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1 A requiem for Lexical
Phonology?

Shortly after the appearance of the first main-stream book on Lexical
Phonology (Mohanan 1986), Gussmann published an incisive and detailed
review (1988), which – as is strangely more apparent now than it was then –
captured the mood of the time. In it, he attacked not just the book under
review but the entire programme of Lexical Phonology, meticulously dis-
mantling Mohanan (1986) chapter by chapter and concluding: ‘If the criti-
cal assessment of lexicalism presented here and elsewhere were to be
accepted, then Mohanan’s book would very likely come to stand as a
requiem for Lexical Phonology’ (Gussmann 1988: 239). As at that time
phonologists were beginning to abandon in droves not only derivationalist
theories but also English – one of Mohanan’s main concerns – Gussmann’s
review could not have come at a better time for some, and at a worse time for
others. Such was the mood of the time.

The title of Mohanan (1986), The theory of lexical phonology, mislead-
ingly suggested that the book reported, and indeed was, the state-of-the-
art. It wasn’t anything like that; but the misled reviewer can be forgiven for
responding in kind. Mohanan (1986) was an easy target not only for a
reviewer hostile to the programme but, perhaps even more so, for the
theory-internal and therefore constructively minded critic. To Gussmann’s
credit, most of his comments could have come from either quarter: those
who had been doing independent and, at least in part, rather differently
focused work on this framework, shared Gussmann’s disagreement with
many of the points made by Mohanan; see, for example, the contributions
to Hargus and Kaisse (1993) and Wiese (1994). I return to those points
below. But anyone who interprets Mohanan (1986) as the requiem for
Lexical Phonology envisaged by Gussmann may as well regard Chomsky
and Halle (1968, henceforth ‘SPE’) as the swan-song of phonology in the
generative enterprise, which it clearly was not although its deep flaws
became apparent as quickly as did Mohanan’s after its publication. And
anyone who does either or both will have a problem assessing the progress
made in phonological theory since.
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Of course we know now that neither Gussmann nor Mohanan did finish
off the theory of Lexical Phonology. But Gussmann’s critique inflicted such
damage, to the work’s standing if not to the programme’s, because it high-
lighted major structural weaknesses rather than just bad analyses. Here is
an example.

The failure of the Lexical Phonology seems in no small measure to have
been due to the superficial or impoverished view of morphology that it
resorted to. . . . There is the whole area of conditions on rules and rule
interactions within morphology, of blocking, of the semantics of deriva-
tives, of . . . morpheme vs. word-based models, etc. (Gussmann 1988: 238)

It would have been useful there to draw a distinction between the pro-
gramme itself and its practitioner. Progress had been made particularly in
this area by Kiparsky (1982) and others; but there is indeed little trace of it
in Mohanan (1986), who – admittedly, like many others – tends to treat the
short name of the programme, Lexical Phonology, in its literal sense.

‘Lexical Phonology’ is of course a misnomer in that it refers only to half
of the story. The programme’s central hypothesis is that ‘[m]orphology and
phonology apply in tandem’ (Booij 1994: 3). This tandem application is
subject to the sub-theory of ‘level-ordering’ or ‘lexical stratification’,
whereby morphology and phonology interact in a series of ordered ‘levels’
or ‘strata’.1 But there were, and still are, the questions of just how many
strata are needed, what they contain, whether they are universal and – most
importantly – why. Here are the morphological sides of two competing
models of the 1980s:

(1) Kiparsky (1982) Halle and Mohanan (1985)
Mohanan (1986)

Stratum 1 ‘1’-affixation: -ity, -ic, ‘1’-affixation: -ity, -ic,
irregular inflexion: cacti, oxen irregular inflexion: cacti, oxen

Stratum 2 ‘#’-affixation: -ness, -less, ‘#’-affixation: -ness, -less
compounding

Stratum 3 regular inflexion compounding

Stratum 4 — regular inflexion

The stratal split between ‘#’-affixation and compounding is in
Mohanan’s model motivated by a single phonological rule of rather
dubious status;2 on the morphological side it gives rise to the now-infamous
‘loop’: given that ‘#’-affixation and compounding freely interact (rule-
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governedness, to re-aircondition etc.; Kiparsky 1982), Mohanan is forced to
allow the morphology recourse to the previous stratum while maintaining
the split for the phonology. This loop – ‘a noose for Lexical Phonology’
(Gussmann 1988: 237) – weakens the theory beyond recognition:
effectively, the theory’s central hypothesis of morphology–phonology inter-
action is abandoned. As Kiparsky’s (1982) three-strata model similarly
needed a loop to account for regular inflexion occurring inside compounds
(systems analyst, drinks dispenser etc.; Sproat 1985), two-strata models are
now standard in the literature on English (Kiparsky 1985; Booij and
Rubach 1987; McMahon 1990; Borowsky 1993), albeit in rather different
versions. But the question of why this should be so remains unanswered.

The two models of stratification given in (1) above are ‘affix-driven’: the
morphology of a given stratum is defined by the sum of affixes that are
diacritically marked for attaching on it. (The morpheme and word boun-
dary symbols ‘1’ and ‘#’ (respectively), introduced by SPE but replaced by
brackets in Lexical Phonology, serve here merely to express this diacritic
marking.) The problem with such models is that a number of (English)
affixes display morphological and phonological behaviour that is consistent
with both strata. And the ‘Affix Ordering Generalisation’ (Selkirk 1982b),
whereby crucially no ‘#’-affix can occur inside a ‘1’-affixed form, appears
in many cases not to hold. But in the literature

. . . counter-examples of affix ordering (Aronoff 1976) tended to be dis-
missed or explained away. However, the number of such counter-examples
has turned out to be too large to be dismissed (Aronoff and Sridhar 1983).
The ordering of levels (strata) as a replacement for the SPE boundaries
came to be seen as not very desirable, ‘in large part because of the lack of
control over the number of levels’ (Aronoff and Sridhar 1983: 10).
(Gussmann 1988: 237)

Some ten years on, the literature on lexical stratification records no
progress on this issue, damaging to the theory though it is.

This is not the place (and no longer the time) to launch another review of
Mohanan (1986) or to re-launch Gussmann’s. My point is that it was as pre-
mature then as it is now to talk of nooses and requiems: Mohanan (1986) is
a mere example of an unfinished agenda. But before I outline how the
present contribution to Lexical Phonology is intended to advance the
agenda (if not to finish it), let us briefly consider the phonological side of
the theory.

I am not so much concerned here with individual phonological rules as I
am with constraints on rules and the long-standing attempt at limiting the
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abstractness of phonological derivations. This is another area in which
Lexical Phonology had promised, and indeed made, progress well before
Mohanan (1986). Once again it is progress ignored by Mohanan; and curi-
ously it is a major weakness of that work that is missed in Gussmann’s cri-
tique. This progress largely concerned the status of the Strict Cycle
Condition (Kean 1974; Mascaró 1976), which confines structure-changing
cyclic rules to derived environments, with regard to lexical stratification
(Kiparsky 1982). But rather than devising a phonology in such a way as to
make it comply with that condition, Mohanan (1986) and most other
researchers in the field (notably Halle and Mohanan 1985) devised points in
the derivation at which rules would be exempt from the condition. Their
Stratum 2 is non-cyclic by stipulation, for the single purpose of providing
a safe haven for unconstrained rules of Vowel Shift, Vowel Reduction
and others. A large part of SPE’s rule apparatus, with all its abstractness
problems – free rides, indeterminate underliers, never-surfacing feature
combinations, etc. – simply re-appeared in Lexical Phonology as if the
abstractness debate in Generative Phonology had never happened. And
curiously, little further progress has been made since, except that the notion
of structure-changing rules itself has increasingly been abandoned in deri-
vationalist theories (Archangeli 1988; Kiparsky 1993), driven in part by
what may well be viewed as misplaced pessimism regarding the constrain-
ability of structure-changing devices (McMahon 1992).

I intend to show in this study that the hypothesis of affix-driven
stratification cannot be sustained: this hypothesis fails on a larger scale
than has been recognised even by its fiercest critics (for example Szpyra
1989). In its place I formulate a theory of ‘base-driven’ stratification (first
sketched in Giegerich 1994a), which defines strata by reference not to
affixes but to affixation bases (where affixes are in principle free to attach on
more than one stratum). I show that English, which recognises the morpho-
logical categories ‘root’ and ‘word’ (Selkirk 1982b), has two lexical strata
while German has three (Wiese 1996): root, stem and word-based respec-
tively. Base-driven stratification exercises full control over the number of
strata in a given language, but it makes rather fewer predictions than did its
predecessor model regarding the stratum or strata on which a given base
form can attract a given affix. The Affix Ordering Generalisation, with all
its problems, loses its crucial diagnostic status in determining the stratal
affiliation of affixes. For stratum 1, I abandon the notion of affixation ‘rules’
and propose a framework in which affixed forms are listed, thus accommo-
dating the semantic idiosyncrasy, lack of productivity and morphological
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blocking that characterise stratum-1 formations (Kiparsky 1982, S.
Anderson 1992). I show that this framework is an automatic consequence
of base-driven stratification.

Turning to the phonological side of the theory, I show that base-driven
stratification predicts the Strict Cyclicity Effect on all non-final lexical
strata (Giegerich 1988): only on the last lexical stratum can structure-
changing phonological rules affect underived environments. There,
however, the Alternation Condition exerts diachronic pressure on struc-
ture-changing rules to move onto earlier strata and commonly to undergo
rule inversion (Vennemann 1972b). A relevant example of (partial) inver-
sion is the synchronic rule of Vowel Shift (McMahon 1990); the present
study formulates the principles governing this phenomenon, and looks at
further examples.

One striking case is the alternation of full and central vowels found in
pairs such as atom – atomic, totem – totemic; occur – occurrence, deter –
deterrent (in Received Pronunciation, ‘RP’). In the present framework, such
alternations cannot be due to the operation of a synchronic rule of Vowel
Reduction: their underlying representations cannot contain full vowels. It
follows that such alternations can only be driven by orthographic informa-
tion (if they are predictable at all): in an adequately constrained deriva-
tional framework, such cases breach the limit of what can be predicted on
phonological grounds alone. It follows, as I argued also in Giegerich
(1992c, 1994b), that there must be rather more to orthographic representa-
tions than linguistic theory (notably SPE) has hitherto recognised. In more
general terms, the theory makes point-blank predictions as to which alter-
nations are of a phonological (and hence automatic) nature, and which are
not.

The theme of rule inversion re-emerges in my treatment of [r]-sandhi.
There I argue that the ‘standard’ generative account, which assumed syn-
chronic breaking and /r/-deletion in cases such as hear, is inadequate on
both empirical and formal grounds. But the inverse [r]-insertion account is
also unsatisfactory. I propose instead an analysis that treats [r] and schwa,
in non-rhotic varieties of English, as ‘allophones’ of the same underlying
segment: [r]-sandhi is the result of a (partial) autosegmental re-alignment of
the schwa melody. This implies that the low vowels, [ɑ:] and [ɔ:], must be
underlying centring diphthongs in modern RP as they were, even in surface
terms, at the turn of the century (Sweet 1908). What we witness there is ‘rule
inversion in progress’: I shall argue, in more detail than in Giegerich (1997),
that London English now has monophthongal underliers for the long low
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vowels while the (mainstream) RP inventory has not (yet?) been so re-struc-
tured. And again we shall see that relevant vowel alternations (such as those
of the type (RP) abhor – abhorrent – abhorring, deter – deterrent – deterring)
are predicted by base-driven stratification.

The book concludes with a study of syllabification in base-driven
stratification. I argue there against re-syllabification rules of the form pro-
posed – ‘slip-shod at best’: Gussmann (1988: 234) – by Mohanan (1986)
and much of the later literature. Syllabification is structure-building
throughout the lexical derivation; and syllabicity alternations such as
rhythm – rhythmic, metre – metric – metering are once again the automatic
effect of base-driven stratification. In fact, cases like that and their German
equivalents provide independent support for the stratification theory that
constitutes the main theme of this work.

Indeed, this work is concerned with the single issue of base-driven
stratification and the analyses facilitated by that theory. Other issues – the
format of phonological ‘rules’ and even the validity of such devices in
phonological theory – play no part: that would have been a different
agenda. I also do not attempt a complete account of the segmental phonol-
ogy of English: on this – with more critique of, and reference to, Halle and
Mohanan (1985) and Mohanan (1986) – see McMahon (forthcoming).

At least in 1986 the requiem seems to have been some way off.
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