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How phonological is intonation? 
 
The talk examines the relationship of intonation (sentence stress) with phonology in general, and with 
recursion in particular. A major difference between phonology and morpho-syntax that is fairly 
consensual among all practitioners is that there is no recursion in phonology (e.g. Neeleman & van de 
Koot 2006). This follows from the fact that phonology does not concatenate pieces: it interprets linear 
strings whose composition and linearity are decided elsewhere. In current minimalist thinking, 
recursion is the consequence of Merge, and if there is no Merge in phonology there cannot be 
recursion either. 
Now intonation is the only area in phonology where analysts regularly propose recursive structure, i.e. 
where a node dominates another node of the same kind: this is the case since Ladd (1986), see also 
Selkirk (1996) or Truckenbrodt (1999). Hence something must be wrong: in a modular environment, 
either a given computational system is able to produce recursive structure, or it is not. In case it is, we 
expect recursive structure everywhere in its realm of competence. If thus recursion is restricted to 
intonation, the conclusion is that there must be two distinct computational systems: one, call it A, that 
is unable to produce recursion (phonology minus intonation) and another, call it B, which is able to 
handle recursion (intonation). 
I argue that the alleged presence of recursion in phonology in the sole area of intonation is a mirage 
that is created by analysis, rather than based on facts. In morpho-syntax, there is a pre-analytical and 
pre-theoretical definition of recursion: you keep doing the same thing until extra-grammatical 
restrictions such as memory etc. stop you. There is nothing equivalent in phonology, or intonation. 
Recursion is alleged to exist in phonology/intonation only because some phonologists have proposed 
recursive analyses of non-recursive facts.  
I argue that the reason why some phonologists have proposed recursive phonological structure is that 
they were trying to account for intonation in the wrong module: module B, the one that can do 
recursion and where intonation is done, is not phonology. It is morpho-syntax. In other words, the 
recursive morpho-syntactic structure is duplicated in the phonology. A non-redundant alternative for 
the analysis of intonation is to leave module A, the phonology, bare of any computation or 
representation that relates to intonation, and to understand intonation as a purely syntactic 
phenomenon. This is what is done in the work of Michael Wagner (e.g. Wagner 2005). Note that there 
is no point in saying that intonation must be handled in the phonology because it is somehow "phon" 
because you can hear it: if syntactic structure defines the locus of intonation, spell-out will produce a 
regular vocabulary item that is implemented into the linear string like any other VI. 
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