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(Direct) Interface without Big Brothers 
 
In a modular environment (which some generative theories such as OT may have left), the 
angle stone of all current interface theories is a translating device which transforms 
information from the language of one module into the idiom of the other. Translator's Offices 
(TOs) are needed because the basic property of modules is to be domain-specific. That is, 
modules are distinct ontological spaces and perform a computation over a vocabulary that is 
proprietary, i.e. not shared with any other module (Fodor 1983 et passim). Hence every 
module can only understand and parse a signal that is composed of its own vocabulary - 
messages formulated in other codes are ignored. Therefore phonology cannot understand what 
an NP etc. is - this information must be translated into the phonological language if any 
phonological effect is to be produced. 

This talk focuses on the Translator's Office and its properties. In current modular theory 
(e.g. Jackendoff 2002), TOs are supposed to mediate not just between the phonological and 
the morpho-syntactic module (Ph-MS interface), but between any two modules: morpho-
syntax - conceptual, audition - phonology, vision - phonology (McGurk effect) etc. In the case 
of the Ph-MS interface that is most familiar to me, the consensual interface model that has 
been developed (mainly by phonologists) roots in SPE (the readjustment component) and has 
been explicitly formulated by Prosodic Phonology: the TO is located in modular no-man's 
land; it accommodates mapping rules which transform morpho-syntactic structure into 
prosodic structure (the Prosodic Hierarchy). Phonology, then, is fed with this output and 
henceforth may refer to it in phonological rules. 

The essence of this particular TO - and of all others - is to be a Big Brother: it sees and 
controls everything. That is, it must have access to both modules which are connected and 
needs to be able to understand both languages - only then can it perform the translation. A 
direct consequence is that it cannot be a module itself: it is not domain-specific (Jackendoff 
calls it bi-domain specific). If it is not a module, then, what could it be? It still performs a 
computation over an input and produces an output, which is the basic description of a module. 

In a modular environment, Big-Brother non-modules are therefore undesirable. 
Following work by Michal Starke, the present talk explores an obvious alternative that is 
much simpler but for some reason has not been considered so far. Everybody agrees that the 
translational job needs to be done somehow. For the reasons mentioned, TOs are not a good 
solution. But when the complete picture is drawn (which Ph-MS interface theories usually do 
not), an alternative candidate appears: the lexicon. The lexicon is needed anyway, and it does 
a translational job: upon lexical insertion, it translates the information that is carried by 
morpho-syntactic terminals into the phonological material which appears as morphemes on 
the surface. On the traditional account, then, the complete interface picture consists of a two-
channel translation: morphemic information is translated by the lexicon, while non-
morphemic information (i.e. boundaries in a broad sense) transits through the TO. 

Now it is a long standing observation that anything and its reverse seems to be able to 
happen in the TO: any morpho-syntactic information can be translated into any phonological 
information and its reverse (hence the inflationist evolution of mapping rules, hence 
Jackendoff's 1997 conception of entirely unconstrained and arbitrary correspondence rules). 
An input-output based computational system such as the TO is not expected to behave like 
that. By contrast, the lexicon is a precise match for this description: it relates two arbitrarily 
chosen items. 



Hence there is good reason to explore the alternative of a one-channel translation where 
all the work is done by the lexicon: 1) no computational units that are non-modules and aliens 
in a modular environment are needed; 2) the properties of the translational process are those 
typical for a lexicon; 3) the overall picture is simplified (one- instead of two-channel 
translation). 

The talk then considers implementational questions. For one thing, it makes explicit an 
immediate consequence of one-channel translation: only objects that can sit in a lexical entry 
qualify as the output of boundary-translation. This enforces Direct Interface, i.e. the 
requirement for any such output to be a truly phonological object (one that exists in the 
phonology independently of any extra-phonological information). On this count, the Prosodic 
Hierarchy is doubly disqualified: because it is a diacritic (which does not exist in the 
phonology in absence of interface information), and because it could not sit in a lexical entry. 

Finally, it is shown what kind of predictions are made when this interface model runs 
with a particular phonological theory, CVCV (Lowenstamm 1996, Scheer 2004). 
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