
Melody-free syntax 
 
There is no syntactic movement on record that would be triggered only if, say, the candidate 
for movement begins with a labial. The same holds true for other categories that are relevant 
in phonology such as palatality, occlusion etc. Building on this observation, Zwicky & Pullum 
(1986a,b) have introduced the principle of phonology-free syntax, which holds that 
phonology is entirely invisible to syntax. That is, conditioning is only top-down: syntax bears 
on phonology, but there is no communication in the other direction. Zwicky & Pullum's 
principle originally concerned only syntax; however, it was rapidly extended to morphology: 
no concatenation of two morphemes is supposed to be conditioned by the phonological 
properties of the items involved.  

In the late 80s and in the 90s, phonology-free syntax has rapidly become the standard 
view of the macro-landscape regarding modular identities. Relevant references in this context 
include Pullum & Zwicky (1988), Vogel & Kenesei (1990:346ff), Miller et al. (1997) and 
Guasti & Nespor (1999). In later development, though, phonology-free syntax was challenged 
by the description of morpho-syntactic processes that do take into account phonological 
properties.  

The goal of this presentation is to establish the correct empirical generalisation, 
melody-free syntax, and to show that this piece inserts nicely in the overall puzzle regarding 
the architecture of grammar: the same generalisation, i.e. the non-communication between 
morpho-syntax and melody, also holds in the other direction. That is, carriers of morpho-
syntactic information in phonology do not include melodic objects: nobody has ever tried to 
insert, say, [-back] or an U element into phonological representations instead of a hash mark 
or an ω. This holds true for all theories of the interface: structuralist juncture phonemes, SPE-
type hash marks and constituents of the Prosodic Hierarchy are all located at or above the 
skeleton. There is thus a complete, if only tacit consensus that the objects which carry 
morpho-syntactic information in phonology do not include melody. Combined with melody-
free syntax, the global generalisation is thus that melody and morpho-syntax are entirely 
incommunicado, in both directions. The presentation draws consequences of this situation for 
interface theory: it is shown that the generalisation at hand contributes to identifying the kind 
of objects that carry morpho-syntactic information in phonology: possible candidates shrink 
to just syllabic space (i.e., depending on the theory, moras, x-slots, rhymes, onsets, CV units 
and the like). 

A related issue is a putative difference in behaviour between morphology and syntax: 
while nobody doubts that syntax is be melody-free (Zwicky & Pullum's original observation), 
morphological concatenation is sometimes claimed to be conditioned by phonological factors 
that include melody. 

Literature that challenges the invisibility of phonological properties for morpho-syntax 
includes Inkelas (1990), Inkelas & Zec (1990, 1995), Hargus (1993), Neeleman & Reinhart 
(1998), Szendrői (2001, 2003, 2004) regarding syntax, Szymanek (1980), Ackema & 
Neeleman (2004:2), Burzio (2007) regarding morphology. Szymanek (1980), Vogel & 
Kenesei (1990) and Inkelas & Zec (1995) provide surveys of phenomena that are frequently 
quoted in support of the fact that phonology may have bearing on morphology and syntax. 

When looking at the inventory of phenomena that are argued to induce a bottom-up 
conditioning, though, a clear regularity appears. Indeed, phonological properties that are used 
in order to argue against phonology-free syntax are unfailingly located at and above the 
skeleton: intonation and stress (Szendröi 2001, 2003, 2004, Hargus 1993), tree-geometric 
properties of the prosodic constituency (for example the existence or branchingness of 
constituents, Inkelas & Zec 1988, 1990:372ff), the size of lexical items (minimal word 
constraints: number of syllables or moras, e.g. Inkelas & Zec 1990:372ff, Hargus 1993, 



Bendjaballah & Haiden 2005, forth), rhythm (Guasti & Nespor 1999) and tone (Rose & Jenks 
2011). 

Vogel & Kenesei (1990:346) as well as Inkelas & Zec (1990:366, 1995:547) for 
example are explicit on this, and the observation is also made by Kaisse & Hargus (1993:4) in 
the debate on interactionism: "if an affix subcategorizes for a base with certain derived 
phonological properties, those properties are almost always supra-segmental (e.g. stress)." 

In other words, the literature has identified a red line that cuts the phonological space 
into two areas, above and below the skeleton. While the latter is invisible for syntax for sure, 
there is reason to believe that the former may be a factor in syntactic computation. 

Regarding the putative distinction between morphology and syntax, cases where 
melodic properties impact the concatenation of morphemes may be found in the literature 
(e.g. Szymanek 1980, Ackema & Neeleman 2004:2, Burzio 2007). Hargus (1993:54ff) also 
presents evidence for phonology-sensitive morphology from segmental processes, but points 
out herself (p.69) that most of these unexpectedly share the fact of involving non-
concatenative morphology (Semitic, reduplication, infixation).  

This is an interesting observation. The presentation therefore takes a closer look at 
phonologically conditioned infixation, which appears to be a particularly harsh violation of 
phonology-free morphology and is therefore typically quoted in this context. Based on 
Moravcsik (2000), Samuels (2009:147ff) provides an overview of phonological factors that 
are known to condition infixation cross-linguistically. The list of anchor points that infixes 
look at in order to determine their landing site falls into two categories: edge-oriented and 
prominence-oriented. For the left edge for example, documented situations are "after the first 
consonant (or consonant cluster)", "after the first vowel", "after the first syllable" and "after 
the second consonant". Prominence-based attractors are stressed vowels, stressed syllables or 
stressed feet. 

In no case, however, is melody reported to be relevant for the definition of the landing 
site. Hence cases where infixes are inserted after, say, the first labial consonant of the word 
(and in absence of labials are prefixed) do not seem to be on record.  

A case that may look like a counter-example is discussed by Zuraw (2007), who has 
found evidence for the influence of major categories on infixation. In her Tagalog data 
(Austronesian, Philippines), word-initial stop-glide clusters are significantly more often split 
up than stop-liquid clusters. Tagalog does not have native word-initial CC clusters, and hence 
speakers must make a decision to insert relevant infixes (which normally land after the first 
consonant of the word) either after C1 or C2 (e.g. graduate can come out as g-um-raduate or 
gr-um-aduate). The statistically relevant impact of cluster types, however, does not need to 
harm the generalisation that infixation is melody-blind: the most obvious analysis is to 
interpret the difference between stop-liquid and stop-glide as a contrast in (syllable) structure, 
rather than in melody. That is, whatever melodic primes distinguish stops, liquids and glides, 
the infixation process does not look at them, but at the (syllable) structure that they have 
contributed to erect. Hence their influence is indirect, and what really is taken into account by 
morphological computation is structure above the skeleton. 

It thus seems that Zwicky & Pullum's generalisation also holds for infixation if the 
melodic proviso is borne in mind: infixation does not react on melodic properties of 
phonology. 

Finally, there have also been reactions against the reaction against phonology-free 
syntax. Defenders of Zwicky & Pullum's principle have proposed reanalyses of alleged 
bottom-up conditioning, or place it outside of grammar (discourse-related): among others, 
Zwicky & Pullum (1986b), Vogel & Kenesei (1990), Odden (1993), Miller et al. (1997), 
Guasti & Nespor (1999), Bošković (2001, 2005), Revithiadou (2006) and Bendjaballah & 
Haiden (2005, forth) have worked in this direction. 
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