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Minimalist Distributed Morphology (MDM)

� Trommer, Jochen (1999). Morphology consuming syntax’
resources: Generation and parsing in a minimalist version of
Distributed Morphology. In Proceedings of the ESSLI Workshop
on Resource Logics and Minimalist Grammars, Utrecht.

Z Goal: reduce the ‘multiplicity of rule types’ in Distributed
Morphology (DM, Halle & Marantz 1993) to a single operation

Z Vocabulary Insertion (VI)

� Fission is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 4)
� Impoverishment is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 5)
� Theme Insertion is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 6)
� Fusion is obviated by Vocabulary Insertion (§7)



Today’s talk

� Trommer, Jochen (1999). Morphology consuming syntax’
resources: Generation and parsing in a minimalist version of
Distributed Morphology. In Proceedings of the ESSLI Workshop
on Resource Logics and Minimalist Grammars, Utrecht.

� Fission is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 4)
� Impoverishment is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 5)
� Theme Insertion is Vocabulary Insertion (§ 6)
� Fusion is obviated by Vocabulary Insertion (§7)

Roadmap

1. Fission / ‘Fission is Vocabulary Insertion’

2. Challenge:
Discontinuous agreement involving an elsewhere exponent



Data in Trommer (1999)

Singular Dual Plural

1 P-aktub n-aktub n-aktub
2m t-aktub t -aktub- aa t -aktub- uu
3m y-aktub y -aktub- aa y -aktub- uu

Table: Classical Arabic, fragment of the jussive paradigm of ‘write’
(Halle 1997, cited from Trommer 1999, 2)

Main challenge for theories of discontinuous agreement:
one syntactic agreement node → two morphemes in the surface form



Fission (DM)

(e.g. Noyer 1992; Halle & Marantz 1993; Halle 1997; Hewett 2023)

(1) Example derivation (2M.DL):

AGR [-1 -3 +pl +dl]

Fission [-1 -3] [+pl +dl]

VI t- -aa
(Subset Principle, Halle 1997)

(see Trommer 1999, 3)



Fission is Vocabulary Insertion (MDM)

Modified Insertion Process (Trommer, 1999)

� iterated insertion,
i.e. multiple insertion of exponents into a single head

� insertion always deletes features

(2) Example derivation (2M.DL):

AGR [-1 -3 +pl +dl]

1st cycle of VI [-1 -3 +pl +dl]
t-

2nd cycle of VI [-1 -3 +pl +dl]
t- -aa

(3) Vocabulary Items
(Trommer, 1999, 3)

a. /P-/ [+1 -3 -pl]
b. /n-/ [+1 -3 +pl]
c. /t-/ [-1 -3]
d. /y-/ [+3]
e. /-aa/ [+pl +dl]
f. /-uu/ [+pl]

(building on this, see also Harbour 2008, 2023)



The Challenge - Data I

Didinga (Surmic/South Sudan)

(4) a. h -à-̀ir̀it- í
1-ASP-cough-1SG
‘I am coughing’

b. h -à-̀Ir̀It- tá
1-ASP-cough-1PL.EXCL
‘We (excl.) are coughing’

c. h -à-́Ir̀It- Ì
1-ASP-cough-1PL.INCL
‘We (incl.) are coughing’

(5) à-́Ir̀It-̀I
ASP-cough-3
‘He/She/It/They is/are coughing’



The Challenge - Data II

Singular Plural

1 h- -i (excl.) h- -Ca
(incl.) h- -I

2 -i -Cu
3 -I -I

Table: Didinga subject agreement, intransitive verbs, incompletive

Note in the 1PL.INCL:
discontinuous agreement with a suffix being syncretic with 3rd



1PL.INCL - 3rd Syncretism

Singular Plural

1 [+1 −2 −3 −pl] (excl.) [+1 −2 −3 +pl]
(incl.) [+1 +2 −3 +pl]

2 [−1 +2 −3 −pl] [−1 +2 −3 +pl]
3 [−1 −2 +3 −pl] [−1 −2 +3 +pl]

Table: Overview Feature Specifications
(see e.g. with some variations Noyer 1992, Trommer 2008, Harbour 2016, Pertsova 2022)

(6) Vocabulary entries
a. -I [ ]
b. h- [+1]
c. -i [−3 −pl]
d. -Ca [−2 +pl] / [+1]
e. -Cu [−1 +2 +pl]

Note in the 1PL.INCL:
discontinuous agreement with a radically underspecified exponent



� Fission is Vocabulary Insertion I

(7) Derivation 1PL.INCL

AGR [+1 +2 -3 +pl]

1st cycle of VI [+1 +2 -3 +pl]
h-

� 2nd cycle of VI [+1 +2 -3 +pl]
h-

-I*

(8) Vocabulary entries
a. -I [ ]
b. h- [+1]
c. -i [−3 −pl]
d. -Ca [−2 +pl] / [+1]
e. -Cu [−1 +2 +pl]

* What motivates the insertion of -I ?



� Fission is Vocabulary Insertion II

Motivation option #1

� ‘insertion always deletes features’ (Trommer, 1999)

� -I is not radically underspecified but associated with a generic feature

(9) Derivation 1PL.INCL

AGR [+1 +2 -3 +pl AGR]

1st cycle of VI [+1 +2 -3 +pl AGR]
h-

2nd cycle of VI [+1 +2 -3 +pl AGR]
h- -I

(10) Vocabulary entries
a. -I [AGR]
b. h- [+1]
c. -i [−3 −pl]
d. -Ca [−2 +pl] / [+1]
e. -Cu [−1 +2 +pl]

� Overgeneration!

(unless all other VIs except for h- are also associated with the generic
feature, in Didinga this could be [NUMBER], Daniel Harbour p.c.)



Separate Exponent Slots ≺ VI

(11) Derivation 1PL.INCL

Syntax ...

Morphology ...

[+1] [+2 -3 +pl]

VI [+1] [+2 -3 +pl]
(Subset Principle) h- -I

(12) Vocabulary entries
a. -I [ ]
b. h- [+1]
c. -i [−3 −pl]
d. -Ca [−2 +pl] / [+1]
e. -Cu [−1 +2 +pl]



Conclusion

The insertion of an elsewhere exponent in discontinuous agreement
requires: separate exponent slots before VI

Z Disontinuity ≺ VI

Kramer (2023): Discontinuity ≺ Haplology ≺ VI

Hewett (2022): Discontinuity ≺ ‘Place of Insertion’ ≺ VI

Z VI is too late to model discontinuous agreement



Outlook

� Maintain the original goal:
to reduce the ‘multiplicity of rule types’ in DM,
i.e. model the effect of Fission with an independently needed
operation

� Alternative (if VI is too late):
Can we model the effect of Fission with an (independently
needed) syntactic operation?

(my dissertation project)



Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Rose Achii Nakiru and Pamela Achan for their valuable work
as linguistic consultants. I would also like to thank Maria Kouneli, Philipp
Weisser, Paula Fenger, Sören E. Tebay, Nadja Fiebig, Gereon Müller,
Nicholas Rolle and the audiences of the Leipzig Morphlogy/Syntax
Colloquium, and the retreat of the Research Unit on Cyclic Optimization for
feedback on various stages of this work. Research for this poster was
supported by a DFG grant for the project ‘Layers of morphosyntactic number
in Eastern Sudanic’ (project number 439622645) in the Research Unit on
Cyclic Optimization (FOR 5175).



References

Halle, Morris. 1997. Distributed Morphology: Impoverishment and Fission. In Benjamin Bruening, Yoonjung Kang &
Martha McGinnis (eds.), Pf: Papers at the Interface, vol. 30 MIT Working Papers in Linguistics, 425–449.
Cambridge, MA: MITWPL.

Halle, Morris & Alec Marantz. 1993. Distributed morphology and the pieces of inflection. In Kenneth Hale &
Samuel Jay Keyser (eds.), The View from Building 20, 111–176. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Harbour, Daniel. 2008. Discontinuous Agreement and the Syntax-Morphology Interface. In Daniel Harbour, David
Adger & Susana Béjar (eds.), Phi Theory: Phi-Features Across Modules and Interfaces, 185–220. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Harbour, Daniel. 2016. Impossible Persons, vol. 74. MIT Press.

Harbour, Daniel. 2023. Discontinuous Agreement: Nine Birds, Two Stones. Brill’s Journal of Afroasiatic Languages
and Linguistics 15(1). 23–66.

Hewett, Matthew. 2023. Allomorphy in semitic discontinuous agreement: Evidence for a modular approach to
postsyntax. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory 41(3). 1091–1145.

Noyer, Robert Rolf. 1992. Features, Positions and Affixes in Autonomous Morphological Structure: Massachusetts
Institute of Technology dissertation.

Pertsova, Katya. 2022. A Case for a Binary Feature Underlying Clusivity: The Possibility of ABA. Morphology 32(4).
389–429.

Trommer, Jochen. 1999. Morphology consuming Syntax’ Resources: Generation and Parsing in a Minimalist
Version of Distributed Morphology. In Procceedings of essli workshop on resource logics and minimalist
grammars, Utrecht.

Trommer, Jochen. 2008. Third-Person Marking in Menominee. In D. Harbour, D. Adger & S. Bejar (eds.), Phi
Theory: phi features across interfaces and modules, 221–250. Oxford University Press.


	References

