN constituents of items in the database were known to 
occur in the BNC with spaced orthography. However, many strings that occur spaced can 
also be found hyphenated or even concatenated. In this study, I therefore used two 
frequency-based variables as measures of lexicalisation.  These were AN frequency and 
ȬÓÐÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÒÁÔÉÏȭȟ ×hich is the number of non-spaced tokens of a string found in a corpus 
divided by the number of spaced tokens, i.e. the ratio of non-spaced frequency to spaced 
frequency (Bell & Plag 2013). For all non-listed AN types in the database, which were also 
not names, lemmatised frequencies were taken from the whole 100 million words of the 
BNC using the BYU-BNC interface (Davies 2004-). Separate frequencies were obtained for 
AN written as two words (spaced) and one word (non-spaced), with hyphenated tokens 
included in the non-spaced count. AN frequency was then defined as the sum of the two 
different spelling frequencies, while spelling ratio was the non-spaced frequency divided 
by the spaced frequency.  

Finally, all items and their constituents were checked to see whether they were 
proper names. These included not only prototypical personal and place names, but also 
names of companies, products, other organisations, events and so on. Occasionally it was 
unclear whether a writer/speaker intended a particular string as a name. In such cases, 
capitalisation was taken as an indication of intended name status and the wider context 
was also taken into consideration.  
 

3.3. Morphological family sizes  
 
In order to test the hypothesis that certain nouns in N1 position are more likely than 
others to occur in phrase-like NNs, I calculated the family size ratio for a subset of N1 
constituents in the database. The family size ratio is the positional family size of a 
constituent divided by its reverse family size, that is to say the number of NN types in 
which it occurs in the same position, N1 or N2, divided by the number of NN types in 
which it occurs in the other position. Each NN has a left constituent family and a right 
constituent family. The group of NNs in which the same constituent occurs in the same 
position constitute the positional family for that constituent. For example, the left 
positional constituent family of country house would include NNs such as country club, 
country music, countryside, while the right positional constituent family would feature 
NNs like town house, jailhouse, and summer house. The reverse family of house would 
include, for example, house mate, house mice, house coat, house boat and so on. Likewise, 
the reverse family of country would consist of mother country, gulf country, farm country, 
donor country and so on. Positional and reverse family sizes can be extracted from the 
corpus by searching for NN strings in which particular constituents occur in one position 
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or the other: Bell (2012) demonstrates that these raw measures are highly correlated 
with accurate family sizes. 

Family size ratio was calculated for those nouns that occurred as N1 in 
potentially phrasal N[AN] constructions, where the noun did not fall into any category 
proposed in the literature to favour a syntactic analysis. The hypothesis to be tested is 
that the first nouns in phrase-like NNs are likely to be those that typically occur as 
modifiers, and therefore have some adjective-like properties in terms of distribution. 
This leads to the prediction that these nouns will have higher family size ratios in N1 
position than a random selection of nouns in that position, i.e. they will modify a wide 
range of nouns, but will themselves be modified by relatively few. 
 

3.4. Procedure  
 
Each construction type, [AN]N, N[AN], [AdvAN]N and N[AdvAN], was analysed 
separately. In each case, every example of the construction in the database, as well as the 
AN constituents within them, were checked for listedness using OED online and 
Wikipedia, as described above. Secondly, all items and their constituents were checked to 
see whether they were proper names. Thirdly, for those types where neither the whole 
construction nor AN was listed or a name, a check was made to ascertain whether the 
adjective could be classed as associative. As described in section 2.3, constructions with 
any of these three patterns can be regarded as compounds, and therefore do not 
constitute evidence that the corresponding NN is phrase-like.  

Finally, for each construction type, the remaining tokens were inspected for 
obvious patterns, such as those suggested by Plag (2003: 160). Residual tokens that did 
not fall into any easily-recognisable category were then analysed using various 
quantitative measures. The details of these analyses vary slightly for each construction 
type, and for clarity of exposition they are therefore described together with the 
presentation of the results in the following sections.  
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4. Modification of N1: results and discussion  
4.1. [Adjective Noun] Noun  

The search for strings labelled adjective noun noun yielded 555,122 hits in 3932 
different texts, a frequency of 5646 instances per million words. Of these, 8002 randomly 
selected tokens were inspected in context. In 1260 cases, about 16% of the total, the 
adjective selectively modified the first noun, so that the string had the structure [AN]N. 
This suggests that such constructions occur about 0.16 x 5646 = 903 times per million 
words, or approximately once in every thousand words. The 1260 tokens represented 
1190 types of [AN]N and 831 types of AN. The distribution of various patterns within the 
[AN]N types is shown in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Distribution of patterns in [AN]N 
AN and/or ANN listed 992 83.4% 
not listed, but AN and/or ANN is proper name 64 5.4% 
other evidence that AN forms a unit (e.g. NN not possible with same meaning) 59 5.0% 
none of the above, but A is associative 7 0.6% 
sub-total 1122 94.3% 
none of the above, but N2 is appositive 8 0.7% 
ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ !. ÆÏÒÍÓ Á ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ 41 3.4% 
residual types 19 1.6% 
total 1190 100.0% 

 
4.1.1. AN has the distribution of a noun  
 
Perhaps the most striking result is that in the great majority of types (83.4%) the AN 
constituent and/or the construction as a whole is listed. Examples are given in (16), 
where right hand has an entry in OED Online while floating rate and cold weather 
payments have entries in Wikipedia: 
 
(16) (a) ... Jason's trusted right hand man  ... (ADR 1529) 
 (b) ... in the case of floating rate loans  ... (CBU 4668) 
 (c) The hon. Member ... referred to cold weather payments . (HHX 10274)  
 
In about a quarter of cases (26%), either [AN]N, AN, or both, were names. These largely 
overlapped with the listed types. Examples of these three types are given in (17a-c) 
respectively: 
 
(17) (a) ... proceedings on the Criminal Justice Bill ... (EEC 689)  
 (b) ...  Gallacher applied for the Labour Party whip  ȣ ɉ*8- ρπωωɊ 
 (c) ... a 27ɀ7 victory over the Green Bay Packers ... (CEP 3163) 
 
In a further 59 cases (5%), there was other evidence that the AN constituent formed a 
lexical unit even though it was not a proper name and was not listed. In some cases, it 
was clear that the whole construction was a compound of AN plus N, rather than a 
modified NN, because the corresponding NN would not have had the same meaning as in 
the overall construction. For example, in (18a), adjustable back rucksacks is clearly a 
compound of adjustable back and rucksacks, because back rucksacks could not be taken to 
ÍÅÁÎ ȬÒÕÃËÓÁÃËÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÁÃËÓȭȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ adjustable back rucksacks ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÒÕÃËÓÁÃËÓ ×ÉÔÈ 
ÁÄÊÕÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÂÁÃËÓȭȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÉÎ ɉρψÂɊȟ angled mouth pipette has to be a compound of 
angled mouth and pipetteȟ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÉÔ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȬÁ ÐÉÐÅÔÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÁÎÇÌÅÄ ÍÏÕÔÈȭȟ ÁÎÄ mouth 
pipette ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÍÅÁÎ ȬÁ ÐÉÐÅÔÔÅ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÍÏÕÔÈȭȢ "ÏÔÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÁÒÉÓÅ 
because the first noun represents an integral part of the entity represented by the second 
noun, back rucksacks is not possible with the same meaning as adjustable back rucksacks 
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because all rucksacks have backs, and similarly mouth pipette is not possible with the 
same meaning as angled mouth pipette because all pipettes have mouths.  
Other types of evidence that the AN forms a lexical unit are exemplified in (18c) and 
(18d). In several cases, exemplified in (18c), the AN or the whole ANN were found to 
have institutionalised meanings in particular fields, as evidenced by their frequent 
reduction to acronyms. For example, slow transit constipation has an institutionalised 
meaning in medicine and is often abbreviated to STC. In other cases, including (18d), the 
AN constituent had a locally lexicalised meaning, defined in the context. For example, 
subterranean passage view occurs in a text about the Loch Ness Monster, where the 
possibility has been discussed that monsters might enter the lake through a 
subterranean passage.  
 
(18) (a) Adjustable back rucksacks  (G2S 1703) 
 (b)  Use an angled mouth pipette  ÔÏ ÌÏÃÁÌÉÚÅ Á ÆÅ× ÅÍÂÒÙÏÓ ȣ ɉ%6φ φωπɊ 
 (c) ... patients complaining of slow transit constipation  ... (HU4 782) 
 (d) The subterranean  passage view offers a plausible account ... (AMT 714) 
 
Another seven items, which did not conform to any of the patterns discussed so far in this 
section, were nevertheless found to involve associative adjectives, and examples of these 
are given in (19). 
 
(19) (a) ... the environmental labelling issue  ... (ALV 82) 
 (b) ... his yard ran an efficient ... marine supplies business  ... (CCW 204) 
 (c) ... the AL1-BL is a compact dual arm loader  ... (HST 87) 
 
Altogether, the aforementioned types constituted 94.3% of the [AN]N types found. In 
other words, in the overwhelming majority of cases of [AN]N, the AN constituent is a 
lexical unit and the whole construction is therefore best understood as a compound of AN 
and N. Only 68 [AN]N types in the data did not show any obvious evidence that the AN 
constituent had the distribution of a noun: these 68 types can therefore be regarded as 
potentially phrasal. 
 
4.1.2. Appositive modifiers  
 
Amongst the potentially phrasal [AN]N types, eight had an appositional structure 
exemplified in (20):  
 
(20) (a) ȣ ÇÕÅÒÒÉÌÌÁÓ ÒÁÉÎÅÄ ÒÏÃËÅÔÓ ȢȢȢ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ Afghan capital Kabul.  (CH6 264)  
 (b) Malcolm was followed by his red -haired brother William ȣ ɉ%&ς στςɊ 
 (c)      ȣ ÐÌÅÁÓÅ ÄÒÏÐ ÔÈÁÔ stupid name Aotearoa ȣ ɉ((σ ωπσπɊ 
 
It seems that this appositional construction may provide evidence that the corresponding 
NN is phrasal, and we might therefore expect to find constructions of the form [AdvAN]N 
with this same kind of appositional relation between the constituents. 
 
4.1.3. AN has the distribut ion of an adjective  
 
Amongst the remaining types, there was a striking dichotomy according to whether or 
not the AN constituent occurred with non-spaced orthography in the corpus. In the 41 
cases where the AN constituent was found concatenated, hyphenated or both, the 
constituent seemed to represent a lexicalised unit of the kind regarded by Bauer (1983: 
211) as compound adjectives. These are exemplified in (21). 
 
(21) (a) ȣ ) ÔÏÏË ÍÁÓÔÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÍÉÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ early morning tea  ȣ ɉ!π$ ςσωχɊ 
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 (b) Return the coupon today for a free full colour brochure  ȣ ɉ#&3 ςςχπɊ 
 (c) In general, only high priority cases  are able to gain a place. (G1C 1369) 
 
As Bauer notes, these same combinations of adjective + noun, when used in non 
attributive position, are straightforward noun phrases. However, when used in 
attributive position, they assume the characteristics of adjectives. In the present study, 
evidence that they are lexicalised items comes from the frequency data. 

If these AN pairs are indeed established units, despite not being listed and not 
being names, then we would predict that their spelling ratio (the proportion of times they 
occur in the corpus with hyphenated or concatenated orthography) would be 
significantly higher than the equivalent measures for AN combinations in general. 
Furthermore, if they have the distribution of adjectives, we might expect them to occur as 
attributive modifiers more often that the average AN combination and also to modify a 
larger number of nouns, i.e. to have a significantly larger positional family size.  

To test these hypotheses, 200 AN combinations were selected at random from the 
BNC, using the BNCweb (CQP-Edition) interface (Hoffmann & Evert 2006). This interface 
allows searches based exclusively on part of speech, so it was possible to search for 
strings of the form AN. Starting at the beginning of the list, the random selection of AN 
strings produced by the interface was inspected to find hits in which the AN pair 
constituted a premodified noun. Sampling ended when 200 such types had been found. 
Total frequency, spelling ratio, frequency in attributive position and positional family size 
×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÃÁÌÃÕÌÁÔÅÄ ÂÏÔÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ τρ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ςππ 
randomly selected AN combinations. The proportion of times each AN occurred as a 
modifier (ATTRIBUTIVE PROPORTION) was calculated as its frequency in attributive position 
divided by its total frequency. Spelling ratio, attributive proportion and positional family 
size were all logarithmatised in order to guard against the effects of extreme values and 
produce sufficiently normal distributions to use parametric tests of significance. In the 
case of family size, 1.0 was added to the raw values before taking logs, since some of the 
randomly selected AN combinations did not occur in attributive position and it was 
necessary to avoid taking the logarithm of zero. 

All three hypotheses were shown to be correct. Compared to the random sample 
ÏÆ !.Óȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÈÁÄ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃantly higher attributive proportions 
(t=7.6849, p=3.089e-12), significantly higher spelling ratios (t=5.1099, p=2.293e-06) and 
significantly higher positional family sizes (t=10.5929, p= 8.296e-15). The frequency data 
therefore strongly support the view that there is a group of AN collocations that function 
as compound adjectives, as suggested by Bauer (1983: 211), Jespersen (1914: 320) and 
Arnaud (2008). Just as with the appositional types, we would therefore predict that 
[AdvAN]N constructions will be found in which the AN constituent forms one of these 
compound adjectives. From a qualitative point of view it is striking that certain adjectives 
seem to occur particularly frequently in this compound adjective construction. Of the 41 
[AN]N types in which the AN can be regarded as a compound adjective, 16 of them 
involve the adjective high, five times in the context of high quality and three times in the 
context of high risk. The combination early morning occurs in six of the 41 types. 

 
4.1.3. Relative frequen cies of AN and NN 

The remaining 19 types of [AN]N are shown in table (2):  

4ÁÂÌÅ ςȡ Ȭ2ÅÓÉÄÕÁÌȭ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÉÎ ɍ!.Ɏ. 

                   [[AN]N]  

1  bare brick Kitchen (CJT 786) 

2  dependent employee status (FEW 1272) 

3  dilute solution data (HRG 730) 
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4  Fatal crash trial (K5D 5875) 

5  green code business (JS7 266) 

6  green strategy document (JP7 1052) 

7  high debt country (K59 1334) 

8  high sulphate period (HU4 4034) 

9  Lateral adjustment lever (KA3 26) 

10  local office monitoring (HCL 656) 

11  major offence categories (G1J 60) 

12  minimum competencies legislation (FAM 106) 

13  minimum fill mark (HWF 3418) 

14  Multiple licence packs (CR0 51) 

15  natural leather couches (C8S 1237) 

16  online catalogue terminals (GXE 280) 

17  personal questionnaire approach (HJ0 10088) 

18  special protection service (JS9 32) 

19  Western democracy influence (EFA 514) 

Although the AN combinations in these types are not listed, are not names and do not 
occur with unspaced orthography in the corpus, it is nevertheless striking that many of 
them represent common collocations such as dilute solution, fatal crash and online 
catalogue. Two of them, high debt and high sulphate are reminiscent of the compound 
adjectives discussed in previous paragraphs. In other cases, the adjective could arguably 
have been tagged as a noun e.g. green and minimum, in which case the construction could 
simply be regarded as a tri-constituent compound noun. In other words, this residual 
group are far from being convincingly phrasal, and the hypothesis arises that they in fact 
belong to the group of compound nouns in which the first constituent is a lexicalised or 
institutionalised AN. If this hypothesis is correct, we might expect the ANs in this group 
to have higher frequency that an average AN. 
To test the hypothesis that, in the residual group of [AN]N constructions, the AN 
constituents are institutionalised, their frequency was compared against the frequencies 
of a large number of AN combinations selected at random from the BNC. Because, for this 
test, it was not necessary to calculate family sizes, which is a time consuming procedure, 
it was possible to use a larger random sample than in the previous section. The BNCweb 
(CQP-Edition) interface (Hoffmann & Evert 2006) was used to search for strings with the 
following form: article, adjective, common noun, punctuation. This ensured that the AN 
combinations retrieved were units in which the adjective modified the noun. 5000 such 
hits were extracted at random, together with their type frequencies in the corpus, and 
these were compared with the type frequencies of the AN combinations in the residual 
group shown in Table 2. The average frequency for the random group was mean=1.11, 
median=1, and in the group from Table 2 the mean was 25.47 and the median 6. Even 
after log transformation, these frequencies were not even approximately normally 
distributed, so a non-parametric test, the Wilcoxon rank sum test, was used to assess the 
significance of this difference: it was indeed found to be highly significant (w=2769.5 p < 
2.2e-16). In other words, the AN combinations in these residual types are significantly 
more frequent than the average AN. 

This difference in frequency is so large that it suggests the possibility that it might 
be due to an artefact in the data. If the AN constituents of our residual types contain 
particularly frequent adjectives and nouns, the AN frequencies of this small set might be 
artificially elevated. To check this possibility, a second test was run. This time, the 
frequencies of the AN combinations in Table 2 were compared with the frequencies of all 
other AN combinations in the BNC composed from the same set of constituents, in other 
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words all combinations in which the adjective was one of bare, dependent, dilute, fatal etc 
and all combinations in which the noun was one of kitchen, employee, solution, crash etc. 
The mean frequency of the AN constituents in this group was 4.55 and median frequency 
was again 1. Using the Wilcoxon rank sum test to compare these values with the values 
for the AN constituents in Table 2 again showed a very significant difference (w=14775, 
p=3.962e-10). The fact that the group in Table 2 has much higher frequency both than AN 
combinations in general, and than other combinations with those particular adjectives 
and nouns, suggests that the combinations found in [AN]N constructions are relatively 
lexicalised. If this is so, then these constructions can simply be interpreted as compounds 
of N and AN, and they say nothing about the status of any putative corresponding NN 
construction.  

If these combinations should indeed be interpreted as compounds of N and AN, 
one might expect there to be a closer bond between the adjective and first noun that 
between the two nouns. To test this hypothesis, a paired Wilcoxon test was conducted 
comparing the frequency of the AN in each of these combinations with the corresponding 
NN frequency. As stated previously, the mean AN frequency was 25.47 and the median 
AN frequency was 6; this compared with a mean of 3.74 for NN frequency and a median 
of 2. After adding some jitter to the data in order to avoid having tied values (cf. Baayen 
2008: 74), the paired Wilcoxon test showed a highly significant difference between AN 
frequency and NN frequency (v=24, p=0.002838). Overall, for the [AN]Ns in Table 2, the 
AN combination occurs significantly more frequently than the corresponding NN. 
The result described in the previous paragraph might be irrelevant to the current 
discussion if AN constructions are in general more frequent than NN constructions. To 
check this, 5000 NN combinations were selected at random from the BNCweb (CQP-
Edition) interface (Hoffmann & Evert 2006) in the same way as described above for AN 
combinations. The frequencies of the random NN pairs were then compared with the 
frequencies of the random ANs. For random AN the mean frequency is 1.11 and the 
median is 1; for random NNs the mean is 1.14 and the median is also 1. Overall, the NN 
combinations are marginally more frequent than the AN combinations, and, surprisingly, 
this difference turns out to be highly significant (w=9619326, p=1.211e-0.6). This highly 
significant difference, despite a relatively small difference in the means and no difference 
in the medians, is presumably due to the fact that the data sets are so large. 

Overall then, there is evidence that the AN constituents in these residual types 
are significantly more frequent than AN combinations in general, significantly more 
frequent than other AN combinations with the same adjective or noun, significantly more 
frequent than the corresponding NN combinations, and that these differences are not due 
to differences in the language at large. This suggests that in order for an ANN sequence to 
be interpreted as having the structure [AN]N, the AN combination has to be more 
strongly bound than the corresponding NN combination would be. If this is not the case, 
in other words if NN is more strongly bound than AN, the natural interpretation is that 
the adjective modifies N2, or perhaps the NN as a whole. 

In summary, all the examples of [AN]N in the database, with the exception of 
eight appositive constructions, show evidence that AN is lexicalised, or at least more 
tightly bound than the corresponding NN. This is perhaps not surprising, since in cases 
where NN is more tightly bound than AN, the natural interpretation is that the adjective 
modifies N2 or the NN as a whole. In most cases where AN is a lexical unit, the AN 
combination has the distribution of a noun, although in some cases it has the distribution 
of an adjective. It may be that even in the appositive types, it would be possible to 
demonstrate a tighter connection between the adjective and first noun than between the 
two nouns, although this remains a question for future research. What these results 
indicate is that, given a particular NN, the possibility of forming a corresponding [AN]N 
depends more on the availability of a lexicalised or institutionalised AN constituent than 
it does on the morphosyntactic status of the NN. Having said that, the more frequent 
and/or semantically tightly bound NN is, the more difficult it will be to find an AN 
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constituent that is even more frequent and/or tightly bound. To this extent, the 
availabilit y of N1 for independent modification can be seen as a reflex of the frequency 
and degree of lexicalisation of NN. 

 
4.2. [AdverbAdjectiveNoun]Noun  

! ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȬÁÄÖÅÒÂ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÎÏÕÎ ɉÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅɊ ÎÏÕÎȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ρφφςτ ÈÉÔÓ 
in 2894 different texts. These were thinned, using the random selection method provided 
by the corpus interface, to 5000 hits, and these 5000 were inspected in context to 
establish their structure. In the majority of cases (3772), the structure was [AdvA][NN]: 
in other words, a prenominal adjective phrase modifying (the head of) a NN. In very 
unfair power battle (KRL 5239), for example, it is the battle that is very unfair. In a 
further 1171 cases, the AdvANN string did not constitute a constituent, for example: 
however, by then feelings were so high Mr Pennell resisted arrest (HJ3 7205). This left 
only 71 hits with the structure [AdvAN]N. These included 63 different types, which are 
shown in Tables 3 and 4. 

Table 3: Institutionalised expressions, names and apposition in [AdvAN]N 

 institutionalised  
1 too fast ascent warnings (ARE 390) 
2 massively parallel systems builders (CNF 19) 
3 massively parallel applications gap (CPL 2) 
4 massively parallel processing pioneers (CTN 277) 
5 very small aperture terminal (CBU 1920) 
6 very low birthweight infants (EA2 632) 
 names    
7 Less Favoured Areas Directive (B02 14) 
8 Most Favoured Nation status (K5D 5435) 
9 Less Favoured Area supplement (K5H 456) 
 apposition    
10 widely used text-book Elementary Chemical (A1W 141) 
11 normally tedious rogue Autolycus (AJN 297) 
12 very dear friend Alexander (CKC 996) 
13 pretty blonde tourist Julie (HAE 3022) 
14 then Soviet counterpart Eduard (HLD 2950) 
15 twice champion driver Graham (K4C 280) 
16 internationally famous hypnotist Andrew (K4N 22) 

 
In Table 3, items 1-6 involve institutionalised expressions similar to those discussed in 
the previous sections: massively parallel is a conventionalised expression in computer 
science and massively parallel processing is often abbreviated to MPP. Too fast ascent is an 
institutionalised expression in the field of diving, very small aperture terminal is a 
frequent expression in the field of satellite communication, often abbreviated to VSAT, 
and very low birth weight is a lexical expression in the field of medicine, abbreviated to 
VLBW. In items 7-9, either the AdvAN constituent or the whole construction are names. 
These various types do not therefore constitute evidence about the status or even 
existence of the corresponding NN. Items 10-16, however, are appositional. These are the 
types we expected to find if appositional structures of the form [AN]N are phrasal. It 
therefore seems that constructions of this type may be best analysed as the apposition of 
two noun phrases. 

The remaining 47 tokens are shown in Table 4. It is immediately striking that 
many of the AN combinations resemble those classed as compound adjectives in section 
4.1.3, both in terms of their familiarity as collocations and the prevalence of high in 
adjective position.  
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Table 4: Ȭ#ÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÉÎ ɍ!ÄÖ!.Ɏ. 

an almost short scale  element (C9J 874) 
comparatively low salt  diets (ABB 360) 
the completely free market  approach (CE8 69) 
distinctively inner city  problems (BN8 34) 
the essentially old hat  rock opera theatrics(CHB 2230) 
extremely good value  banking service (F9D 688) 
extremely low temperature  regions (KRH 2905) 
formerly Eastern Bloc countries (ACR 3411) 
a generally low key  display. (HJ3 4463) 
increasingly higher order  objectives (EVV 301) 
these largely working cl ass conservatives (EAY 866) 
the more common sense view (CS2 675) 
much better quality  possession (CB3 735) 
a much longer term  thing (AKU 270) 
much lower level  functions (CSK 444) 
predominantly good class housing (FBJ 136) 
a predominantly working class  area (FR4 225) 
the previously low wage  areas (HXP 193) 
purely private sector  companies (EX2 903) 
a rather bad taste  way (G1W 2802) 
really good quality  typesetting (G00 2622) 
this relatively low budget  film (A0E 53) 
relatively low cost  partner production (HXJ 40) 
a relatively short term  thing (JA9 231) 
somewhat better quality  Other Ranks (BNB 470) 
substantially free market  economies (H9F 835) 
ultra high quality  Josephson junction devices (BMK 893) 
ultra high speed serial processors (BMC 3278) 
ultra long range  aircraft (CAU 54) 
the very good fitting  garments (KRJ 38) 
a very good quality  bitch (AR5 1196) 
very good quality  Fender Strat derivatives(C9K 2549) 
very high energy  particles (KRH 3021) 
very high energy  protons (KRH 3017) 
the very high  grade  Norlands nanny training (KC0 5234) 
a very high quality  synthetic range (CC0 1008) 
a very high quality  tool (G00 3049) 
a very high speed backbone (KA4 308) 
very high value  crops (APN 460) 
very high yield  synthesis (ALW 331) 
very large capacity  disk drives (CPY 11) 
very large scale unemployment (CAN 117) 
a very long term  problem (BN4 1642) 
a very long term  solution (HRK 582) 
a very low calorie  diet (B3G 1361) 
a very low profile  game (FUK 604) 
very real time  intelligence (ADL 863) 

 
A query to the BNC revealed that all of the AN types in Table 4 do occur hyphenated or 
concatenated in the corpus, sometimes with very high frequencies. In order to test the 
ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ !.Ó ÂÅÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÇÒÏÕÐȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÅÓ 
were calculated for each AN combination in Table 4: spelling ratio, attributive proportion 
and positional family size. These were compared with the same variables for the random 
sample of ANs described in section (4.1). In all cases, the values for the types in Table 4 
were significantly higher than the values for the random selection. In other words, the AN 
combinations in Table 4 are significantly more likely to be spelt with unspaced 
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orthography (t = 7.6458, p = 1.043e-11), occur in attributive position for a significantly 
higher proportion of their total occurrences (t = 7.1895, p = 1.626e-11) and modify a 
significantly larger number of nouns (t = 13.8494, p< 2.2e-16). Of course, these factors 
are not unrelated: AN types that modify a large number of head nouns are likely to occur 
in attributive position relatively often, so that attributive proportion and positional 
family size will tend to be correlated. Furthermore, there is a tendency for AN 
combinations to be written hyphenated when they occur in attributive position, so that a 
high attributive proportion is likely to be associated with a high spelling ratio. 
.ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒ ÓÏ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔÌÙ ÉÎ 
these respects from AN combinations in general, provides strong evidence that they are 
atypically prone to behave as modifiers. 

The values of these variables for the items in Table 4were then compared against 
the values found for our compound adjective group in [AN]N constructions. In all cases 
there was no significant difference at a 5% level, suggesting that these AN types do 
indeed constitute a recognisable cluster with similar distributional properties. The 
[AdvAN]N constructions listed in Table 4 are those we predicted would occur if these AN 
types have the distribution of adjectives, and they therefore constitute further evidence 
ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȢ )Î ÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÏÒÄÓȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÒÅ ȬÓÙÎÔÁÃÔÉÃȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ 
they seem to have, or to be derived from, expressions with the internal structure and 
semantics of phrases, they are lexicalised in the sense that they are very frequent 
collocations with the distribution of single words.  

Despite the evidence that the AN combinations in Table 4 are institutionalised 
and have the distribution of adjectives, the question arises as to whether the adverbs in 
the larger constructions modify the AN as a unit or modify the adjective alone. For 
example, is completely free market approach best analysed as [completely [free market]] 
approach, i.e. an approach which is cÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ȬÆÒÅÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔȭ in nature, or as [[completely 
free] market] approach, i.e. an approach in which the market is completely free? In some 
cases, one interpretation may seem more likely than the other, while in other cases, both 
interpretations seem equally plausible. What is striking, however, is that with the 
exception of the appositional constructions and highly institutionalised expressions 
listed in Table 3, all structures of the form [AdvAN]N found in the corpus involve highly 
institutionalised AN pairs, as indicated by the high spelling ratios. If the correct analysis 
is that the adverb modifies the adjective alone, it is surprising that the strings with the 
most apparently phrase-like internal consistency of any in our database seem, with few 
exceptions, to involve such frequent and highly collocated combinations. In fact, if the 
adverb modifies the adjective alone, then the AN string is not a constituent of the larger 
construction and there would therefore be no way of explaining the fact that this 
construction only seems to arise where the AN combination forms a relatively tightly-
bound unit. It therefore seems that the analysis which best corresponds with the 
empirical evidence is that the adverb modifies the AN as a unit, although it should be 
conceded that there is some ambiguity in terms of possible interpretation of this 
structure. Jespersen (1914: 32) reaches a similar conclusion.  

The frequencies of the various different types of [AdvAN]N are shown in Table 5. 
These results serve to confirm the results found for [AN]N types: when N1 appears to be 
modified independently of N2, the AN or AdvAN constituent forms a lexicalised or 
institutionalised unit, relative to NN, except where N2 constitutes an appositive modifier. 
 

Table 5: Distribution of patterns in [AdvAN]N 
AAN and/or AANN is proper name 3 4.5% 
not proper name, but AAN and/or AANN is lexicalised 6 9.1% 
sub-total 9 13.6% 
ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ !. ÆÏÒÍÓ Á ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭ 50 75.8% 
none of the above, but N2 is appositive 7 10.6% 
total 66 100.0% 
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5. Modification of N2: results and discussion  
5.1. Noun [Adjective Noun]  
 
4ÈÅ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȬÎÏÕÎ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÎÏÕÎȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ρπυȟςτψ ÈÉÔÓ ÉÎ σφςψ 
different texts. A random selection of 8629 of these tokens were manually checked in 
context, and those with the structure N[AN] were extracted. These represented about 
14% of the total, suggesting that this construction occurs about 150 times in every 
million words. In other words, it is about six times less frequent than the [AN]N 
construction. In all, 1233 N[AN] tokens were found, corresponding to 1070 N[AN] types 
and 878 AN types. The most striking thing about this data is that in 701 cases, i.e. about 
66% of the N[AN] types, N1 is a proper noun. Out of a total of 719 types of N1, 464 (65%) 
were names, and of these, 88 (19%) were acronyms. A further breakdown of the results 
is shown in Table 6. 
 

Table 6: Distribution of patterns in N[AN] 
N1 is proper noun and NAN is proper name 356 33.3% 
N1 not proper noun, but NAN is proper name 47 4.4% 
neither of above, but AN and/or ANN listed 365 34.1% 
none of the above, but A is associative 19 1.8% 
sub-total 787 73.6% 
ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ .ρ ÉÓ Á ȬÐÒÏÐÅÒ ÎÏÕÎȭ 156 14.6% 
ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ .ρ ÉÓ Á ȬÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÏÕÎȭ 16 1.5% 
none of the above, but N1 has an incorporated number 38 3.6% 
residual types 73 6.8% 
total 1070 100.0% 

 
In 33.3% of the examples, both N1 and the whole construction constitute names, e.g. 
(22a), and in a further 4.4% of cases, the whole construction is a name, even though N1 is 
not, e.g. (22b). The various types of name found are shown in Table 7: by far the most 
common type is one where N1 is a place name and N[AN] is the name of an organisation 
based in that place (22a).  
 

Table 7: Name types in N[AN] 

Name type N1 name types  NAN name types 

place 269 58%  58 14% 

company 80 17%  40 10% 

group/organisation  60 13%  250 61% 

personal 35 8%  11 3% 

product 0 0%  8 2% 

publication 1 0%  14 3% 

other 19 4%  31 8% 

 464 100%  412 100% 

 
In a further 34.1% of cases, the AN constituent and/or the whole construction was listed 
in OED Online and/or Wikipedia. An example is given in (22c), where inner tube is listed 
in the OED Online. The cases where AN was listed also included a large proportion with a 
proper noun as N1. A further 19 types involved associative adjectives, and an example of 
this pattern is shown in (22d). 
 
(22) (a) ... was acquired by the York Archaeological Trust  ... (JTE 47) 
 (b) ... the Gas Advisory Service ... will check all appliances ... (FTY 260)  
 (c) ȣ ÈÁÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÌÙ ÏÎ ÈÁÎÄ ÔÏÏÌÓ ȣ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÏÄÄ bicycle inner tube  ȣ ɉ"-$ ρρρφɊ 
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 (d) A controller is serviced in the Depot Electrical Compound . (B09 1316) 
 
The remaining types are better candidates for a phrasal analysis. It is immediately 
striking that, as predicted by Plag (2003: 160), many of the N1s in this group fall into 
particular classes. In most of these cases, N1 is a proper noun, even though the 
construction as a whole is not a name. Examples are shown in (23). 
 
(23) (a) ȣ (ÏÌÙ×ÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ )ÎÓÔÏÎÉÁÎÓ ÕÓÅ ÔÈe Olympia synthetic pitch  ȣ ɉ(*σ χωυψɊ  
 (b) ȣ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ipswich northern bypass ȣ (KN3 652) 
 (c) ȣ %Ä×ÁÒÄ ,ÕÃÅÎÔÅȟ ÏÎÃÅ ÁÎ IBM bright light ȣ ɉCMX 475)  
 
In addition, there are two other clearly recognisable groups: firstly, those where N1 is a 
ȬÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÏÕÎȭȟ ÁÓ ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÉÎ ɉςτɊȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÃÏÎÄÌÙȟ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ .ρ ÉÓ Á ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 
integer plus noun, as exemplified in (25). 
 
(24)  (a) ...women carry brass bottomless bowls  ... (AEA 171) 
 (b) ...velcro and canvas brown trousers  ... (ACP 1032) 
 (c) ...the wax hermaphroditic torso  ... (CKW 481) 
 
(25) (a) ...a mere Ζρπ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÓÕÂÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ... (GXA 1057) 
 (b) ...using 15mm laminated chipboard  ... (ECJ 335) 
 (c) ...the seventy-acre industrial site  ... (APP 824) 
 
As Bauer & Huddleston point out (2002: 1660), these integer plus noun combinations are 
not nominals, since the noun is not inflected for number: in their analysis these types 
constitute compound adjectives. If this analysis is correct, then these constructions are 
irrelevant to the status of NN: the tagging of e.g. 15mm laminated chipboard as NAN is a 
mistake, and 15mm ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȬÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭȢ #ÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÇÅÒ ÐÌÕÓ 
noun can then be regarded as similar to, or perhaps even as a sub-ÃÌÁÓÓ ÏÆȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÏÍÐÏÕÎÄ 
ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ φȢτȢρȟ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ 
morphologically a noun. These three classes then, namely material nouns, proper nouns 
and nouns that incorporate an integer, may tend to give a phrasal flavour to 
constructions tagged as NN, in which they occur as first constituent. If so, we would 
expect to find constructions of the form N[AdvAN], in whÉÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ȬÎÏÕÎȭ ÆÁÌÌÓ ÉÎÔÏ 
these classes.  

Finally, there are 73 types in the data, representing 6.8% overall, which seem to 
be potentially phrasal despite the fact that the first noun does not fall into any of these 
three classes. Some examples are shown in (26).  
 
(26) (a) ...with minority Russian populations  ... (K5H 3602) 
 (b) ȢȢȢ-ÁÒÔÉÎȭÓ trademark hang -dog mooch ... (CAE 1317) 
 (c) ...the twin heart -shaped pockets ... (FRF 3387) 
 (d) ...the majority communist faction  ... (HLH 800 ) 
 (e) ...punished his rebel Celtic mercenaries  ... (H0K 916) 
 (f)  ...a weekend residential session  ... (ALB 166) 
 
What is striking about these types is that many of first nouns are listed in the OED as both 
noun and adjective, and it may be that they represent intermediate types between 
prototypical nouns and prototypical adjectives. To test the hypothesis that these items 
are distributionally similar  to attributive adjectives, I calculated the family size ratio for 
each N1 in the residual group. This sample was then compared against the N1 family size 
ratios of a random sample of 1000 NN types produced by Bell (2012). The hypothesis is 
that the first nouns in the potentially phrasal types exemplified in (26) typically occur as 
modifiers rather than heads, and will therefore have a higher family size ratio than N1 in 

http://bncweb.lancs.ac.uk/cgi-binbncXML/fileInfo.pl?text=KN3&urlTest=yes
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the average NN. This prediction turns out to be correct: the mean family size ratio for all 
first nouns in the random sample is 0.338, whereas the mean family size ratio for the first 
nouns in this group is 0.823. The potentially phrasal types therefore have a significantly 
higher N1 family size ratio (t=4.1285, p=8.767 e-05). This suggests that the extent to 
which any NN has a phrasal nature may depend on the identity of N1. Where N1 is a 
MODIFIER NOUN, the NN will be more loosely bound and more phrase-like, in the sense that 
adjectives modifying N2 can occur between N1 and N2. What is meant by the term 
ȬÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒ ÎÏÕÎȭ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÃÈ ÎÏÕÎÓ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÁÓ .ρ ÉÎ Á ÌÁÒÇÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ .. ÃÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÕÔ 
rarely if ever occur as the head of such combinations. Semantically these nouns also tend 
to be adjective-like in the sense that they often have adjectival near synonyms: for 
example, characteristic for trademark, identical for twin, rebellious for rebel.  
 

5.2. Noun[AdverbAdjec tiveNoun]  
 
! ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÓÔÒÉÎÇÓ ÌÁÂÅÌÌÅÄ ȬÎÏÕÎ ÁÄÖÅÒÂ ÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÎÏÕÎȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ςφςς ÈÉÔÓ ÉÎ ρτσς 
different texts. On inspection, the majority of these turned out to be mistags of various 
sorts. For example, the first word was often one that would normally be classed as an 
adjective e.g. an initial slightly guilty mistrust ɉ(ω( ςωφωɊȟ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÁÄÖÅÒÂȭ ×ÁÓ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ Á 
preposition before a final noun phrase, e.g. the slope below High Wood (HPO 1054). Only 
69 tokens out of the whole corpus of 100 million words were found to have the structure 
N[AdvAN]. Furthermore, within these there was considerable repetition, so that they 
represented only 47 types of N[AdvAN]and a mere 30 types of AN. In 29.2% of the 
N[AdvAN] types, there was evidence of lexicalisation: either the whole construction, e.g. 
(27a), or the AdvAN constituent, e.g. (27b), was a proper name, or the AdvAN constituent 
constituted a lexicalised expression. In (27c), for example, directionally selective ganglion 
cells occurs frequently in the domain of neuroscience and is abbreviated to DSGC. 
 
(27) (a) 'ÁÒÎÉÅÒ ȣ $ÒÙ Skin Daily Nourishing Cream  ȣ ɉ#ψ! φφχɊ 
 (b) ȣ ÔÈÅ draft Less Favoured Areas  $ÉÒÅÃÔÉÖÅ ȣ ɉ"πς στ Ɋ 
 (c) the preferred directions of the on-type directionally selective ganglion  cells 
                                                                                                                                   (FBD 90) 

Table 8: Distribution of patterns in N[AdvAN] 
N[AdvAN] or AdvAN is (part of) proper name 4 8.33% 
not name, but AdvAN is lexicalised 10 20.83% 
sub-total 14 29.17% 
none of the above, but N1 is a proper noun 16 33.33% 
ÎÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ÂÕÔ .ρ ÉÓ Á ȬÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÏÕÎȭ 5 10.42% 
none of the above, but N1 has an incorporated number 7 14.58% 
residual types 6 12.50% 
total 48 100.00% 

 
The frequencies of the various patterns of N[AdvAN] are shown in Table 8. A look at the 
types that are not lexicalised confirms the hypotheses of the previous section: in almost 
all cases N1 is either a proper noun, e.g. (28a), or a material noun, e.g. (28b), or has an 
incorporated number, e.g. (28c). 
 
(28) (a) Spread the bread with Lurpak slightly salted butter  ( H06 1145)  
 (b) UPVC double glazed side window (G2A 793) 
 (c) we have arranged a 3 course typically Dutch meal  (EBN 670) 
 
The remaining 7 types are shown in (29). In two cases, (29a) and (29b), the first noun is 
part of a compound adjective. In another two cases, (29c) and (29d), the first noun, 
minimum, is adjective-like, and may be better analysed as an adjective. In the remaining 
three types, it is striking that N1 is part of a lexicalised phrase: fan- in- fin (29e), sealed 
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unit (29f) and third world  (29g). This suggests the possibility that phrasal compounds 
may be amongst the more loosely bound types. 
 
(29) (a) ...a low -income primarily hispani c area ... ( FBH 385 ) 
 (b) ...high quality financially oriented specialist  ... ( CBY 173 ) 
 (c) ...following minimum perfectly coordinated steps  ... ( J52 1507 ) 
 (d) ...the minimum legally required number   ... ( JNH 15 ) 
 (e) ...a fan-in -fin mainly compo site 12-seater  ... ( CAU 130 ) 
 (f)  ...sealed unit double glazed windows  ... ( G2A 152 ) 
 (g) ...third world rapidly expanding populations  ... ( HUM 495 ) 
Overall, the results of the N[AdvAN] search provide further evidence that certain noun 
tend to give a phrase-like quality to NNs in which they occur as first constituent. 
 

6. Conclusion 
6.1. Summary of findings  
6.1.1. [Adjective Noun] Noun  
 
Evidence from listedness, spelling ratio and other frequency measures has shown that, in 
the great majority of cases, [AN]N constructions contain an institutionalised or 
lexicalised AN constituent. In most cases, the AN constituent has the distribution of a 
noun and cannot therefore be adverbially modified. In such cases, the overall 
construction can be represented by (30a). In some cases, however, the AN constituent 
seems to have the characteristics of an attributive AP, and can be adverbially modified. 
The structure of such constructions can be represented by (30b): evidence for AN strings 
that function as adjectives comes from their high spelling ratio, frequent occurrence in 
attributive position and the large number of nouns they modify. A significant proportion 
of this type involve the adjective high and can be represented by the schema shown in 
(30c). In a few cases, [AN]N combinations represent appositional constructions with the 
pattern shown in (30d). 
 
(30) (a) [[AN] N[N]N]N 
 (b) [[AN] AP[N].ȭ].ȭ 
 (c) [[ highN]AP[N].ȭ].ȭ 
 (d) [Det[AN].ȭ]NP[Nprop] NP 

 
For a subset of (30a), it was shown that the frequency of AN significantly exceeds that of 
NN. It may be that this is true of [AN]N constructions in general: in cases where NN is 
more frequent than AN, the natural interpretation is that the adjective modifies the head 
noun, N2, or the compound as a whole. 
 
6.1.2. Noun [Adjective Noun]  
 
Where AN forms a highly institutionalised or otherwise lexical unit, the structure of 
N[AN] can be represented by (31a). The adjectival element is not available for adverbial 
modification, since it forms part of a noun. In other cases, however, adverbial 
modification does seem to be admissible and, in these cases, N1 tends to fall into one of a 
limited number of categories. In the majority of such cases, N1 is a proper noun, and in 
the majority of these cases, the overall construction is itself a proper name: the structure 
of the construction is therefore represented by (31b) or (31c).  
 
(31) (a) [[N] N[AN]N]N 

 (b) [[Nprop] .ȭ[AN].ȭ].ȭ 
 (c) [[Nprop] NP[AN].ȭ]NP 



MELANIE J. BELL  The English noun-noun construct: 
a morphological and syntactic object 

 

On-Line Proceedings of the 8th Mediterranean Morphology Meeting 

87 

 (d) [[NumN] AP[AN].ȭ].ȭ 
 (e) [[Nmod].ȭ[AN].ȭ].ȭ 
 (f)  [[material] .ȭ[AN].ȭ].ȭ 
 
In other cases, the first noun is preceded by a numeral with which it forms a compound. 
These compounds have the distribution of adjectives since they can be pre-modified by 
adverbs, and they therefore resemble the AN constituents in (30b) in having the 
distribution  of adjectives despite being headed by morphological nouns. The structure of 
these constructions is shown in (30d). In other cases where adverbial modification of AN 
ÉÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ .ρ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Á ȬÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒ ÎÏÕÎȭȢ 
Such nouns modify a wide range of head nouns but are themselves rarely modified by 
other nouns, i.e. they have a large family size in N1 position relative to their family size in 
N2 position. The structure of the resulting constructions is shown in (30e). Another 
recognisable group amongst those N[AN] constructions where adverbial modification is 
possible are those where N1 is material noun (31f): this group may be a subset of (31e). 
Baayen (2010) finds that, to a considerable extent, the order in which English nouns 
occur in compounds can be described in term of an acyclic directed graph. That is to say 
that, for a large set of nouns {N1, N2,...,NN}, it is possible to find an order such that for any 
compound of the form NiNj, Ni precedes Nj in the order for any i and j. As would be 
expected from such an ordering, nouns at one end of the graph are found only in N1 
position while those at the other end of the graph are attested only in N2 position. In 
other words, nouns can be largely ordered according to the extent to which they typically 
occur as the modifiers or heads of NN combinations. A hypothesis that arises from the 
results presented here, is that the further up the graph a noun occurs, i.e. the more 
typically it behaves as a modifier, the more phrase-like are NNs in which it occupies the 
first position. 
 

6.2. Discussion 
 
Given NN, the possibility of [AN]N depends on the availability of a relevant AN that is 
more highly institutionalised than NN, not just on the availability of an adjective that 
could potentially modify N1. If such an AN combination is not available, then the 
interpretation of any string in which an attributive adjective precedes NN is that the 
adjective modifies the second noun, or the compound as a whole. The existence of an 
[AN]N combination therefore tells us little about the status of the corresponding NN, 
expect perhaps as a reflection of its frequency and degree of semantic lexicalisation. 

The availability of N[AN] depends largely on the nature of N1. Where N1 is a 
proper noun or has an incorporated numeral or occurs high up on the directed 
compound graph (Baayen 2010), the NN has phrase-like characteristics, and N1 and N2 
can be separated by an adjective that modifies N2. It is of course possible that in these 
cases too, the availability of the pattern depends on there being an AN combination that 
is more highly institutionalised than NN, but this has not been tested here and must 
remain a question for future research.  

One possible interpretation of the results is that those nouns that I have called 
ȬÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒ ÎÏÕÎÓȭȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÏÕÎÓȟ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ Á ÃÁtegory similar to the one said to 
be represented by associative adjectives. In this analysis, modifier nouns would be 
regarded as having the distribution and semantics of adjectives but the morphology of 
nouns, just as associative adjectives have the distribution and semantics of nouns but the 
morphology of adjectives. Similarly, those AN combinations and NumN combinations that 
I have called compound adjectives can also be regarded as examples of category 
mismatches, since they have the distribution and semantics of adjectives but are headed 
by morphological nouns.  
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/Î ÔÈÅ ȬÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙ ÍÉÓÍÁÔÃÈȭ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÃÉÅÓ 
ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȬÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒ ÎÏÕÎÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÕÎÓ ÉÎ ÇÅneral could reflect an underlying categorical 
distinction, rather as a general difference in height between men and women reflects an 
underlying binary distinction in genetic makeup. The classification of NNs as compounds 
or phrases might then be based on the category of N1, albeit in some cases a 
ȬÍÉÓÍÁÔÃÈÅÄȭ ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÙȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÁÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ρȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
distinction between morphological and syntactic objects is not in fact categorical, and 
selecting any test as criterial runs the risk of circularity. An alternative is to view the 
frequency and distributional data as the fundamental type. On this view, categories such 
ÁÓ ȬÁÄÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȭȟ ȬÍÏÄÉÆÉÅÒ ÎÏÕÎȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÎÏÕÎȭ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅ ÓÈÏÅ ÓÉÚÅÓȟ ÉÍÐÏÓÉÎÇ Á 
discontinuous classification on an essentially continuous variable (foot length). In this 
analysis, the availability of N1 and N2 for independent modification in any NN would be 
probabilistically determined depending on the frequencies with which the two nouns 
occur together, and in combination with other nouns and adjectives. To the extent that 
the possibility of such modification reflects a difference between compound-like and 
phrase-like types, this analysis would be compatible with a non-modular view of 
morphology and syntax: the difference between morphological and syntactic objects 
would be a matter of degree. The choice between these two analyses could be made on 
the basis of statistical modelling, by comparing the success of categorical and 
probabilistic approaches in predicting which NNs allow modification. For the time being, 
however, this must remain a question for future research.  
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1.  Introduction  
 
The paper discusses the notion of morphological complexity in Maltese. Morphological 
complexity is here understood in the same seÎÓÅ ÁÓ !ÒÏÎÏÆÆȭÓ ɉρωωτɊ morphology by itself, 
where the morphology is considered as a separate component in the grammar; a notion 
that has been recently referred to as autonomous morphology (refer for example to 
Maiden et al. 2011). The aim of this paper is to illustrate how Maltese exhibits a number 
of phenomena which are complex in the way understood here, i.e. pertaining to the 
ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȭÓ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÍÏÓÔÌÙ 
paradigm-internal, but will also involve interesting accounts of what takes place across 
lexemes that have long been traditionally classified as belonging to the same set, and will 
involve phenomena such as stem patterns, which come about as a result of stem 
allomorphy within the paradigm (Vogel 1994, Booij 1996, Fabri 2009), overabundance, 
and heteroclisis, and the interactions of these together. Apart from displaying the 
complexity at hand, the presence of stem allomorphy internal to paradigms falsifies 
definitions of stems along the lines of Nakov et al. ɉςππτɊȟ ×ÈÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÍ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ 
common part shared by all inflected word-ÆÏÒÍÓȭ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȢ 4ÈÅ ×ÏÒË ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ 
here will also go against paradigm definitions that consider form relatedness as an 
essential criterion, e.g. Kenstowicz (2005), who defines the inflectional paradigm as 
Ȭ×ÏÒÄÓ Óharing the same stem and differ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÏÎÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ȢȢȢȭ ɉÐȢ τχɊȢ 
This results in an underrepresentation of what would have also been regarded as a 
ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȟ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÌÅØÅÍÅ ȬÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÍÕÌÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÓÔÅÍÓȭ ɉ3ÔÕÍÐȟ 
2001, p. 33), which can come about as a result of stem-alternations, suppletion or semi-
suppletion that results from heteroclisis. Much of the data presented and analysed in this 
paper has not been discussed in the literature on Maltese. While the language has been 
characterised by its mix of Semitic and Romance influences, in this paper only data from 
the Semitic part of the language will be provided, as research on the Romance set of data 
is the topic of present ongoing research.  

That which makes a given language morphologically complex can be measured from a 
prior expectation which is not met. To analyse our morphologically-complex phenomena 
along these lines, the canonical typology framework as set out in Corbett (2005, 2007a, 
2009, 2011) will be used, which framework has also been applied in the syntactic domain 
by Polinsky (2003), Seifart (2005), and Suthar (2006) amongst others. Spelling out some 
ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȭÓ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÉÔÓ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅÓȟ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó ÉÎ ɘς 
ÂÅÌÏ×Ȣ ɘσ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Á ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ -ÁÌÔÅÓÅ ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÕÓ 
from where to analyse morphological complexity in Maltese. A segmentation analysis will 
also be provided, since there has yet been no fixed segmentation account for Maltese. An 
analysis of non-canonical behaviour, particularly illustrating the non-canonical behaviour 
of stem-ÆÏÒÍ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÉÎ ɘτȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ 
postulated that inflection in Maltese is not solely realized by inflectional affixes, but also 
by the same alternating stem-forms. The study here will build on the work in Corbett & 
Baerman (2006), Corbett & Baerman (2010), and Baerman & Corbett (2012), where the 
lexical ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌȭÓ ÒÅÁÌ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȟ Ás well as the end result brought about by the actual non-
canonical behaviour of having non-ÉÎÅÒÔ ÓÔÅÍÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÐÒÏÂÅÄ ÉÎÔÏȢ )Î ɘυ ×Å ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÅÎ ÓÅÅ 
how complexity internal to the inflectional verbal paradigm can cut across different 
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binyanim verb-forms in tÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȢ ɘφ ÔÈÅÎ ÓÕÍÍÁÒÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ 
the paper. 

 

2. Canonical Typology  
 
Applying a canonical approach to the analysis of language means that definitions of 
ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÁ ÁÒÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ȬÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÅÎÄ ÐÏÉÎÔȭ (Corbett, 
2005, p. 25). From there, the language data instances are set against the logical 
definition/instance, and the theoretical distance of the real instance from the canon, is 
measured, resulting in a gradience of degrees of non-canonicity (Corbett, 2007, p. 9). The 
canonical illustration functions as a fixed point towards which one can always return to 
as a standard of measurement, i.e. the canonȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÍÁÙ ÅÖÅÎ ÂÅ ÎÏÎ-ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÔȭ 
(Corbett, 2011a, p. 446). What is then required are measures/dimensions that are able to 
grade the data accordingly. Morphological complexity can thus be understood as an 
outcome of the divergence from the canon, where the further away from the canonical 
requirement a given example is, the more non-canonical, and the more morphologically 
complex it is. Since the focus of this discussion is on the non-canonicity internal to the 
paradigm, what follows below is a canonical account of what one expects to find in a 
canonical paradigm. The reason for doing so is such that the divergence from canonicity 
ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ -ÁÌÔÅÓÅ ÉÎ ɘτ ÁÎÄ ɘυ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÍ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÏÎÅ 
expects to find in this morphological paradigmatic entity. 
 
2.1. Canonical Paradigms  
 
In a canonical paradigmatic system, one would expect to have a product of the 
multiplication of the features and their values, resulting in the expected total number of 
ÃÅÌÌÓ ɉÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ 3ÐÅÎÃÅÒȭÓ ɉςππσɊ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ exhaustivity), each with a distinct word-form 
(Corbett, 2011b, 2009).1 In this regard, therefore, a canonical paradigm that realizes four 
distinct morphosyntactic values, (be they portmanteau or not), is expected to have a 
structure as in table (1) below. If it happens to be the case that the expected number of 
cells does not match up with the total number of cells, then violations of the canon would 
involve defectiveness (refer to the references and articles in Baerman et al. 2010) on the 
one hand, and overdifferentiation on the other.2  
 

X-a 
X-b 
X-c 
X-d 

Table 1: Illustrating the canonical behaviour of a four-celled paradigm 
 

                                                 
1 All forms are here understood as surface form structures (see Anderson, 2011).  
2 Defectiveness occurs when the exhaustive set of morphosyntactic features in the language, (at 
least when comparing across the same set/class of lexemes and their verbal paradigms), are 
multiplied out, the result is such that we get less cells, hence a paradigm which does not include all 
the expected number of cells. Non-canonical overdifferentiated paradigms on the other hand are 
illustrations of paradigms that have additional paradigmatic cells, when one compares the number 
of cells, representative of the number of features, associated with the rest of the lexicon (Corbett, 
2000). Also refer to Gauci & Camilleri (2011) for discussions on this phenomenon in Maltese. 
When on the other hand different cells do not involve distinct word -forms, and assuming that the 
features involved are all syntactically relevant, then the non-canonical occurence of syncretism is 
present (Baerman et al., 2005).  
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The analysis of canonical paradigms falls under the rubric of canonical inflection that 
is concerned with paradigm-internal behaviour. Internal to the paradigm there is a 
lexical vs. grammatical material dichotomy. The lexical material, which should be the 
stem, should not express any grammatical features and is expected to be inert, non-
alternating (Baerman & Corbett 2012: 1). If we consider our simplified canonical 
paradigm representation in table (1) we can see that the invariable X in all the cells 
represents the lexical content. On the other hand, the grammatical information usually 
expressed by the affixal material should be distinct in all stems, as illustrated through the 
four distinct suffixal forms in table (1). While a violation of the distinct affixal material in 
each cell results in syncretism (Baerman et al. 2005), a violation of the inert lexical 
material canonical requirement results in a stem-form that is not only lexical, but can 
itself be an exponent of grammatical features, since as long as something displays a 
change in form within a paradigm, this will, in some way or another serve as an exponent 
of some kind of morphosyntactic feature or value distinction (Corbett & Baerman 2006, 
Baerman & Corbett 2010, 2012). As a result of the fact that in places where we ought to 
have sameness, one gets distinct forms, or vice-ÖÅÒÓÁȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÌÙ ÁÎ ȬÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 
ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÒÅÄÕÎÄÁÎÃÙȭ ɉ#ÏÒÂÅÔÔȟ ςππωȟ ÐȢ ςɊȢ3 Table (2) below first illustrates a 
representation of the canonical requirements as reviewed above, and table (3) then 
illustrates the derivations that result out of this.  
Canonicity internal to the paradigm and across lexemes 
 
 Comparison across cells of a 

lexeme 
Comparison across 
lexemes 

Composition/structure same same 
Lexical material (stem-shape) same different  
Affixal material (affix-shapes/ 
forms) 

different  same 

Realisational outcome Different cell-forms Different cell-forms 

 
Table 2: A representation of canonical inflection internal to the paradigm and across 

lexemes (Corbett 2011) 
  
 The content of 

the paradigmatic 
cell 

Deviations Comparisons 
across different 
lexical paradigms 

Deviations 

Composition/structure  different  fused 
exponence  
periphrasis 

different  defectiveness 
overdifferentiatio
n 

Lexical material (stem-
shape) 

different  stem-
alternation 4 
suppletion 

same heteroclisis  

Affixal material (affix-
shapes/ forms) 

same syncretism 
uninflectability  

different  deponency 
inflectional classes 

Table 3: Illustrating the array of non-canonicity in Maltese verbal paradigms (adapted 
from Corbett 2007b) 

 
Apart from calibrating the actual paradigmatic stem-form behaviour vis-Û-vis the 

canonical requirement, the other dimension to this study includes an analysis that looks 

                                                 
3 )Î ɘτȢ 7Å ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÎ-canonical paradigm, 
ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ 4ÈÏÒÎÔÏÎȭÓ (2010, 2011) work on overabundance, which involves a cell-internal 
violation that involves the presence of a number of word-forms in a context where one ought only 
find one.  
4 The bolded non-canonical behaviours/deviations: stem-alternations and heteroclisis will be 
among the divergent non-canonical illustrations of morphological complexity that wi ll be 
discussed in this study. 
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at stem-behaviour across different lexemes, in analogy to the analysis of non-canonical 
inflectional classes (Corbett 2009). The different patterns of organisations of stem-form 
alternations across the different lexemes will be referred to as stem pattern classes. 
Maltese verbs will be classified on the basis of their paradigmatic stem-form behaviour 
and the stem pattern class they fit in. It is important to note that part of the canonical 
divergence discussed here, which is independent of any phonological-conditioning, will 
itself be baseÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÉÎ ɘσȢς ÂÅÌÏ×Ȣ 

 
3. The Maltese verbal paradigm  
 
In this section the Maltese verbal paradigm is described, where some additional non-
ÃÁÎÏÎÉÃÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒȟ ÁÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÕÐÏÎ ÉÎ ɘτ ÁÎÄ ɘυ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÅÄ in 
ɘσȢρȢ )Î ɘσȢς ÔÈÅ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓÓÕÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄȢ 

 
3.1. Getting acquainted  
 
The verbal paradigm in Maltese consists of three sub-paradigms; the indicative perfect 
and imperfect sub-paradigms and the imperative sub-paradigm.5 This study will be 
mainly concerned with the first two sub-paradigms, particularly because the forms in the 
imperative sub-paradigm are themselves a principal part for the word-forms in the 
relevant cells of the imperfect sub-paradigm, whereby we are thus dealing with the same 
set of forms, and which we will not need to represent additionally, here.6 From the 
Maltese verbal paradigm representation in table (4), one thus observes that the perfect 
and imperfect sub-paradigms involve three PERS feature values {1, 2, 3}, and two NUM 
values {SG and PL}. In the 3rd PERS SG cells there is GEND specification that distinguishes 
across masculine and feminine values. In the imperative sub-paradigm one only finds two 
word-forms; one in the 2.SG cell and the other in the 2.PL cell.  
 

Morphosyntactic  
feature values 

ËÉÔÅÂ Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭ 
PERF IMPERF IMPERATIVE 

1.SG ktibt  nikteb  
2.SG ktibt  tikteb  ikteb 
3.SG.M kiteb jikteb   
3.SG.F kitbet  tikteb   
1.PL ktibna niktbu   
2.PL ktibtu  tiktbu  iktbu  
3.PL kitbu  jiktbu   

Table 4:  The paradigm for kiteb  Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭ 
 
From table (4) it can already be seen that the stem-form across the different cells and 
sub-paradigms differs, e.g. kitb- in the 3rd PERS feminine cell and in the 3rd PERS PL cell, 
and -ktb- in the imperfect PL cells. Accounting for the pattern of stem-form alternations 
×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÓË ÉÎ ɘτȢρȢ !ÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÎÏÎ-canonical behaviour one can observe from table 
(4) is the instance of systematic syncretism across the 1.SG and 2.SG word-forms in the 
perfect sub-ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȢ 2ÅÃÁÌÌ ÆÒÏÍ ɘςȢρ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ Á ÃÁÎÏÎÉÃÁÌ paradigm one should expect 

                                                 
5 Regarding what we have here as aspectual paradigms in the indicative mood, follows the work of 
Borg (1981, 1988) and Fabri (1995). Refer to Hetzron (1997) for a distinct view on the matter 
however, who considers these sub-paradigms in Semitic languages to realise temporal feature 
values: PAST and PRESENT respectively. 
6 There is only one lexical item that does not pattern in this way, and that is COME, whose stem-
form in the imperfect SG and imperative SG is n-i-ùÉ Ȭ) ÃÏÍÅȭ ÁÎÄ ejja ȬÃÏÍÅȢ3'Ȣ)-0%2ȭȟ 
respectively, involving an instance of suppletion. 
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different word -forms in the different cells, since each cell is understood as realizing a set 
of distinct morphosyntactic feature values that differ across the different cells. 
Furthermore, since the canonical stem is invariant, the part of the word-form that is 
expected to differ is the affixal material. From table (4) one sees that the same suffix -t is 
used across the perfect 1SG and 2SG cells. Following the segmentation account provided 
ÂÅÌÏ× ÉÎ ɘσȢςȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒate an instance of a directional syncretism whereby 
the 2.SG form itself also becomes the exponent of the 1.SG values. In parallel to this 
syncretism in the perfect sub-paradigm, we get a similar non-canonical effect in the 
imperfect sub-paradigm, this time across the 2.SG and 3.SG.F cells. If we combine both 
patterns of syncretism, as in table (5) below, one sees that, the PERS and NUM values of 
the form which intersects both patterns, which offers the base for the directional 
syncretism in both sub-paradigms, are actually non-autonomous (Corbett 2011a, a term 
attributed to Zaliznjak 1973). In other words, the 2.SG values never have a unique form 
within the inflectional paradigm in Maltese.7 

 
Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

ËÉÔÅÂ Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭ 
PERF IMPERF 

1.SG ktibt  nikteb 

2.SG ktibt  tikteb  

3.SG.F kitbet  tikteb  

Table 5: The non-autonomous illustration of the combination of the 2nd PERS and SG 
NUM values 

 
3.2. The segmentation adopted in this study  
 
The segmentation adopted in this study is illustrated in table (6), building upon, but 
moving away from the segmentation analyses provided in Mifsud (1995), Fabri (2009) 
and Spagnol (2011). The largest variation is found between the segmentation analysis 
ÈÅÒÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ -ÉÆÓÕÄȭÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÈÉÓ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÎvolves what one may wish 
to refer to as an inflectional class account for Maltese that essentially splits the 
inflectional classes on the basis of a broad Semitic vs. non-Semitic lexical split. The 
segmentation is much simpler, and a coherent aspect of the segmentation here is that the 
analysis does not present different segmentations depending on whether the lexicon is 
integrated in the Semitic morphology or not. As a result of this, while Mifsud sets the 
tradition that Semitic verbs and early integrated Romance loans are based on a 
consonantal root, and the non-Semitic influenced Romance loans involve paradigms built 
on bases/stems, my account here invokes no such analytic distinction, where through the 
presence of just one inflectional verbal class in the language, most of the idiosyncrasy is 
ascribed to the stem. 

Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1.SG -t n-  ~ m- 
2.SG t- 
3.SG.M Ĝ j-  ~  i- 
3.SG.F -(V)t  t- 
1.PL -na  
2.PL -t-u   -u  ~ -w 
3.PL                            -u  ~  -w  

Table 6: The segmentation to be adopted in this study 

                                                 
7 It is worth highlighting that it is the combination of the NUM and PERS features which is giving 
us the non-autonomous combination of SG and 2nd PERS values, as in essence, when we consider 
the imperative sub-paradigm, the 2nd PERS form is actually autonomous there.  
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From the segmentation in (6), one observes that Maltese involves suffixes in the perfect 
sub-paradigm and prefixes and suffixes in the imperfect sub-paradigm. This is in itself a 
non-canonical manifestation. On the basis of the ÃÅÌÌȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ 
(Corbett 2009, p. 2), in a canonical paradigm one expects that if suffixal material is used 
in a cell, then the paradigm should retain such a position for the inflectional exponents 
across all the paradigmatic cells. The perfect sub-paradigm can be considered as 
canonical in this regard, displaying suffixes throughout, realizing PERS, NUM (and GEND) 
features. When it comes to the exponents involved, it should here be mentioned that 
unlike prevÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ Ĝ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔ σ3'- ÃÅÌÌ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉφɊ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÁÎ ÔÈÁÔ 
ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÚÅÒÏ ÍÏÒÐÈÓ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄ ÈÅÒÅȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ Ĝ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÁËÅÎ 
to represent the fact that in the 3SGM cell, it is the stem-form itself that is an exponent of 
these features, and not any additional affixal material.  

What is not found in previous segmentation accounts for the language in table (6) 
is the additional syncretic exponent we get in the perfect sub-paradigm: the -t allomorph 
in the 3.SG.F cell. Another difference is that while Maltese and Arabic literature regard 
the -tu as a suffix, (refer to Lowenstamm 2011 for example), it is implicitly or explicitly 
taken for granted that the t in -tu is the exponent of the 2nd PERS, and the -u is an 
exponent of NUM. In table (6) -tu is segmented further, in turn providing a rather neat 
analysis of the -t exponent as a default 2nd PERS in the language, and where the presence 
of syncretism in the paradigm, it comes to realize other feature values, and depending on 
ASP, it gets its differing placements, either on the left or right edge of the stem-form. 
From this segmentation analysis, it is only the exponent -na that realizes PERS and NUM 
cumulatively. The imperfect sub-paradigm, on the other hand, neatly involves PERS-
realizing prefixes and NUM-ÒÅÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÓÕÆÆÉØÅÓȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÃÌÏÓÅÒ ÔÏ &ÁÂÒÉȭÓ 
ɉςππωɊ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÁÇÎÏÌȭÓ ɉςπρρɊ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÅØÐÏÎÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0, ÖÁÌÕÅ ÁÌÏÎÅ 
(-u~ -w) is shared across both sub-paradigms. 

         
4. Complexity internal to the Maltese verbal paradigm  
 
What follows in this section is an account which delves deeper into the paradigmatic 
complexity that does not have to do specifically with the affixal material, but is rather 
concerned with the stem-form behaviour in a sample of Maltese verbal paradigms. Such 
ÁÎ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȭÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÁÎÏÎÉÃÉÔÙȢ 
2ÅÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÏÆ Á ÃÁÎÏÎÉÃÁÌ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȟ ÁÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎ ɘςȢρȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÅÍȭÓ 
role should be that which imparts lexical meaning, and in doing so, it must be inert. As 
mentioned when discussing the paradigm for kiteb Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉτɊȟ -ÁÌÔÅÓÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓ 
involve alternating stem-forms. In this section I will show how the alternation that is 
present cannot be considered random, and can be perceived as an interaction of both a 
phonological and a systematic output of morphological conditioning. Through the 
analysis provided, following Camilleri (2012), the stem-form in Maltese is considered to 
be imparting grammatical information that is realized simultaneously with that which is 
realized by the inflectional affixes themselves. This claim goes against a number of 
accounts in the Maltese literature, such as the claim in Spagnol (2011) saying that 
inflection in Maltese is concatenative. The alternating stem-forms will here be treated as 
a non-ÃÏÎÃÁÔÅÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÄÕÐÌÉÃÁÔÅÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÒ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÆÆÉØÅÓȭ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ 
and are taken to be multiple exponents internal to the word-form. This analytical account 
will in turn sÈÏ× ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÖÅÒÂ ÉÎÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÓÏÌÅÌÙ ȬÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ 
prefixation and suffixation to a stem-ÂÁÓÅȭ ɉ3ÐÁÇÎÏÌȟ ÐȢ σχɊȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÏÎ-
concatenative dimension to inflection in Maltese (as well as in other Arabic dialects) 
comes to show that non-concatenative morphology in Semitic languages is not restricted 
to the binyanim system of verb-form alternations, as often asserted in the literature 
(refer to Booij 2009, for example). If this is really so, then the non-concatenative analysis 
makes Semitic languages appear more similar to other languages, such as German, for 
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example, whose non-concatenative system of ablaut-changes can be considered as 
analogical to the changes we observe within the non-concatenative system of stem-form 
alternations in Maltese.  

)Î ɘτȢρ ÔÈÅ variation that exists in the stem-form alternation behaviour and the 
patterns observed across two different verbal bases in the language will be exemplified, 
which will in turn also illustrate how morphological complexity, at least viewed 
synchronically, cannot be wholly attributed to phonological constraints, in turn analysing 
that which is unexplicable to be the outcome ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔȢ ɘτȢς ÔÈÅÎ 
presents a discussion with some representative illustrations of overabundance in the 
language, which will also provide us with some interesting supplementary effects that 
relate to our stem behaviour analysis. 

   
4.1. Stem patterns  
 
In this section two distinct verbal bases in the language will be discussed.8 From these 
two distinct classes of verbs, different patterns formed as a result of distinct stem-
alternation behaviours will be shown. We will see however that a distinct stem pattern 
need not cross-classify with a distinct verbal base type. Rather, different types of distinct 
behaviour will be shown to exist across the individual members of the different verbal 
bases. The verbal bases which will be looked at here are the: CVCVC verbal bases, 
illustrated by laqat ȬÈÉÔȭ ÁÎÄ üÁÔÁÆ ȬÇÒÁÂȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ #6ȡ# ÔÙÐÅȟ ÉÌlustrated by the verbs mar 
ȬÇÏȭ ÁÎÄ ŀÁÒ ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÒÅÁÓÏÎÓ ×ÈÙ ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÂÁÓÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ 
chosen. Interestingly they manifest distinct illustrations of stem-form behaviour across 
lexemes of the same type. Through the CVCVC verbal base set it will be shown how verbs 
of the same type can involve a different sub-pattern of stem-form alternations, which 
however retain a co-membership in the same stem pattern class. In the case of the CV:C 
verbs, we will see that the lexemes chosen here do not solely display a distinct sub-
pattern of alternation, but rather belong to distinct stem pattern classes altogether. 
Another distinction associated with the choice of the different verbal bases is also 
interesting in that in terms of their traditional underlying representation, these differ. A 
distinction cross these verbal base types based on the nature of their triconsonantal 
underlying representation will not be pursued here. It we will in fact be shown that this 
underlying representation does not hold, when based upon surface-form data. The 
CVCVC set is traditionally considered to belong in the strong class of verbs, which do not 
include a w/j radical in their UR, while the CV:C-verbal-base-classified verbs are analysed 
as weak since they do not involve a w/j radical, which for this set of weak verbs happens 
to be in the medial position. As will be shown, the reasons why a triconsonantal 
underlying representation analysis is not upheld here is essentially because it is stem-
forms that are in focus here, as we will see a number of discrepancies across what is said 
to be the underlying representation against what is actually found at the inflectional 
paradigm, exists. However, the stem-form, under a consonant-root based account  can be 
conceived as outputs of mechanisms that apply on a consonantal root (McCarthy 1982, 
Fabri 2009), which in turn build up stem-ÆÏÒÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÅØÉÃÁÌ ÉÔÅÍÓ ɉÅȢÇȢ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ -İÌÌÅÒȭÓ 
2009 account for the Maltese lexicon). 

While the analysis of stem patterns formed by a pattern/organisation of internal 
stem allomorphy requires us to look closely at phonology to see how it conditions stem-
forms in the paradigm, phonological facts will not be delved into deeply here, as this 
would require that we focus on other elements which are not the subject of the 
discussion in this paper. The notion of the stem pattern class will here be analysed 
further, and the stem-form is considered as an output available for scrutiny, without 

                                                 
8 With verbal bases, what I mean here is the phonological shape of the surface base; such that kiteb 
Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉτɊ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ CVCVC verbal base. 
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delving in unnecessary detail as to how this pattern comes about, and what forces are 
responsible for this. It is what is clearly inexplicable, and the effect/consequence of an 
autonomous morphological layer that will be mostly dealt with and given due attention.   
 
4.1.1. Comparing across CVCVC verbal-based verbs 
If we consider the paradigms of the verbs laqat ȬÈÉÔȭ ÁÎÄ üÁÔÁÆ ȬÇÒÁÂȭ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉχɊ ÂÅÌÏ×ȟ 
we see that notwithstanding the same phonological properties, these differ. 
 

Morphosyntactic 
Feature values 

laqat ȬÈÉÔȭ üÁÔÁÆ ȬÇÒÁÂȭ 

 PERFECT IMPERFECT PERFECT IMPERFECT 
1SG lqat-t n-o-lqot üÔÁÆ-t n-a-üÔÁÆ 
2SG lqat-t t-o-lqot üÔÁÆ-t t-a-üÔÁÆ 
3SGM laqat j-o-lqot üÁÔÁÆ j-a-üÔÁÆ 
3SGF laqt-et t-o-lqot üÁÔÆ-et t-a-üÔÁÆ 
1PL lqat-na n-o-lqt-u üÔÁÆ-na n-a-üÔÆ-u 
2PL lqat-t-u t-o-lqt-u üÔÁÆ-t-u t-a-üÔÆ-u 
3PL laqt-u j-o-lqt-u üÁÔÆ-u j-a-üÔÆ-u 

Table 7: The paradigms for laqat and üÁÔÁÆ 
 
These two verbs do not just share the same verbal base, but they also belong to the same 
ablaut class, i.e. a-a.9 Notwithstanding the difference across the two verbal paradigms, 
which has to do with the number of stem-forms present, and whether there is any 
redundant morphological interventions involved, as we will see below, there is however 
a unifying pattern across the two verbs. This pattern is what we are here referring to as 
the stem pattern class, > i.e. which comes about as a result of the way in which the 
different morphosyntactic features are conflated within the individual sub-paradigms on 
the basis of the stem-form alternations and feature value conflations. The stem pattern 
class represented by the verbs in table (7) conflates the 1^2 cells in the perfect sub-
paradigm.10 It also involves a distinct 3SGM stem-form, as well as a stem-form conflation 
across the 3SGF^3PL cells. The imperfect sub-paradigm, on the other hand, involves a 
stem-form alternation that is NUM-based, when we set our data against Corbett & 
"ÁÅÒÍÁÎȭÓ ɉςπρςɊ ÔÙÐÏÌÏÇÙ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÁÔÉÃ ÓÔÅÍ-form splits. The pattern that results 
involves five slots across the whole paradigm. These five slots are split (3 vs. 2) on the 
basis of an ASP distinction. The abstracted stem pattern class can be represented as in 
table (8) below. 
 

                                                 
9 What is meant by ablaut class a-a here is the vocalic pattern in the perfect 3SGM stem/word-
form. Note that this differs from the Arabic tradition. An a-a classification of CVCVCa verbal bases 
in Classical Arabic is not used to refer ÔÏ ÔÈÅ σ3'-ȭÓ ÖÏÃÁÌÉÃ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒȟ a-a in the Arabic 
trandition refers to the V2 in the 3SGM stem/word-form and the stem-vowel in the imperfect sub-
paradigm, which may involve an ablaut-change. The σ3'-ȭÓ V1 is not given much importance in 
Classical Arabic, as this is always an invariable a. Hence, as a result of the possible V2 differences 
across the Classical Arabic verbal lexicon, the ablaut classes available are a-a kataba Ȭ×ÒÉÔÅȭȟ a-i 
xariba ȬÄÒÉÎËȭȟ ÁÎÄ a-u  jabuna ȬÁÃÔ ÃÏ×ÁÒÄÌÙȭȢ )Î -ÁÌÔÅÓÅȟ ÓÐÅÃifying both Vs within a given two-
voweled verbal base may entail a different paradigmatic behaviour. In the case of the CVCCVC 
verbal base type, on the other hand, knowledge of the V1 is irrelevant, in that nothing hinges upon 
it. Following the analysis of the two verbs in table (7), we will eventually end up with a new 
analysis of Maltese that does not solely consider the ablaut class, but which provides us with  an 
analysis that brings us closer to that of Classical Arabic. It will be shown that belonging to the 
same ablaut class may involve further sub-classifications, and these are dependent on the nature 
of the stem-vowel in the IMPERF sub-paradigm.   
10 It is here interesting to see that in terms of word-forms we initially had a systematic word-form 
syncretism across the perfect 1^2 SG cells, which conflation then extends across both the SG and 
PL cells that realize PERS 1^2, when the stem-form analysis is involved. 
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Paradigmatic slot distribution 
PERFECT  IMPERFECT  

1^2 1 SG 4 
 3SGM 2 

3SGF 3 PL 5 
3PL11 

Table 8: Representing the stem pattern class in which all the CVCVC verbal base set 
members belong 

 
The stem-form split in the imperfect sub-paradigm is based on a SG vs. PL NUM 

value distinction. In the perfect sub-paradigm, on the other hand, the split is less 
coherent, in that while the PERS 1^2 values conflate together, the 3rd PERS cells do not 
form a natural class that displays the same stem-form in all the cells, at least in this type 
of verbal base. While the stem-form in the 3SGM cell realizes the exact same features as 
those realized by the inflectional affixes (refer to Baerman & Corbett 2010), on the 
contrary, what we have across the 3SGF and 3PL cells is a morphomic stem-form that 
conflates these PERS, NUM, GEND, (as well as ASP) feature values together.  

In terms of the schema in table (8), what differences we have across the two verbs 
is such that while the laqat paradigm has five distinct stem-forms to fill in the five-slotted 
paradigmatic pattern, the üÁÔÁÆ paradigm only has four. The difference is attributed to 
the fact that while laqat has a separate stem-form in all five slots, üÁÔÁÆ involves a 
syncretic stem-form that cuts across slots 1 and 4 (-üÒÁÂ-). This distinction comes about 
as a result of an ablaut-change in the stem-vowel of the imperfect sub-paradigmȭÓ stem-
forms in the laqat paradigm. Instead of sharing a stem-form across the imperfect SG cells 
and the perfect 1^2 cells, as is the case in üÁÔÁÆ, which implies that there is no 
phonological motivation for the change, we get a redundant perfect 3SGM V2 ablaut-
change from a to o. From this redundant distinction across the two verbs, we end up with 
what we can refer to as the a-a ɀ a vs. the a-a ɀ o a-a ablaut class verb sub-sets, 
paralleling analyses of Classical Arabic verbal taxonomy, where verbs are sub-classified 
in terms of the imperfect stem-vowel, apart from the ablaut-class distinction 
classification. As a consequence, through the stem-form -lqot in slot 4, instead of the 
expected -lqat-, (since this has the same stem-shape as the stem-form in slot 1), the laqat 
paradigm comes to realize ASP and NUM features through its imperfect SG stem-form, 
unlike the morphomic stem-form in the üÁÒÁÂ paradigm. In the imperfect sub-paradigm, 
the ASP feature is realized both by the stem and the inflectional affixes, and hence in 
"ÁÅÒÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ #ÏÒÂÅÔÔȭÓ ɉςπ10) typology, the feature is shared. In the case of the NUM 
feature, the SG value is realized solely by the stem-form. This substantiates my analysis in 
ɘσȢς ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏ ÚÅÒÏ-morph analysis is being upheld in this study, but rather, the absence of 
any affixal exponent is taken to imply that the stem-form is the exponent itself, and 
contributes to the feature realizations. The PL value is realized by both the stem-form 
and the -u suffix, although the stem-form in these cells also realizes ASP, something 
which the -u does not. Recall that this is because from the segmentation analysis 
proposed in table (6), the -u is shared across the sub-paradigms, implying that the suffix 
only realizes NUM out of the set of features realized by the stem-form. In the imperfect 
sub-paradigm, the prefixes realize PERS and ASP.12 In fact there appears to be a tendency 

                                                 
11 The reason why the perfect 3SGF and 3PL cells have not been conflated, as is the case with the 
perfect 1^2 cells is because they do not form a natural class, and in fact this conflation need not be 
the case in other paradigms. 
12 The question which I leave unresolved is whether one can consider the imperfect t- prefix as 
being solely an exponent of PERS across both paradigms, and then it is solely when surfacing with 
an imperative principal part, instead of the perfect 3SGM one, that it then comes to surface at one 
edge of the stem-form instead of the other. 
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for the stem-form to carry more grammatical information than the individual affixal 
exponents, (except where the stem is morphomic) In the case of üÁÔÁÆ, the syncretic 
stem-form across slots 1 and 4 results in a morphomic exponence where the imperfect 
SG and perfect 1^2 values are realized simultaneously in a conflated manner.  

The presence or absence of a redundant morphologically-induced stem-form 
alternation illustrated through ablaut-changes, is what renders the difference between a 
four-slotted or five-slotted paradigm, at least in the case of these two verbs. This 
additional stem-form increases the complexity of the type being discussed here, further 
adding to the non-canonical behaviour, in terms of our analysis within the canonical 
typology framework. This is because having an extra redundant stem-form moves the 
stem-form behaviour further away from the canonical state of inertness. At the same 
time, however, this results in a better mapping across the actual number of stem-forms 
within the paradigm and the number of slots designated by the stem pattern class itself. 
&ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÁÎ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÆ ÁÓ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÄÒÉÖÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÏÈerent 
ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÉȢÅȢ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ 
redundant intervention acts as a means with which to avoid getting morphomic 
exponence, which we would have otherwise had, as is the case in the üÁÒÁÂ paradigm. By 
this simple comparison across these two verbs, apart from illustrating the intricate 
nature of the morphological component, which is rather loosely related with phonology, 
and is that which conditions the further gradience away from the canon, we have seen 
that having the same phonological properties does not entail sameness, in terms of 
paradigmatic behaviour; hence a divergence from what one expects to be the case across 
lexemes of the same type. Furthermore, a stem pattern class membership does not entail 
that all members involve the same stem-form alternations. It is rather the organisations 
of these stem-ÆÏÒÍÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ÓÌÏÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏ-membership 
within the same stem pattern class. This divergence away from the canon, and the 
different behaviours across apparently same members will also be explored when 
comparing across the verbs mar ȬÇÏȭ ÁÎÄ ŀÁÒ ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭ ÂÅÌÏ×Ȣ 

 
4.1.2. Comparing across CV:C verbal-based verbs 
 
The verbs, mar ȬÇÏȭ ÁÎÄ ŀÁÒ ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÄÉÓÐlaying the same phonological properties, as 
shown in table (9), have conflicting statuses in traditional grammar.  
 

Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

mar ȬÇÏȭ ŀÁÒ  ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭ 

PERF PERFECT IMPERFECT PERFECT IMPERFECT 
1SG mor-t m-ÍıÒ ŀÏÒ-t n-ŀıÒ 
2SG mor-t t-ÍıÒ ŀÏÒ-t ŀ-ŀıÒ 
3SGM ÍàÒ j-ÍıÒ ŀàÒ j-ŀıÒ 
3SGF marr-et t-ÍıÒ ŀàÒ-et ŀ-ŀıÒ 
1PL mor-na m-morr -u ŀÏÒ-na n-ŀıÒ-u 
2PL mor-t-u t-morr -u ŀÏÒ-t-u ŀ-ŀıÒ-u 
3PL marr-u j-morr -u ŀàÒ-u j-ŀıÒ-u 

Table 9: The paradigms for mar and ŀÁÒ 
 
Under a consonantal-root based account, both verbs are treated without distinction, and 
are classified as weak-hollow verbs, i.e. having a weak consonant in their underlying 
consonantal-root account, ŀÁÒ is traditionally said to involve a weak-j medial radical, and 
mar a w. Sutcliffe (1936: 138) however also treats mar as irregular, saying that it does 
not behave like the rest of its class. The notion of irregularity in the grammars that follow 
Sutcliffe, such as that of Borg & Azzopardi-Alexander (1997), and pedagogical grammars, 
differs from that applied in Sutcliffe, and thus, mar, in these grammars, is not regarded as 
irregular , and is classified with the rest of the CV:C verbal base class, as we will also be 
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referring to it here. From this surface-based representation, what we find is that mar 
does in fact pattern distinctly from ŀÁÒ in terms of its paradigmatic stem-form behaviour. 
Having said this, it will not be considered as irregular , as Sutcliffe considers it to be. 
Rather, it is only the case that it displays exceptional behaviour in its verbal base set.  

)Æ ×Å ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï ÖÅÒÂÓȭ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓȟ ×Å ÓÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÅÍ-
form alternations in mar is the same as that of the verbs of the CVCVC verbal base set in 
table (8), particularly patterning the laqat sub-type, with five stem-forms fitting in the 
five-slotted organisation of stem-form alternations, in the case of  ŀÁÒ, the stem pattern 
employed is shown in table (10) below, which involves an invariable stem-form in the 
imperfect sub-paradigm, and a PERS-based split in the perfect sub-paradigm. 

 
Paradigmatic slot distribution 
PERFECT  IMPERFECT  

1^2 1 SG  
3 2 3 

PL  

Table 10: Representing the stem pattern across the CV:C verbal base set 
 
What we see therefore is that in the ŀÁÒ paradigm, although the syllable-structure across 
the 3rd PERS cells in the perfect sub-paradigm and in the imperfect sub-paradigmatic 
cells is the same: CV:C, once again we see a morphological effect, such that, an ablaut-
change is involved, where the perfect 3SGM vowel redundantly changes to ı. As was the 
case in the ablaut-changes across the perfect 1^2 and imperfect SG cells in the laqat 
paradigm, the change renders a more feature coherent stem-form realization, instead of 
the morphomic exponence we would have otherwise had. Thus while the stem-form ŀàÒ 
realizes perfect 3rd PERS, ŀıÒ realizes imperfect ASP and SG NUM. The ASP feature is 
hence realized by multiple exponents, as this is also the function of the prefixes, which 
also carry a PERS feature (refer to Camilleri forthcoming). The ablaut-changes taking 
place within the paradigm for mar parallel those discussed for laqat, except that in terms 
of stem-shapes we have a heteroclite paradigm, where the stem-shape of the perfect 1^2 
and 3SGM cells, as well as the imperfect SG, are the ones expected for a CV:C verbal base, 
whereas the CVCC stem-shape across the perfect 3SGF^3PL and imperfect PL cells 
patterns with CVCVC verbal base types that involve a resonant as their second stem-form 
consonant. 

 
Mar ȬÇÏȭ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÅØÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ #6ȡ# ÖÅÒÂÁÌ-based set, and there is no available 

synchronic explanation as to why it patterns differently. In doing so, it is still not treated 
as irregular , ÕÎÌÉËÅ 3ÕÔÃÌÉÆÆÅȭÓ ɉρωσφɊ ÔÒÅÁÔÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 
irregularity is here considered to have to do solely with when a given stem pattern class 
only involves one lexeme as its member. Consequently, a lexeme is irregular  if it displays 
a unique stem pattern class which differs from the other typical stem pattern classes. For 
this reason, mar is not irregular in this regard, since it patterns with what appears to be 
the most common stem pattern class in the language, when one considers all that we 
have in the Semitic verbal data. The complexity provided here is to show that it is not 
only the case that we may have a different organisatory pattern within the same stem 
pattern class in which laqat and üÁÔÁÆ are co-members. Rather, what additional 
complexity we have here across mar and ŀÁÒ is that although phonologically identical and 
belonging in the same verbal base set, these verbs participate in distinct stem pattern 
classes altogether. Mar patterns with laqat, as in the stem pattern displayed in table (9), 
whereas ŀÁÒ displays its own pattern, as in table (10). Morphological complexity is thus 
manifest rather clearly when different behaviours are present across verbs with 
phonological sameness. Furthermore, it is interesting to see that a pattern of stem-form 
alternations need not cross-classify a given verbal base type, and a given stem pattern 
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class or sub-pattern of stem-alternations internal to that class may cut across different 
verbal bases.  

 
4.2. Overabundance  
An additional dimension to the canonical paradigm that results in a further divergence 
from the canon, is the phenomenon of overabundance, given most prominence in 
Thornton (2010, 2011).13 This non-canonical phenomenon is present when there are 
ȬÔ×Ï ÏÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÃÅÌÌ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÉÎÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȭ ɉ4ÈÏÒÎÔÏÎȟ ςπρρȡ 
362). In a canonical paradigm one expects to find one word-form filling in a paradigmatic 
cell. From this definition we see that her focus is mostly on word-form overabundance. In 
the account provided here it will be shown that Maltese illustrates a case of 
overabundant word-forms that are derived as a result of stem-form overabundance.14 
This means that there are different patterns of overabundance, and such patterns in 
Maltese can combine in different ways, resulting in different word-forms altogether. 
Table (11) below provides a representative but non-exhaustive illustration of stem-form 
overabundance in two different verbal base types: the CVCC verbal base, represented by 
üÁÓÓ ȬÆÅÅÌȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ #6ȡ# ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÂÁÓÅȟ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ sam. Note that the stem-
overabundance being illustrated here in the different verbal bases does not entail that all 
members of these verbal bases should have the same overabundant pattern. Rather, to 
further add to the complexity, it is somewhat of a lexical idiosyncrasy to see whether a 
ÇÉÖÅÎ ÌÅØÅÍÅȭÓ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÖÅÒÂÁÌ ÂÁÓÅÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ÏÖÅÒÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ 
or not, and whether overabundance is present in all the cells that display this 
phenomenon in other verbal paradigms, when it does. 

 
Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

üÁÓÓ ȬÆÅÅÌȭ sam ȬÆÁÓÔȭ 

 PERFECT IMPERFECT PERFECT IMPERFECT 
1SG üÁÓÓÅÊ-t n-üÏÓÓ som-t   ~  somej-t  n-ÓıÍ 
2SG üÁÓÓÅÊ-t t-üÏÓÓ som-t   ~  somej-t s-ÓıÍ 
3SGM üÁÓÓ j-üÏÓÓ ÓàÍ j-ÓıÍ 
3SGF üÁÓÓ-et t-üÏÓÓ-u ÓàÍ-et s-ÓıÍ 
1PL üÁÓÓÅÊ-na n-üÏÓÓ-u som-na ~ somej-na  n-ÓıÍ-u 
2PL üÁÓÓÅÊ-t-u t-üÏÓÓ-u som-t-u ~ somej-t-u s-ÓıÍ-u 
3PL üÁÓÓ-Õ ͯ üÁÓÓó-w j-üÏÓÓ-u ÓàÍ-Õ  ͯ  ÓÁÍó-w j-ÓıÍ-u 

Table 11: The overabundant paradigmatic cells in the paradigms for üÁÓÓ and sam 
 
If we consider the overabundance in üÁÓÓ we see that the target for overabundance is the 
perfect 3PL cell. At a glance we can already see that this targeting is morphologically-
conditioned, in the sense that one cannot explain why the availability of overabundance 
does not target the imperfect PL stem-form as well, considering that the same stem-
shape and the same -u suffix is involved. Therefore, while we get üÁÓÓÕ ~ üÁÓÓÅ× we do 

                                                 
13 Cappellaro (2010, 2012), has also worked on overabundance, where however she mostly 
focuses on overabundance in Italian. 
14 Although word-form overabundance within the paradigm will not be considered here, Maltese 
does allow for this, as shown in the the three-fold possibility in the IMPERF PL cells, of the 
paradigm for marad ȬÂÅ ÓÉÃËȭȟ for example: j-i-mird -u (most common form) ~ j-i-mord-u (9 google 
hits) ~ j -o-mord-u (5 google hits), where although the latter two appear to be the least common 
forms, assuming that the google hit numbers may be taken as representative of their use in spoken 
and written language, these are still forms available at the native speakersȭ ÄÉÓÐÏÓÁÌȢ While the last 
two forms do not involve stem-form overabundance, they differ on the basis of the formative 
vowel, o vs. i, which in turn results in word-form overabundance. The difference across the first 
and last two word-forms displays a case of stem-form overabundance, similar to what will be 
discussed here.   
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not get ÊüÏÓÓÕ ͻ ɕÊüÏÓÓÅ×, even if nothing hinders this from taking place. From the stem-
alternation internal to the perfect PL cell, one may wish to argue that the alternation is 
not as redundant as one may want to assume. One may want to say that the trigger is 
phonological, where phonology tries to adjust the stem-shape, in turn resulting in the 
allomorphic suffix-form changes from -w to -u. Although re-shaping is required, as we 
cannot have *CCC cluster, (*üÁÓÓ×), a lengthened V: is inserted. While the allomorphic 
difference is phonologically-conditioned, this phonological conditioning is only triggered 
by the same redundant morphological allomorphic change.  

Within the paradigms in table (11) we have a number of divergences taking place. 
As a result of the presence of overabundance, additional stem-forms are introduced, 
which in turn render a different stem pattern altogether, where from a three-slotted stem 
pattern for both the CVCC and CV:C verbal bases, we end up with an extension/expansion 
of the number of paradigmatic slots, illustrating another drive towards further non-
canonicity. All this therefore also implies that the stem pattern is not fixed. Rather, it 
changes and varies. The paradigm for üÁÓÓ, when this does not involve stem-form 
overabundance, patterns with that of ŀÁÒ ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉωɊȟ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ by most of the 
members of the CV:C verbal base set. When overabundant cells figure in our 
paradigmatic analysis, we get the pattern in table (12), whereby the stem-form in the 3rd 
PERS cells in the perfect sub-paradigm does not solely realize the PERS feature, but also 
comes to realize NUM, hence adding another feature that is realized by the stem-form, 
which is however shared with the suffixal NUM-realizing material, when present. Thus, it 
is not only the case that we have an additional stem-form, adding to the non-canonical 
behaviour in a rather redundant manner, but furthermore, we also see that the stem-
form comes to realize additional grammatical information. This is in fact what we also get 
in the case of sam, even though this belongs in a distinct verbal base set and involves 
additional overabundant cells.15 

 
Paradigmatic slot distribution 
PERFECT  IMPERFECT  

1^2 1 SG  
3SG 2 4 

3PL 3 PL  

Table 12: Representing the new stem pattern of feature value organisation that results 
as a consequence of the non-canonical overabundance present in the paradigm 

 
What I wanted to display, particularly through the paradigm for sam is that the set of 
verbs that pattern with it display two paradigmatic instances of stem-form 
overabundance; one in the perfect 3PL cell, as is also the case with üÁÓÓ, along with an 
additional overabundant stem-form across the perfect 1^2 cells. It is somewhat 
interesting, and perhaps also pointing towards a morphologically complex network, to 
see that across the perfect 1^2 cells, what we have is a morphologically-triggered stem-
extension whose requirement cannot be explained phonologically, since unlike what 
happens in the perfect 3PL cell, allomorphy was involved, in turn resulting in a partial 
phonological conditioning, as explained above. This redundant ej stem-form extension 
ÍÁÙ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ×ÅÌÌ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÏÇÏÕÓ ÍÏÄÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍÓ 
and verbal bases, which need not concern us here. Note that apart from being a clear 
illustration of a morphologically-conditioned stem-form overabundance, it also 
illustrates the way in which the morphological component appears to distinguish across 
the paradigmatic cells, such that while overabundance in the perfect 3PL cell results in a 

                                                 
15 .ÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÆÔÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȭÓ ÓÔÅÍ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ class is not a rare and one off occurrence 
across verbal paradigms in Maltese. Stem pattern classes may shift freely depending on whether 
ÂÏÕÎÄ ÐÒÏÎÏÕÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȟ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȭÓ ÐÏÌÁÒÉÔÙȢ 
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stem pattern class shift, the stem pattern is not affected by an overabundant stem-form 
in the PERF 1^2 cells.  

 
4.3. Summary  
 
This section has shown that morphological complexity exists independently of 
phonologicÁÌ ÓÁÍÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ Ï×Î ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 
stipulations, as shown through the redundant stem-form extensions, and the ablaut-
changes across stem-forms, leading to overabundance which only targets specific cells, 
even though other cells could have also been targeted, but in fact, are not. Furthermore, 
while stem patterns cut across distinct verbal base types, same verbal-based members 
may pattern distinctly, either by belonging to a separate stem pattern class altogether, or 
by involving a distinct stem-form realization of the same stem pattern class, as shown to 
be the case across laqat and üÁÔÁÆ. From the data it was also shown that having 
overabundance in the different cells results in different behaviours. The stem pattern is 
only affected when we have overabundance in the 3PL cell, which makes all of this 
further morphologically -complex, in that, overabundance-induced stem pattern class 
shifts are only related with a particular cell, and not with all of the overabundant cells 
present in the paradigm. 

 
5. The Maltese binyanim  system 
 
This section considers the binyanim system and illustrates an instance of canonical 
divergence that takes place within it, which just as with the paradigmatic complexity 
described above, has never been discussed before in the literature on Maltese. The 
presence of a binyanim system, i.e. the templatic construction of verb-forms, is what has 
long characterised Maltese as a Semitic language along with its genealogical descendent 
Arabic (Comrie, 2009). The binyanim system has traditionally been considered as an 
illustration of a derivational morphological system.16 The aim of this section is to present 
ÄÁÔÁ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÅÎÏÍÅÎÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÃÌÉÓÉÓ ɉɘυȢρɊȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÃÌÉÓÉÓ 
along with overabundaÎÃÅȟ ÉÎ ɉɘυȢςɊȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÎÏÎ-canonical 
ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÕÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅȢ (ÅÔÅÒÏÃÌÉÓÉÓ ÉÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ ÏÆ Á ÌÅØÅÍÅ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÉÎÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
paradigm contains forms built on stems belonging to two or more distinct inflectional 
ÃÌÁÓÓÅÓȭ ɉ3ÔÕÍÐȟ ςππφ, p. 278). Through an illustration of such a morphologically complex 
instance, a challenge to derivational accounts of the binyanim system is provided. This 
problematic issue is raised when the inflectional paradigm of an idiosyncratic lexeme in a 
given binyan may in fact involve word-forms from another binyan, either in the imperfect 
sub-paradigm, or in different cells within the perfect sub-paradigm. We will see that the 
ASP-cloven paradigm, i.e. a stem-alternation that splits on the basis of an ASP-feature, 
parallels an instance that takes place across the Hebrew binyanim system for the verb 
approach, as mentioned in Stump (2006, p. 314). Following these paradigmatic accounts, 
we will then see what effects, if any, there will be on the syntax, when this complexity 
interacts with argument-structure alternations themselves. 

 
5.1. Inflection across binyanim  
 
The first paradigm which we will be dealing with is that of ÓÉÅü ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭȟ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÉÎ 
the dialect of Naxxar, but obsolete in the Standard variety. From table (13) below, we see 
that the perfect sub-paradigm involves stem-forms related with the Ist binyan lexeme 

                                                 
16 While we will here not be delving in this argument, for a more detailed account of the system in 
Maltese, the reader is referred to Borg (1988), Borg & Mifsud (1999), Hoberman & Aronoff (2003), 
and Spagnol (2011). 



MARIS CAMILLERI  
 

 Morphological Complexity in Maltese:  
A divergence from canonicity 

 

On-Line Proceedings of the 8th Mediterranean Morphology Meeting 

106 

ÓÉÅü, while the imperfect sub-paradigm involves semi-suppleted stem-forms that belong 
to the IInd binyan counterpart ÓÅÊÊÁü ȬÃÁÌÌ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÖÁÒÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï 
forms, under a traditional derivational account, is analysed as the formation of distinct 
lexemes. The binyanim variation, in our analysis here is considered as a mere 
morphophonological difference, Ist binyan CV:C stem-form may alternate with a IInd 
banyan CVCCVC stem-form, which allomorphy results in a different derivationally related 
lexeme. When considering the imperfect 1SG cell for example, one sees that there is no 
phonological explanation as to why the form *nsieh is not possible, at least 
synchronically. It may have existed in earlier phases of the language, but became 
obsolete, paving the path for the IInd binyan stem-forms to take over. What we have here 
is a case whereby IInd binyan stem-forms fit inside the Ist binyan paradigm. In the verbal 
instance that will follow, we will have the opposite taking place, where Ist binyan forms 
are fitting within a II nd binyan paradigm.  

 
Morphosyntactic 
features values 

ÓÉÅü   ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG ÓÉü-t n-ÓÅÊÊÁü   ͯ   ɕÎ-ÓÉÅü 
2SG ÓÉü-t s-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
3SGM ÓÉÅü j-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
3SGF ÓÉÅü-et s-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
1PL ÓÉü-na n-ÓÅÊü-u 
2PL ÓÉü-t-u s-ÓÅÊü-u 
3PL ÓÉÅü-u j-ÓÅÊü-u 

Table 13: The paradigm for dialectal ÓÉÅü ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
 
Before discussing what is going on in the dialectal paradigm of ÓÉÅü ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭȟ ÔÁÂÌÅÓ 
(14-15) represent the respective Ist binyan and IInd binyan paradigm of the verb bies ȬËÉÓÓȭȟ 
which patterns in the same verbal base as ÓÉÅü, i.e. a CV:C verbal base, to show what one 
actually finds in a non-heteroclite paradigm of lexemes of the same verbal base type 
within the same binyan. 

 
Morphosyntactic 
features values 

bies   ȬËÉÓÓ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG bis-t n-bus 
2SG bis-t t-bus 
3SGM bies j-bus 
3SGF bies-et t-bus 
1PL bis-na n-bus-u 
2PL bis-t-u t-bus-u 
3PL bies-u j-bus-u 

Table 14: The paradigm for Ist binyan bies ȬËÉÓÓ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
 

Morphosyntactic 
features values 

bewwes   ȬËÉÓÓȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG bewwis-t n-bewwes 
2SG bewwis-t t-bewwes 
3SGM bewwes j-bewwes 
3SGF bews-et t-bewwes 
1PL bewwis-na n-bews-u 
2PL bewwis-t-u t-bews-u 
3PL bews-u j-bews-u 

Table 15 : The paradigm for IInd binyan bewwes ȬËÉÓÓȭ 
 
As a result of the heteroclite paradigm in table (13), that involves stem-forms from 
distinct verbal bases (as a consequence of belonging to the different binyanim); CV:C for 
the Ist binyan ÓÉÅü and CVCCVC for the IInd binyan ÓÅÊÊÁü, we do not solely end up with 
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heteroclite paradigmatic forms, but we also end up with a heteroclite stem pattern. The 
perfect sub-ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȭÓ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÅÍ-form alternations is what one would expect to 
find given a CV:C verbal base in the language, as displayed for ŀÁÒ ȬÖÉÓÉÔȭ ɉÔÁÂÌÅ ωɊȟ sam 
ȬÆÁÓÔȭ ɉÔÁÂÌÅ ρρɊȟ ÁÎÄ bies ȬËÉÓÓȭ ɉÔÁÂÌÅ ρτɊ ÁÂÏÖÅȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂ-paradigm involves a neat 
PERS-based stem-form split. In the imperfect sub-paradigm, on the other hand, instead of 
the expected invariable stem-form, as is the case for the CV:C verbal base set (with the 
exception of mar ȬÇÏȭȟ ÁÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÂÏÖÅɊȟ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ ÓÔÅÍ-form alternations 
that is the same as that which we had in the CVCVC verbal base set in table (8), which 
also extends for mar and other non-CVCVC-verbal-based verbs that pattern in the same 
way. The pattern of stem-form alternations in the IInd binyan also happens to be the IInd 
binyan pattern of CV:C Ist binyan counterparts, as displayed in table (15).17 The 
heteroclite stem pattern that results is illustrated in table (16) below.  It exhibits a rather 
neat feature-based split within both sub-paradigms, showing a 1^2 vs. 3rd PERS-based 
distinction in the perfect sub-paradigm and a SG vs. PL NUM-based distinction in the 
imperfect sub-paradigm, all embedded within an ASP morphosemantic split. Recall that 
we would not have had this pattern, were it not due to the presence of the 
morphologically complex and divergent illustration of heteroclisis in this paradigm. In 
resulting in more feature-coherent stem-forms than morphomic ones, heteroclisis also 
results in the addition of a stem-form within the paradigm, when one compares ÓÉÅü with 
the rest of the CV:C verbal base set, at least if we keep excluding mar. All this results in 
additional non-canonicity, not only on the basis of the way it includes stem-forms from 
other paradigms, but also in that it has an additional stem-form in the imperfect sub-
paradigm, if we measure complexity on the basis of how many stem-forms exist in a 
ÌÅØÅÍÅȭÓ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÈÉÎÄÅÒÓ Á #6ȡ#-shaped 
invariable stem-form across the imperfect sub-paradigm cells. Furthermore, the 
additional stem-form in the imperfect sub-paradigm does not solely realize ASP 
grammatical information, but also NUM. 
 

 

Table 16: Representing the heteroclite stem pattern for the heteroclite ÓÉÅü paradigm 
 
What one needs to add here is that the difference across the Ist and IInd binyan word-
forms ÓÉÅü and ÓÅÊÊÁü is solely formal, in that there is really no syntactic or semantic 
distinction or argument-structure differences across these two verbal forms, (though this 
may not have been the case diachronically). This synchronic state of affairs has resulted 
in an optionally overabundant perfect sub-paradigm. It is important to mention here that 
it is not because we have no difference in the argument-structure alternation that we get 
overabundance. As we will see in the paradigm for üÁÂÂÅÂ ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅȾÂÅÆÒÉÅÎÄȭ ÂÅÌÏ× 
ÉÎ ɘυȢςȟ ×Å ÓÔÉÌÌ ÇÅÔ ÏÖÅÒÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÔ ÃÅÌÌÓȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ×Å ÈÁÖÅ ÁÎ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ-structure 
distinction across the stem-forms from the different binyanim being used. This hence 
presents us with a paradigm in (17), which Corbett (2011) would refer to as an instance 
of a higher order exceptionality. 
 
 

                                                 
17 Under this account here, no binyan distinction needs to be made across Ist binyan CVCVC verbs 
and IInd binyan consonant-final verbal bases, considering that CVCVC and CVCCVC verbal bases 
share the same pattern of stem-form alternations, and hence, irrespective of consonantal root 
representations or templatic formations, morphology merely considers phonological bases, and 
how to get to the paradigm, accordingly.  

Paradigmatic slot distribution 
PERFECT  IMPERFECT  

1^2 1 SG 3 
 3 2 

PL 4 
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Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

ÓÉÅü   ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG ÓÉü-Ô    ͯ   ÓÅÊÊÁü-t n-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
2SG ÓÉü-Ô    ͯ   ÓÅÊÊÁü-t s-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
3SGM ÓÉÅü     ͯ  ÓÅÊÊÁü j-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
3SGF ÓÉÅü-ÅÔ   ͯ   ÓÅÊü-et s-ÓÅÊÊÁü 
1PL ÓÉü-ÎÁ    ͯ   ÓÅÊÊÁü-na n-ÓÅÊü-u 
2PL ÓÉü-t-Õ   ͯ   ÓÅÊÊÁü-t-u s-ÓÅÊü-u 
3PL ÓÉÅü-Õ   ͯ   ÓÅÊü-u j-ÓÅÊü-u 

Table 17: The overabundant paradigm for dialectal ÓÉÅü 
 
*ÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÅÄ ÉÎ ɘτȢς ÆÏÒ üÁÓÓ ȬÆÅÅÌȭ ÁÎÄ sam ȬÆÁÓÔȭȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÖÅÒÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÎ Á 
different pattern of stem-form alternations based on the way in which the distinct 
morphosyntactic feature values are conflated across stem-forms. Thus we see that in 
parallel to the PERS-based stem-split in the perfect sub-paradigm, we also have an 
alternating CVCVC-based stem pattern of alternation, paralleling that which was 
displayed in table (8), involving: 1^2, 3SGF^3PL and 3SGM feature value conflations. 
From this paradigmatic stage, one may want to say that just as in the Standard variety, 
the Ist binyan form has become obsolete, one may hypothesise that this overabundant 
stage is intermediary and is the stage that precedes the actual loss of the Ist binyan form 
altogether in the dialect, which would result in the ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÌÌÉÎÇȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔ 
becomes entirely a IInd binyan paradigm. 
 
5.2 Heteroclisis, overabundance and argument -structure alternations  
 
What follows below is the overabundant paradigm of the IInd binyan verb-form üÁÂÂÅÂ 
ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅȾÂÅÆÒÉÅÎÄȭ ɉÔÁÂÌÅ ρψɊȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÐÏÓÉÔÏÒÙ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ )st binyan counterpart 
üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÂÅÌÏ× ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉρωɊȢ 

 
Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

üÁÂÂÅÂ   ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG üÁÂÂÉÂ-Ô  ))   ͯ  üÁÂÂÅÊ-t  I n-üÁÂÂÅÂ  ))   ͯ  ɕÎ-üÏÂÂ  ) 
2SG üÁÂÂÉÂ-Ô    ͯ   üÁÂÂÅÊ-t t-üÁÂÂÅÂ 
3SGM üÁÂÂÅÂ   )) j-üÁÂÂÅÂ 
3SGF üÁÂÂ-et   I/II  t-üÁÂÂÅÂ 
1PL üÁÂÂÉÂ-ÎÁ  ))  ͯ   üÁÂÂÅÊ-na   I n-üÁÂÂ-u 
2PL üÁÂÂÉÂ-t-Õ   ͯ   üÁÂÂÅÊ-t-u t-üÁÂÂ-u 
3PL üÁÂÂó-w  I/II 18 j-üÁÂÂ-u 

Table 18: The overabundant paradigm of the IInd binyan üÁÂÂÅÂ ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
 

Morphosyntactic 
feature values 

üÁÂÂ   ȬÌÏÖÅ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ 
PERFECT IMPERFECT 

1SG üÁÂÂÅÊ-t  n-üÏÂÂ   
2SG üÁÂÂÅÊ-t t-üÏÂÂ 
3SGM üÁÂÂ   j-üÏÂÂ 

                                                 
18 The stem-form in this cell illustrates another occurrence of interesting morphological 
complexity, where while Ist binyan üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÌÉËÅ üÁÓÓ ȬÆÅÅÌȭ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ ɉρ1), involving 
stem-form overabundance in the perfect 3PL cell: üÁÂÂÕ ͻ üÁÂÂÅ× ȬÔÈÅÙ ÌÏÖÅȭȟ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ 
the IInd binyan, it is only üÁÂÂÅ× that is used, and an overabundant stem-form is not allowed, in 
turn implying that the presence of overabundance, as well as a given stem-form instead of another 
can give morphological cues for a distinct argument-structure, which would have otherwise been 
ambiguous. Furthermore, a unifying factor across the Ist and IInd binyanim paradigms in this 
regard, at least when comparing across the verbs üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ ÁÎÄ üÁÂÂÅÂ ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅȾÂÅÆÒÉÅÎÄȭȟ 
is that in the presence of an attached pronoun, in the perfect 3PL cell, it is only the stem-form 
üÁÂÂó- that can be used, and not üÁÂÂ-; üÁÂÂÅ×-h ~ *üÁÂÂÕ-h ȬÔÈÅÙ ÌÏÖÅÄ ÈÉÍȭȢ  
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3SGF üÁÂÂ-et   t-üÏÂÂ 
1PL üÁÂÂÅÊ-na    n-üÏÂÂ-u 
2PL üÁÂÂÅÊ-t-u t-üÏÂÂ-u 
3PL üÁÂÂ-Õ   ͯ   üÁÂÂó-w   j-üÏÂÂ-u 

Table 19: The paradigm of the Ist binyan üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ 
 
What we can see from the overabundant paradigm in table (18) is that if we exclude the 
overabundant state of affairs, this IInd binyan paradigm already involves stem-
forms/word -forms which are shared with those in the Ist binyan paradigm counterpart, 
as one can see when comparing table (18) and (19), facilitated by the use of the roman 
numerals I and II, next to the word-form in the different cells, as is the case with the 
morphologically ambiguous forms in the 3SGF and 3PL cells. What happens as a result of 
stem-form overabundance is that all the cells in the perfect sub-paradigm, with the strict 
exception of the 3SGM form, which bears the verbal-base-stem-shape related with the 
given IInd binyan: CVCCV(C), we get quasi-levelling in the use of the Ist binyan stem-
/word -forms across all the paradigmatic cells, whereby when the overabundant Ist binyan 
forms are used in the IInd binyan paradigmatic context, morphological ambiguity is 
increased. It is once again interesting to see that the presence of overabundant stem-
forms across the perfect 1^2 cells, as was also shown to be the case for the overabundant 
sam ȬÆÁÓÔȭ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ÉÎ ÔÁÂÌÅ (11), do not result in a stem pattern class shift. Recall that in 
the overabundant ÓÉÅü ȬÃÁÌÌ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅȭ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍ ÉÎ ɘυȢς ×Å ÈÁÄ Á ÓÔÅÍ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÓÈÉÆÔ 
as a consequence of having all perfect paradigmatic cells being the target for 
overabundance, also menÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎ ɘτȢςȢ 

In the case of üÁÂÂÅÂȟ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÉÎ ɘυȢρȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ 
across the Ist and IInd binyanim verb-forms üÁÂÂ ͻ üÁÂÂÅÂ, unlike ÓÉÅü ͻ ÓÅÊÊÁü, involve an 
argument-structure distinction. The Ist binyan predicate takes a SUBJ and an OBJ as its 
subcategorised grammatical functions, while the IInd binyan predicate takes SUBJ, OBJ 
and OBL grammatical functions. What we end up with, as a result of this morphological 
complexity, is the situation illustrated in sentences (20) below, where it is now not the 
morphological forms which are giving us the argument-structure distinction, but it is 
rather the syntax itself which now helps disambiguate morphologically ambiguous forms. 
From a robust morphological system that brings about argument-structure alternations, 
(although of course not necessarily always the case), a larger weight on syntax has now 
to be imposed. 

 
20. a. \ÁÂÂÅ-w lil  xulxin 
 loved-3.PL ACC each other 
 They loved each other üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ Ѓ35"*ȟ /"*Є 
 *They caused to love each other  
 
        b. \ÁÂÂÅ-w-hom  ÍÁȭ      xulxin 
 loved-3.PL-3PL.ACC with      each other 
 They made them love each other üÁÂÂÅÂ ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅȭ Ѓ35"*ȟ /"*ȟ /",Є 
 *They loved them each other  
 
The 3rd PERS PL form in (20a-b) is morphologically ambiguous, an ambiguity that is a 
property of the Ist binyan CVCC-derived IInd binyan verbal bases. It is only the nature of 
the argument-structure expressed in the syntax, which reflects the verb-form 
interpretation. When the additional morphological complexity manifest by 
overabundance is added on top of this, as is the case in the perfect PERS 1^2 cells, we get 
a similar effect, when the word-form common across both binyanim is used:      

 
          c. \ÁÂÂÅÊ-t   lit -tfal  

loved-1SG ACC.DEF-children 
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I loved the children    üÁÂÂ ȬÌÏÖÅȭ Ѓ35"*ȟ /"*Є 
*I caused to love Mary 
 

         d. \ÁÂÂÅÊ-t/üÁÂÂÉÂ-t  lit -tfal           ÍÁȭ       xulxin 
love.CAUSE-1SG ACC.DEF-children  with      each other 
I made them love each other         üÁÂÂÅÂ ȬÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÖÅȭ Ѓ35"*ȟ /"*ȟ /",Є 
*I loved Mary with each other 
 

Therefore, when the semantic interpretation of the causative IInd binyan verb-form 
üÁÂÂÅÂ is intended, when the perfect 1st PERS SG verb-form üÁÂÂÅÊÔ is used instead of 
üÁÂÂÉÂÔ, it is not the morphological form that is denoting the syntactic valence of the 
verb, but it is rather the presence/absence of a preposition-headed constituent that 
functions as an OBL grammatical function, that in fact provides the semantic 
interpretation of the morphological form.     

 
6. Conclusion  
 
The study aimed to show that Maltese displays a number of interesting morphologically 
complex phenomena, with data also illustrating the interactions of these. All the 
occurrences of canonical divergence were here interpreted and understood as a 
complexity that is solely derived from an autonomous morphological component. This 
was particularly manifest through phenomena that result out of no obvious phonological 
motivations. It was shown that a stem pattern class need not be as complex, if ablaut-
changes were not to be involved, as for most of the cases, these are derived out of a 
number of interacting hierarchically-ordered set of phonological constraints. 
Furthermore, different syllable structures redundantly result when overabundance is 
involved, as is also the case with heteroclisis, where nothing can synchronically account 
for why a non-heteroclite form is not present in the imperfect sub-paradigm. Moreover, 
an independence from phonology was also shown to be the case through the different 
paradigmatic behaviours of verbs which are in fact grouped together under the same 
verbal base classification as a result of their phonological make-up.  

The fact that such members differ does not only reflect this morphological complexity, 
but it also aims to show that looking at an underlying representation, rather than at 
surface structure paradigms, the truth of what actually goes on in the paradigms, similar 
to the surface phonological classifications do not at times contribute to homogeneous 
morphological outcomes. Differences between the laqat and üÁÔÁÆ, and the mar and ŀÁÒ 
set of verbal base types, particularly illustrated this point. The former participate in the 
same stem pattern class, but the way the different paradigmatic slots are realized differs, 
whereas mar and ŀÁÒ were shown to belong to the same verbal base but differ in their 
stem pattern class membership, such that mar patterns with laqat, showing that the 
phenomenon of stem pattern formations cuts across verbal base types, and is not 
ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒȭÓ ÐÈÏÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÓÔÅÍ-form 
ÏÖÅÒÁÂÕÎÄÁÎÃÅ ɉɘτȢςɊ ÓÈÏ×ÅÄ ÕÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÒÐÈÏÌÏÇÙ ÐÌÁÙÓ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÁÃÔÕÁÌÌÙ 
determining which cells are targeted and whether such overabundance needs involve a 
stem pattern class shift. By the availability of such shifts we see that a lexeme need not be 
a member of just one stem pattern class, and that there is some level of flexibility internal 
to the stem-form behaviour. It was also highlighted that stem allomorphy and the 
morphologically-induced conditions that change the stem-form, constitute another 
dimension to Maltese inflection that is non-concatenative, which coexists with the 
concatenative affixal exponents. Furthermore, all divergence from that which is canonical 
suggests that in Maltese, the morphological component is an important innovation that 
distances the Maltese paradigm from what one expects to find under a canonical account. 
This was shown to be the case not only through the increase in the number of stem-
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forms, but also by having stem-forms that carry grammatical information. Additional 
complexity and non-canonical behaviour, via redundant ablaut-changes and 
overabundant forms, result in stem-forms that involve more feature-coherent 
realizations, moving the stem-form further away from the inert paradigmatic 
requirement and the lexical material function, adding to further divergence from the 
canon.   
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