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Between word-formation and syntax: Cross-
linguistic perspectives on an ongoing debate1

Abstract:  The relation between word-formation and syntax and whether they form 
distinct domains of grammar or not has been discussed controversially in different the-
oretical frameworks. The answer to this question is closely connected to the languages 
under discussion, among other things, because languages seem to differ considerably in 
this regard. The discussion in this paper focuses on nominal compounds and phrases. 
On the basis of a great variety of data from a total of 14 European languages, it is 
argued that the relation between compounds and phrases, and, more generally, between 
word formation and syntax, should be characterized not in terms of a categorical but 
instead in terms of a gradient distinction.
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lexical phrase

The relation between word-formation and syntax and whether they form 
distinct domains of grammar or not has been discussed controversially in 
different theoretical frameworks for a long time. The answer to this question 
is closely connected to the languages under discussion, among other things, 
because languages seem to differ considerably in this regard. Apparently, in 
some languages word-formation entities can be clearly distinguished from 
syntactic ones on formal grounds. In other languages this is much more 
difficult. The discussion in this paper focuses on nominal compounds and 
phrases. German is considered a prime example of a clear compound-
phrase distinction and therefore often regarded as evidence for the idea of 
a categorial distinction between word-formation and syntax. Meanwhile in 
English the compound-phrase distinction is known to be highly problem-
atic. English, for this reason, has often been regarded as counterevidence to 
a categorial distinction.

The paper brings together a great variety of data from a total of 14 
European languages, many of which taken from language-specific studies, 
and evaluates them with regard to the central question. This is followed 
by a discussion of divergent theoretical positions. It is argued that, firstly, 
an unclear situation as in English is by no means the exception since in 

1 I am grateful to three anonymous reviewers for their detailed and helpful 
comments. The usual disclaimers apply.
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various languages a clear compound-phrase distinction cannot be drawn. 
Secondly, even in languages such as German the situation appears differ-
ently if one also takes into consideration lexical entities with an internal 
phrasal structure (analysed here as ‘syntactic compounds’). It is shown 
that these phrases, in addition to phrasal properties, also have morpholog-
ical properties and that they can be regarded as formations “in between” 
compounds and phrases. Thirdly, it will be concluded that the relation 
between compounds and phrases, and, more generally, between word-
formation and syntax, should be characterized not in terms of a categorial 
but rather in terms of a gradient distinction. Morphological and syntactic 
lexical patterns can be conceived of as a series of related, but distinct 
constructions. They form part of a continuum with fully morpholog-
ical and fully syntactic constructions at the endpoints and various mixed 
patterns combining morphological and syntactic properties in between. 
This is in line with non-modular approaches to linguistic theory, in partic-
ular constructionist frameworks.

1.  Introduction: The compound-phrase distinction  
in German and English

This paper discusses the relation between word-formation and syntax on 
the basis of complex lexical entities of various kinds, thereby focussing on 
nominal units. More specifically, it compares compounds, which are usu-
ally considered morphological objects, and phrases, thus syntactic entities, 
cf. (1). In addition, it also takes into consideration various kinds of phrasal 
lexical entities, analysed here as syntactic compounds (see Section 3 and 4), 
cf. (2):

GERMAN
(1) a. Rotwein (lit. red wine) ‘red wine’ compound
 b. roter Stuhl (lit. red chair) ‘red chair’ phrase

(2) rote Bete (lit. red beet) ‘beetroot’ syntactic compound

Generally, compounds are defined by morphological (or more specifically 
word-formation) rules and are for this reason clearly opposed to phrases 
which are built according to syntactic principles. German is a typical repre-
sentative of this opposition. However, cross-linguistic evidence shows that 
this distinction cannot always clearly be drawn. As shown in the following, 
in various languages entities that are considered compounds do not only 
have morphological but also syntactic properties, such as inflection. On the 
other hand, phrasal entities as in (2) also have word-formation properties. 
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Also, both compounds and such phrasal entities occur systematically and 
arise from productive patterns. These observations call for the conclusion 
that there is no categorial separation between word-formation and syntax. 
The relation between compounds and phrases, and, more generally, between 
word-formation and syntax, can be described more adequately in terms of 
gradience than by opposition.

Consider the following two examples from English:

(3) a. red wine
  b. apple tree

Forms like those in (3) are usually considered compounds. Compounds are 
generally defined as complex lexical entities that consist of two (or more) 
stems that are combined in a morphological process. They usually function 
as conventional names and express a unitary meaning. Also, the semantic 
relation between the constituents is implicit, contrary to phrases which use 
inflectional markers, determiners or prepositions to explicitly express this 
relationship.

Although this definition of compound is probably very similar to many 
definitions in the literature, it is far from clear or uncontroversial (and in fact 
every part of it has been subject to discussion). This becomes particularly 
obvious if English is compared to German. Although English and German 
are closely related, and compounding, in particular nominal compounding, is 
considered a productive word-formation pattern in both languages, German 
clearly differs from English in that the distinction between compounds and 
phrases is almost always uncontroversial whereas in English this distinction 
is highly problematic.

To start with, compounds in German generally have forestress, cf. (4), 
in contrast to phrases which have end-stress, cf. (5). In English, compound 
stress is much more variable, and although many compounds have forestress, 
as in German, there are also many forms that have rightward, phrasal stress, 
cf. (6).

GERMAN
forestress end-stress

(4)  'Apfelkuchen ‘apple cake’ -
  'Rotwein ‘red wine’ -

forestress end-stress
(5) - Kuchen aus 'Äpfeln  

‘cake from apples’
  roter 'Wein ‘red wine’
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ENGLISH
forestress end-stress

(6)  'apple tree apple 'pie
  'classroom silk 'tie
  'blackboard summer 'night

Second, German compounds can be distinguished from phrases by the 
absence of inflectional marking of the modifier, cf. (7), where the adjectival 
modifier rot ‘red’ is inflected for gender, case, and number in the phrase but 
appears in the stem form in the compound. In English, on the other hand, 
there is generally no prenominal adjectival inflection, neither in the com-
pound nor in the phrase. Thus, the inflection criterion cannot be applied to 
English and it is impossible to decide on the basis of inflection whether forms 
such as red wine or cold war are to be regarded as compounds or phrases.

compound phrase
(7) GERMAN Rot∅wein roter Wein ‘red wine’

Finally, German compounds are uniformly marked by solid spelling as well 
as, to a lesser extent, hyphenation. In contrast, English compounds may be 
written either as one or two words or are hyphenated, cf. (8)a), and it is also 
known that the spelling of some words is variable, cf. (8)b).

(8) a. classroom, summer night, milkman, milk bottle
  b. word formation, wordformation, word-formation (e.g., Bauer 2017: 6)

All these facts are well-known and various explanations have been suggested 
in order to explain the behaviour of English compounds, and in particular 
the variability of compound stress: semantic, phonological, and syntactic 
factors as well as analogy etc. (cf. Plag 2006; Plag, Kunter & Lappe 2007; 
Bell & Plag 2013; Giegerich 2015: chap. 3; among many others).

What is more important in the present context, however, are the assumptions 
about the status of these complex forms that follow from these observations.2 
On the one hand, there are uniform analyses which assume that the formations 
in question are either all morphological, and thus compounds (e.g., Olsen 2000; 
Bell 2011; for N+N compounds), or all syntactic, and thus phrases (e.g., Spencer  
2003). Such analyses need explanations for the fact that morphological objects 
can have syntactic properties (i.e., phrasal stress) and vice versa.

2 In addition to the stress criterion other criteria have also been discussed with 
respect to the compound-phrase distinction in English, such as coordination or 
outbound anaphora with one. I cannot discuss these tests here. Importantly, the 
forms that evolve as either compound or phrase do not always coincide with the 
outcomes of the stress criterion.
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Meanwhile, other analyses take the stress criterion (or other criteria, for 
that matter, cf. fn. 2) seriously and conclude that in fact some are morpho-
logical objects (i.e. the forms with forestress) and others (with end-stress) are 
syntactic (e.g., Payne & Huddleston 2002; Giegerich 2004). A consequence 
of this, however, is that some forms which are apparently very similar, have 
a distinct grammatical status. Some of the pairs that are usually cited in this 
connection are given in (9) (from Lees 1960: 120):

compound? phrase?
(9) a. 'apple cake apple 'pie
 b. 'Madison Street Madison 'Avenue

Finally, there are also uniform analyses that leave open the exact nature of the 
forms, e.g. Bauer (1998), Arndt-Lappe (2011). It also has been advocated that 
the inconclusive data are an indication of the fact that the compound-phrase 
distinction does not exist. Giegerich (2015), in turn, explains these data by 
means of an overlap between syntax and word-formation (cf. Section 4.3).

Thus, with regard to the central question about the nature of the relation 
between word-formation and syntax German can be regarded as evidence in 
favour of a clear, categorial distinction, whereas English rather provides evi-
dence against a categorial and in favour of a gradient relationship. In order 
to further investigate the question, in what follows evidence of two sorts will 
be discussed, based on a variety of European languages: Firstly, it will be 
shown that a categorial compound-phrase distinction as in German is by no 
means the standard case since in various languages there are compounds with 
syntactic properties, such as phrasal stress. Thus, various languages have 
compounds with mixed (morphological and syntactic) properties which is 
problematic for the idea of a categorial distinction between word-formation 
and syntax. Secondly, many languages also have complex word-level entities 
with an internal phrasal structure, analysed here as syntactic compounds. 
They are mainly phrasal but also have morphological properties. For this 
reason, they can be regarded as formations “in between” compounds and 
phrases, just as compounds with mixed properties.

The discussion is based on data from a total of 14 European languages, 
belonging to different language families, and exhibiting, for this reason, 
some typological differences. Although it is not a representative selection 
of an areal or typological language group they nevertheless attest the wide 
cross-linguistic distribution of the object of investigation.3 Many of the data 
presented here are taken from other studies, both language-specific and 

3 Similar observations have also be made for other, unrelated languages, e.g., 
Kageyama (2001) for Japanese (see also Section 4.3).
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cross-linguistic ones, with various theoretical backgrounds. Using a great 
number and variety of problematic formations in different, partly non-
related languages, the central aim of the paper is to show how common and 
widespread it is to have data which are problematic for a strict demarcation 
between morphology and syntax. In fact, none of the languages reviewed 
here provides evidence in favour of a strict demarcation. It can be concluded, 
then, that languages with mixed formations are the rule and not the excep-
tion which, in turn, must have implications for grammatical theory. The 
second aim of the paper, therefore, is the theoretical discussion of the data 
which also includes the comparison of models from different theoretical 
backgrounds dealing with similar data.

The structure of the paper is as follows: Section 2 discusses compounds 
in various languages that have syntactic properties in addition to morpho-
logical ones. Section 3 deals with syntactic compounds, again from a cross-
linguistic perspective. It also briefly presents existing analyses of syntactic 
compounds. Section 4 deals with the theoretical modelling of the findings 
of the previous sections. It introduces the idea of modelling the relationship 
between word-formation and syntax as a continuum of related constructions 
as suggested in constructionist frameworks, focusing on Parallel Architecture 
(Jackendoff 2002; 2010, among others) and Construction Morphology 
(Booij 2010). Moreover, this section also discusses the data at hand with 
respect to approaches that defend a demarcation view on morphology and 
syntax (viz. Kageyama 2001, Ackema & Neeleman 2004) and compares 
the idea of a continuum to that of an overlap as proposed for the English 
compound-phrase distinction in Giegerich (2015). The paper ends with a 
brief conclusion in Section 5.

2.  Problems with compounds

Compounds are often ascribed a naming function, i.e. they are used as  
conventional names. The naming function of compounds can be consid-
ered a basic function of word-formation: “Words, or better lexemes, have 
the essential function of organizing and categorizing human experience 
into symbolic units, and word formation is a process that implements this 
function by creating new lexemes that serve to name new concepts.” (Masini 
2019c: 1). In the case of compounding, this naming function is related to the 
classifying function of the compound modifier, since the modifier specifies a 
subtype of the concept denoted by the head. In this sense, compounds are 
lexical units (or lexical entities), when ‘lexical’ is understood as ‘stored in 
the lexicon/long-time memory’. However, although compounds are typically 
lexical units in this sense, this is not necessarily the case, firstly, because not 
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every compound is necessarily stored in long-time memory (i.e. occasional 
formations) and secondly, because compounds occasionally do not have a 
naming function but instead are used as descriptions, just as phrases, see 
Section 4.1 (cf. Schlücker 2013, for instance).

Referring to compounds as lexical units in the following makes reference 
to this meaning of lexical. It is important to realize that the term ‘lexical’ 
is notoriously ambiguous and is often used to mean ‘word-level entity’ or 
‘resulting from word-formation’, in particular when word-formation is 
equated with the lexicon. In the following, I try to avoid this latter use of 
‘lexical’.4 In other words, the grammatical properties should not be confused 
with the lexical status (see also Section 4.2).

2.1  Stress

The two criteria discussed so far in order to characterize compounds and 
to distinguish them from phrases are stress and inflection. In German, 
compounds have forestress and thus modifier stress while phrases have end-
stress and thus head stress (e.g., Schlücker 2012). Similar stress patterns 
can be found in other Germanic languages such as Dutch (e.g., Köhnlein 
2019), West-Frisian (e.g., Visser & Weening 2019), Danish (e.g., Hansen 
2005), Swedish (e.g., Teleman 2005), or Icelandic (e.g., Bjarnadóttir 2017), 
with the exception of English, of course. From a more general perspective 
compound stress does not necessarily mean forestress (as in the Germanic 
pattern) but just a stress pattern that sets compounds apart from phrases. 
Thus, compounds are expected to display lexical stress, being different from 
phrasal stress, irrespective of how lexical and phrasal stress are realized in  
a particular language. Polish compounds, for instance, have lexical stress 
on the penultimate syllable which clearly sets them apart from phrases  
(e.g., Szymanek 2009: 467). Greek has several compound stress patterns 
which largely depend on the structure of the compound and the morpholog-
ical properties of the constituents, but all of them are different from phrasal 
stress (e.g., Ralli 2013a: 79–83). From an even broader perspective one 
might add that stress is only one instance of the specific phonological prop-
erties of compounds, since in other languages compounds are characterized 
by other phonological properties such as tonal patterns or vowel harmony 
(cf. Bauer 2009a: 345).

However, English is not the only language which is problematic as regards 
stress. Romance languages such as French, Italian, and Spanish might be 

4 I will use it occasionally, however, in some cases when I rely on well-established 
terms from the literature, such as ‘lexical stress’ in the next section.
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regarded as even worse because they do not have compound stress (e.g., 
French) or no unitary compound stress (e.g., Spanish) (cf. Rainer & Varela 
1992; Van Goethem 2009; Arnaud 2015, for instance). French compounds, 
for instance, have word-final stress, which is in fact phrasal stress, cf. (10), 
where both the compound and the PP construction have end-stress.

FRENCH
(10) stylo-'bille (lit. pen ball) – stylo à 'bille (lit. pen of ball) both: ‘ball pen’

An obvious conclusion from this observation is that compounds in Romance 
cannot be characterized on phonological grounds, i.e. that stress is irrele-
vant to the definition of compound in Romance. However, one might also 
draw the conclusion that the stress criterion is indeed relevant but – as it 
has the value of “syntactic” rather than “morphological” – that Romance 
compounds are not morphological to the same extent as compounds are in 
other languages.

2.2  Inflection

The next property to be discussed is internal inflection: If compounds are 
composed of stems (or lexemes) no inflectional markers should be found 
inside. The reason for the ban on inflection is that inflection is a syntactic 
feature. Since compounds are word-formation entities inflectional marking 
is not expected inside compounds and the internal constituents should nei-
ther show agreement with the head nor vary along with the context.

This criterion is of course relevant only for those languages which have 
the respective inflectional categories, which does not always hold for 
English, as shown above. The examples in (11) show that German and 
Dutch compounds do not have internal inflection, which sets these forms 
apart clearly from the corresponding phrases. In English, on the other hand, 
this distinction cannot be made.

compound phrase
(11) a. GERMAN Frei∅staat freier Staat ‘free state’  
 b. DUTCH vrij∅staat vrije staat ‘free state’
 c. ENGLISH      free∅ state  

Internal inflection should not be confused with linking elements. It is well 
known that compounds in various languages (e.g., German, Dutch, Danish, 
Swedish, Russian, and Polish, among others) may have linking elements,  
cf. (12). In Greek, linking elements are even obligatory and can be regarded 
as a defining property of compounding (e.g., Ralli 2008).
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However, linking elements are not inflectional markers, although some 
of them are formally identical. Contrary to inflectional markers, linking 
elements are meaningless, thus they do not express the grammatical meaning 
that comes with inflectional elements, and they are invariably bound to the 
respective formations. In many languages linking elements are historically 
related to inflectional affixes but their formal distribution is different in 
present-day language (so, for instance, the -s- in Arbeitszimmer in (12)a) 
does not show in the inflectional paradigm of Arbeit). Thus, compounds 
with linking elements do not constitute counterexamples to the ban on 
internal inflection.

What is more relevant, therefore, are English and French compounds with 
an apparent internal plural marking, especially since English and French are 
generally described as not having linking elements.5 Some of the pertinent 
English examples are given in (13). In contrast to linking elements, the -s- is 
meaningful and expresses plural meaning.

 (13) schools concert, suggestions box, programmes list, jobs programme

However, these plural s-markers are not variable as is usual with genuine 
inflectional markers, and are thus invariably bound to the lexemes. In some 
cases, forms with and without plural marking co-exist but the distribution 
is unclear. In general, the plural forms seem to be much rarer than the sin-
gular forms (cf. Bauer 2017: 144ff). In any case, the presence or absence of 
the marker does not clearly depend on the meaning. Since the unmarked 
modifier can also receive a plural interpretation, there is no real meaning 
difference between a compound with a plural marking on the modifier and 
one without (e.g., job/jobs file, programme/programmes list) (although a sin-
gular interpretation seems less likely if there is a s-marker). In sum, these 
compounds can be considered as rather weak evidence against the ban on 
internal inflection of compounds.6

5 With the exception of neoclassical compounding.
6 If the inflection criterion is taken seriously, it follows that the forms in (13) 

are phrasal, thus NP+N structures. Bauer (2017: 148) correctly points out that 
this would mean that even synonymous forms such as job programme and jobs 
programme would have to be assigned different internal structures. This is not only 

(12) a. GERMAN Klasse -n- zimmer ‘class room’
  class LE room  
  Arbeit -s- zimmer ‘study’
  work LE room  
 b. DUTCH stad -s- raad ‘city council’
  city LE council  
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counterintuitive in terms of semantics but also because the form (with/without 
s) seems to be variable. Finally, the modifier constituent may not be modified 
in both cases. However, if the plural formation involves NP+N structures, then 
premodification should be permitted.

 

Plural marking in French is different. French compounds are usually left-
headed. Plural is always marked on the head and in many cases also on the 
modifier, as can be seen in (14). This means that French compounds system-
atically have word-internal inflection. In contrast to the English examples 
above, this is regular inflection.

FRENCH
(14) a. poisson-scie (lit. fish.sing saw.sing) ‘sawfish’
  poisons-scies (lit. fish.pl saw.pl)  
 b. auteur-compositeur (lit. writer.sing composer.sing)  

‘songwriter-composer’
  auteurs-compositeurs (lit. writer.pl composer.pl)  

However, in most cases the internal plural marking is not phonologically real-
ized and cannot be heard. Although forms like poissons-scies and auteurs-
compositeurs are without doubt plural forms (which becomes obvious from 
agreement with the verb and the choice of plural determiners) the question 
arises of whether the internal s-marker is a genuine inflectional marker 
(which is phonologically empty) or whether the head does not actually carry 
an inflectional marker and the -s- is just added because the orthographic 
norm requires it. That said, there are also forms where the internal plural is 
phonologically non-empty, especially (but not only) in the case of irregular 
plural formation. So all cases in (15) have audible internal plural marking 
(double-underlined) on the left constituent (which is the head in (15)a) and 
the modifier (both N and A) in (15)b-d)).

(15) a. capital-décès (lit. capital.sing death.sing) ‘death benefit’
  capitaux-décès (lit. capital.pl death.sing)  
 b. cheval-vapeur (lit. horse.sing steam.sing) ‘horsepower’
  chevaux-vapeur (lit. horse.pl steam.sing)  
 c. bonhomme (lit. good.sing man.sing) ‘fellow, fool’
  bonshommes (lit. good.pl man.pl)  
 d. social-démocrate lit. social.sing democrat.sing) ‘social democrat’
  sociaux-démocrates (lit. social.pl democrat.pl)  

This can be regarded as evidence for the idea that in general, French 
compounds (both right-headed and left-headed ones) have regular internal 
plural marking and that French, therefore, provides counterevidence to the 
ban on internal inflection in compounds.
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Another interesting case are V+N compounds in Danish. Here, the verbal 
modifier comes in its infinitival form (cf. Bauer 2009b: 409), contrary to 
V+N compounding in closely related languages such as Swedish, Icelandic, 
Dutch, or German, where the verbal modifier appears as stem form,7  
cf. (16), which compares Danish and Swedish V+N compounds.

DANISH (from Bauer 2009b) SWEDISH
(16) rullestol (lit. roll.inf chair) ‘wheelchair’ rullstol (lit. roll.stem chair)
 løbetid (lit. run.inf time) ‘duration,  

 running time’
löptid (lit. run.stem time)

 bærepose (lit. carry.inf bag) ‘carrier bag’ bärkasse (lit. carry.stem bag)

Infinitival marking is without doubt inflectional marking. However, infinitive 
forms by definition do not show agreement and do not express the kind of 
grammatical meaning associated with finite forms. Also, the markers in (16) are 
invariable. Variability is however what one would expect from genuine internal 
inflection (cf. Finkbeiner & Schlücker 2019). So, Danish V+N compounds pro-
vide evidence against the ban on internal inflection although a rather weak one.

Icelandic and Finnish compounds, on the other hand, have both plural 
marking and case marking inside nominal compounds. In Icelandic nom-
inal compounds, the modifier constituent may appear either as stem or 
as inflected form (cf. Bjarnadóttir 2002; 2017). Nominal modifiers inflect 
for genitive, both singular and plural, whereas dative modifiers are rare. 
Adjectival modifiers can also exhibit genitive marking, cf. (17):

ICELANDIC (from Bjarnadóttir 2017)
(17) N+N compounds with genitive marking (singular/plural) on the modifier
 a. peru tré ‘pear tree’
  pear.n.fem.gen.sg tree.n.neut  
 b. bóka búð ‘book shop’
  book.n.fem.gen.pl store.n.fem  
 A+N compounds with genitive marking on the modifier  
 c. sjúkra hús ‘hospital’
  sick.adj.gen.pl.indef house.n.neut  

The markers in (17) are considered inflectional markers and not linking 
elements because they appear in exactly the same inflectional form that would 
appear in the corresponding syntactic formation. Importantly, the inflec-
tional system of Icelandic is highly complex and extensive. Nevertheless, 
in all compounds and with no exceptions, these markers always have the 
correct inflectional form. This is different from linking elements which may 

7 Some German and Dutch V+N compounds have linking elements, e.g. GERMAN 
Liegestuhl (lit. lie-le-chair, ‘deck chair’), DUTCH drinkebroer (lit. drink-le-
brother, ‘heavy drinker’).
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be homonymous to inflectional markers in some cases or are diachronically 
derived from inflectional markers in some languages. They do not generally 
correspond to the inflectional paradigm of the modifier, however.

The inflectional nature of the internal markers is particularly obvious in 
Icelandic A+N compounds, cf. (18). As can be seen from (19), they show 
regular agreement with the head and thus formal variation which does not 
occur with linking elements.

ICELANDIC (from Bjarnadóttir 2017)
(18) litli fingur ‘pinkie, little finger’
 little.adj.masc.def finger.n.masc.indef  

(19) nom.sing litlifingur nom.pl litlufingur
 acc.sing litlafingur acc.pl litlufingur
 dat.sing litlafingri dat.pl litlufingrum
 gen.sing litlafingurs gen.pl litlufingra

Given that the markers in question are indeed inflectional markers, the 
question arises why these forms are considered compounds and not phrases. 
The main reason for this is that they are compounds according to another 
important criterion, namely stress: they exhibit lexical stress (on the first 
constituent) which is different from phrasal stress in Icelandic. In addition, 
the word order of N+N compounds with a genitive modifier is the reverse 
of the word order of corresponding genitive phrases. Thus these compounds 
are different from regular phrasal patterns.

The last case to be discussed is Finnish. Just as in Icelandic, Finnish 
nominal and adjectival compounds may have inflected modifiers, both nom-
inal and adjectival, in addition to compounds with modifier stems.8 Genitive 
marking (both singular and plural) is most frequent but other cases, such as 
the locative, also occur (cf. Niemi 2009; Pitkänen-Heikkilä 2016).

FINNISH (from Niemi 2009)
(20) a. käden sija (lit. hand’s place) ‘handle’
  hand.gen place  
 b. käsi.en taputus (lit. hand’s clapping) ‘hand clapping’
  hand.gen.pl clapping  
 c. silmällä pito (lit. with an eye holding) ‘supervision’
  eye.loc holding  
 d. veren punainen (lit. blood’s red) ‘blood-red’
  blood.gen red  

8 In Niemi’s (2009) corpus study, 14% of the nominal, 20% of the adjectival, and 
22% of the verbal compound modifiers have regular internal inflection.
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As in Icelandic, the main reason for classifying these forms as compounds 
is their consistent lexical stress which clearly distinguishes them from 
corresponding phrases. An additional argument is that there are possessive 
suffixes and clitics that can be added to Finnish nouns but are not allowed 
inside compounds (cf. Niemi 2009: 241f).

To sum up, compounds in various languages have internal inflection. 
However, not all of them are equally problematic. Invariable and infinite 
forms, such as English plurals or Danish verbal modifiers, may be considered 
less severe. French, Finnish and Icelandic compounds pose a more serious 
problem because they certainly have internal inflectional marking and, for 
this reason, clearly syntactic properties.
Again one might ask what this means for the general definition of compound. 
If the inflection criterion is taken seriously, it has to be concluded that these 
forms are not compounds. This leaves us, however, with the question of 
what they are, as they obviously are not phrases, either, as is clear from their 
lexical stress and other morphological features, cf. next section. One might 
also conclude that the inflection criterion is irrelevant to the definition of 
compound and that they are thus regular compounds. The third option, as 
has already been mentioned in Section 2.1, is to assume that the inflection 
criterion is indeed relevant for the definition of compound but, as it has the 
value of “phrasal” rather than “morphological” in the cases at hand, these 
compounds are not morphological to the same extent as other compounds.

2.3  Syntactic impenetrability, inseparability, and unalterability

In the literature of the past decades, a large number of criteria for the def-
inition of compound has been discussed. At the same time, it has been 
repeatedly demonstrated that many of these criteria are inappropriate for 
a general, cross-linguistic definition of compound, either because they are 
difficult to define and to prove (such as the claim that compounds denote a 
“unitary concept”) or because they do not occur cross-linguistically (such 
as linking elements or recursivity). Lieber & Štekauer (2009: 8), in their 
introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Compounding, review these 
shortcomings. They conclude that there are basically only three properties 
that can be maintained. Two of them have been discussed in the preceding 
sections: stress (and other phonological means) and inflection. The third cri-
terion is (what Lieber and Štekauer call) syntactic impenetrability, insepa-
rability, and unalterability. Just as with the inflection criterion, this means 
that compounds are characterized by their inability to undergo syntactic 
processes.

The reason for this is that compounds are words. As such they fall into 
the domain of the Lexical Integrity Hypothesis. Early versions of the Lexical 
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Integrity Hypothesis go back to the 1980s (Lapointe 1980) and it has under-
gone several revisions since then (cf. Lieber & Scalise 2007) (see also fn. 
23). The Lexical Integrity Hypothesis, in a (strong) version formulated by 
Anderson (1992: 84), states that syntax neither manipulates nor has access 
to the internal form of words (where form is understood as ‘structure’). 
Thus, compounds are distinct from phrases in that they cannot be separated 
or interrupted, unlike phrases, cf. (21) and (22). Inseparability is of course 
not a criterion of compounds alone, but a core criterion of wordhood  
(cf. Haspelmath 2011: 44). Its application to compounds proves that they 
are words.

ENGLISH
compound phrase

(21) a. a round whiteboard a round white board
 b. *a white round board a white round board

GERMAN
 compound phrase

(22) a. eine schöne Altstadt eine schöne alte Stadt (lit. a beautiful old town)
 b. *eine Altschönstadt eine alte schöne Stadt (lit. an old beautiful town)

Also, the modifier constituent in a compound cannot be modified itself, 
again unlike phrases, cf. (23) (from Giegerich 2006) and (24). 

compound phrase
(23) *a brilliantly whiteboard a brilliantly white board

compound phrase
(24) *eine sehr Altstadt eine sehr alte Stadt (lit. a very old town)

A specific property which is usually regarded as an argument in favour of the 
Lexical Integrity Hypothesis is that complex words, and thus compounds, 
are anaphoric islands. This means that constituents of complex words 
cannot be co-referent with other words in a phrase and thus they cannot 
anaphorically be referred to (cf. Postal 1969; Sproat 1988). Again, this is a 
property that distinguishes compounds from phrases. This can be seen from 
(25) (from Sproat 1988): While it is possible to refer back anaphorically to 
the embedded constituent truck in the phrase (cf. (25)a)), this is impossible 
if truck is the internal constituent of a compound (cf. (25)b)).

(25) a. Drivers of trucksi fill themi up with diesel
 b. *Truckidrivers fill themi up with diesel
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However, it is also well known that this restriction does not generally hold 
and that there are numerous grammatical and acceptable cases of anaphoric 
reference to compound constituents. Two of them are given in (26) (from 
Ward, Sproat & McKoon 1991).

(26) a. There’s a balance sheeti concern – we’ve never had to read iti before.
 b. Bushi supporters would stay home, figuring hei’d already won.

Ward et al. (1991) argue that this phenomenon is largely a pragmatic one 
and rests only partly on grammatical factors (cf. also Montermini 2006). 
Also, not all kinds of complex words behave in this way; it seems that 
compounds in general are more penetrable than derived words. Importantly, 
the main rationale behind the principle of anaphoric islandhood is that the 
internal constituents are lexemes and that lexemes as such are non-referring, 
contrary to noun phrases (cf. Sproat 1988). If morphological rules operate 
on lexemes, then this explains why referring expressions – and anaphoric 
reference to these expressions – are not expected in compounds. This, on 
the other hand, also explains why many of the grammatical examples given 
in the literature involve proper name constituents, as in (26)b), since proper 
names are inherently referential.9

Interestingly, West Frisian has a compound pattern with modifiers that 
are not names. Still, these modifiers are generally referential (and can be ana-
phorically referred to), cf. (27).

WEST FRISIAN (from Hoekstra 2002)
(27) kokensflier (lit. kitchen.gen floor) ‘floor of the kitchen’
 loddefiem (lit. shovel.gen handle) ‘handle of the shovel’

Thus, the modifier refers to a specific entity which is contextually salient, 
e.g. a specific kitchen. For this reason, these compounds can only be used 
definitely (cf. Hoekstra 2002). In addition, the s/e-markers in these examples 
are not linking elements but rather inflectional markers (although they 
are not fully identical to the regular prenominal genitive markers, either,  
cf. Hoekstra (2002: 230)), since they are meaningful and express a possessive 
(part-of) relationship. For this reason, these formations have been termed 
genitive compounds. Finally, they have a special stress pattern (with pri-
mary stress on the second constituent) which is lexical rather than phrasal 
stress but at the same time also different from the usual stress pattern of 
compounds in West Frisian (which is forestress, just as in the closely related 

9 This is not to say that proper name modifiers in compounds are generally 
referential, since they obviously are not and anaphoric reference to proper name 
modifiers is often impossible for this reason, cf. Schlücker (2017; 2018).
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languages of Dutch and German). Thus, West Frisian genitive compounds 
show of number of properties that are rather unexpected in compounds 
because of their syntactic nature.

To conclude, it is obvious (and has often been noted) that the principle 
of anaphoric islandhood in its original form is too strict. Some compounds 
do in fact allow reference to their internal constituents under certain 
circumstances. It has also been suggested that anaphoric islandhood is not 
categorial but rather a gradient phenomenon (cf. Montermini 2006: 129, for 
instance). In line with what has been suggested above regarding stress and 
inflection, one might conclude that anaphoric islandhood, just like insepara-
bility and unalterability, is indeed relevant for the definition of compounds 
and that core morphological compounds are anaphoric islands, inseparable 
and unalterable. Although in our data, there are no examples of compounds 
that are separable or allow internal modification (i.e. are alterable),10 there 
obviously are formations that are not anaphoric islands. They might be con-
sidered compounds, but they are not morphological to the same extent as 
other compounds. Thus, compounds that allow anaphoric reference to their 
internal constituents are more similar to phrases because this presupposes 
the referential interpretation of these constituents. Still, they are not phrases; 
they are situated in between.

2.4  Summary

The previous sections have evidenced that even in the small sample of 
languages examined here there are compounds that violate the basic criteria 
of compounding, viz. stress, inflection and syntactic impenetrability, i.e. ana-
phoric islandhood. Yet, these formations are usually considered compounds, 
and thus word-formation entities. Also, they are instantiations of systematic 
and productive patterns. They are by no means exceptional, marginal or 
infrequent. And every type of violation is found in several languages which 
are not even necessarily related.

Thus, there are both genuine morphological, prototypical compounds and 
those that intersect with phrases. Languages may only have fully morpho-
logical compounds, such as German, or only those that systematically lack a 
morphological property, such as French (regarding stress), or both, such as 

10 Therefore, inseparability and unalterability might be regarded as essential, 
indispensable properties of compoundhood or, more generally, wordhood. Yet, 
these properties are not sufficient to distinguish compounds from phrases. As 
has also been observed by Haspelmath (2011: 44f) there are many inseparable 
combinations that are not considered words (or compounds), such as both my  
(as in both my parents) or very good (as in very good food).
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West-Frisian (which, in addition to the genitive compounds discussed above, 
also has fully morphological compounds). In addition, this also shows that 
there is no uniform, cross-linguistically valid morphological definition of 
compound.

If not all formations that are considered compounds are morphological 
to the same extent and if compounds with syntactic properties occur regu-
larly and cross-linguistically it follows that a categorial distinction between 
compounds and phrases as in German is by no means the standard case and 
that from a cross-linguistic point of view, the idea of a categorial distinc-
tion cannot plausibly be maintained. However, this raises the question of 
whether the idea of a categorial distinction can be maintained for individual 
languages, such as German, Dutch or Greek, that do have prototypical mor-
phological compounds (and only those). In the following, it will be argued 
that these languages are in fact not fundamentally different if one takes into 
account so-called syntactic compounds: syntactic formations that are usually 
not considered compounds but that show – given the pertinent criteria – a 
remarkable degree of similarity with compounds. Syntactic compounds have 
an internal phrasal structure but in addition, they also have word-formation 
properties. Also, they function as conventional names, like morphological 
compounds. Thus, just as the compounds discussed in this section, they are 
patterns with mixed properties and can therefore be regarded as evidence 
in favour of a non-categorial relation between word-formation and syntax, 
even in languages that do not have “deviant” compounds, such as German.

3.  Syntactic compounds

Syntactic compounds are phrasal formations situated “in between” 
compounds and phrases because they share basic properties with phrases 
but also differ from them with respect to other basic properties. Equally, 
they share basic properties with morphological compounds but also differ 
from morphological compounds with respect to other basic properties. 
Importantly, they are not idiosyncratic, isolated cases of lexicalization but 
rather occur systematically and can be captured by abstract, productive 
patterns. All languages reviewed here have syntactic compound patterns, 
though not necessarily the same ones.11

11 The terminology is quite diverse in this field. Formations such as those discussed 
in the following are often also referred to as multi-word expression, lexical 
phrase, phraseme, fixed expression, idiom and the like. However, these terms are 
also often used for isolated, idiosyncratic cases of lexicalization such as pain in 
the neck or kick the bucket. For terminological remarks see also Section 3.4.
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Syntactic compounds are similar to morphological compounds since they 
are complex entities, made up of at least two lexemes. They have a naming 
function, and thus are conventional names, and just like compounds some 
of them have a compositional meaning while others are non-compositional. 
Also, they are the product of productive, abstract patterns, again like 
compounds. Finally, they qualify as word-level entities since they share with 
compounds the property of syntactic impenetrability, inseparability, and 
unalterability. In addition, some patterns also exhibit other properties that 
have been considered as defining properties of compounding before, namely 
lexical stress or absence of inflection. At the same time, they have an internal 
phrasal structure and typical phrasal properties such as phrasal stress and 
word-internal inflection. Also, they are written separately.

In the following, three such patterns will be discussed: N+PP patterns, 
N+N.gen patterns and A+N / N+A patterns. These patterns are cross-
linguistically frequent and are the patterns that have been most often 
discussed in the literature, although in some languages, including German 
and Dutch, they have received relatively little attention.

3.1  N+PP constructions

It is well-known that the status of compounds in Romance is highly 
controversial. The number of formations that are undisputedly regarded as 
compounds (cf. (28)) is rather low compared to N+PP constructions as in 
(29) (e.g., Nicoladis 2002), which are sometimes also termed compounds, 
since they function as conventional names and often, though not always, 
have a non-compositional meaning.

(28) a. FRENCH stylo-bille (lit. pen ball) ‘ball pen’
 b. ITALIAN pesce-spada (lit. fish sword) ‘sword fish’
 c. SPANISH célula madre (lit. cell mother) ‘stem cell’

(29) a. FRENCH moulin à vent (lit. mill of/for wind) ‘wind mill’
  fauteuil de table (lit. chair of table) ‘(armed) chair (around  

 a table)’
  homme de la rue (lit. man of the street) ‘average person’
  tasse à café (lit. cup of/for coffee) ‘coffee cup’ 
  camion de pompiers (lit. truck of fire brigades) ‘fire truck’
 b. ITALIAN casa di riposo (lit. house of rest) ‘nursing home’
  cucina a gas (lit. kitchen at gas) ‘gas stove’
  carta di credito (lit. card of credit) ‘credit card’
 c. SPANISH casa de campo (lit. house of country) ‘country house’
  dolor de cabeza (lit. ache of head) ‘headache’
  café con leche (lit. coffee with milk) ‘white coffee’
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On the one hand, formations like those in (29) are undoubtedly phrasal which 
is obvious from the presence of explicit syntactic markers, i.e. relational 
markers (prepositions) and determiners. Thus, compared with compounds, the 
semantic relationship between the constituents is more explicitly expressed. 
On the other hand, however, the formations do not allow the modification of 
the constituents and are inseparable, unlike phrases, cf. (30). Thus, according 
to the Lexical Integrity Hypothesis, they are words rather than phrases.

FRENCH
(30) #homme de la grande rue (lit. man of the big street)

(30) shows that separation does not necessarily render the phrase ungram-
matical (and it is therefore marked by # instead of *). However, the conven-
tional meaning of the lexical pattern is no longer available and it can only be 
interpreted literally, i.e. as a regular phrase.

Also, they are anaphoric islands, like compounds and unlike phrases. As 
can be seen from example (31)a), it is impossible to refer back anaphori-
cally to the internal constituent table (‘table’) though this is possible in a 
corresponding regular phrase (31)b). This obviously has to do with the fact 
that the constituent table in the (a)-sentence, being an N, is non-referential (it 
does not refer to a specific table), contrary to the NP la table in the (b)-sentence 
(cf. also Gunkel & Zifonun 2011; Gunkel et al. 2017: 104ff).

FRENCH
(31) a. *le fauteuil de tablei, quei j'ai vue hier12

  (lit. the chair of tablei thati I saw yesterday)
 b. le fauteuil de la tablei, quei j'ai vue hier
  (lit. the chair of the tablei thati I saw yesterday)

Finally, although these formations have syntactic markers some of them are 
syntactically deficient because the determiner which would be present in a fully 
regular syntactic phrase is missing, cf. (32) (from Gunkel & Zifonun 2011):

FRENCH
(32) a. chemise de ∅ nuit (lit. shirt of night) ‘nightdress’
  (vs. les bruits de la nuit ‘the noises of the night’)
 b. château d'∅eau (lit. palace of water) ‘water tower’
  (vs. qualité de l’eau ‘quality of the water’)
 c. voiture de ∅ sport (lit. car of sport) ‘sports car’
  moulin à ∅ vent (lit. mill of wind) ‘wind mill’

12 I owe this example to Kristel Van Goethem.
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The missing determiner clearly distinguishes these formations from regular 
phrases. Due to the lack of the determiner, they are also shorter and more 
compact than regular phrases which makes them more similar to morpho-
logical compounds with regard to their length.

Syntactic N+PP compound patterns with similar properties can also be 
found in numerous other languages. English, for instance, has the productive 
pattern [N of N]-pattern, cf. (33).13 On the surface, these phrases resemble 
regular nominal phrases with an embedded PP. However, as in the case of 
French, they differ from regular noun phrases: the word order is fixed and 
may not be varied, the internal constituents may not be modified and are 
inseparable (that is, they do not allow the insertion of additional material), 
they are anaphoric islands and the determiners are missing.

ENGLISH
(33) prisoner of war, bird of prey, bill of complaint, weapons of mass destruction

The same holds for phrasal patterns in Slavic languages such as Russian 
and Polish. Both languages have productive N+PP patterns for the forma-
tion of lexical units that are the equivalents of English compounds, cf. (34) 
and (35) (cf. Masini & Benigni 2012; Ohnheiser 2015; Cetnarowska 2018; 
Cetnarowska 2019 among others).

POLISH (from Szymanek 2009; Cetnarowska 2019)
(34) a. pasta do zębow (lit. pasta for teeth) ‘toothpaste’
 b. chustka do nosa (lit. kerchief for nose) ‘handkerchief’
 c. dziurka od klucza (lit. hole from key) ‘keyhole’

RUSSIAN (from Masini & Benigni 2012; Ohnheiser 2015)
(35) a. bor’ba za suščestvovanie (lit. struggle for existence) ‘struggle for existence’
 b. vid na žitel’stvo (lit. permit for stay) ‘permit of stay’
 c. priznanie v ljubvi (lit. declaration in love) ‘declaration of love’

In German and Dutch, syntactic N+PP compounds are less frequent than 
they are in Romance, English, Polish or Russian. Some examples are given 
in (36).

(36) a. GERMAN (from Gunkel et al. 2017)
  Haus am See (lit. house at the lake) ‘lakeside house’
  Anzug von der Stange (lit. suit off the bar) ‘off-the-peg suit’
 b. DUTCH restaurant met tuin (lit. restaurant with garden) ‘garden café’

13 According to Klinge (2006), this pattern is a Romance loan to English (at round 
1000 AD), e.g. prisonnier de guerre > prisoner of war.
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Just as in the French and English examples discussed above, these 
constructions are inseparable and unalterable, such that they do not allow 
the insertion of an additional modifying adjective, for instance, cf. (37),  
at least not in the intended meaning.

GERMAN
(37) a. #Haus am kleinen See (lit. house at the small lake)
 b. #Anzug von der oberen Stange (lit. suit of the upper bar)

Also, (again in the intended reading) the noun in the embedded PP is non-
referential and does not allow anaphoric reference, cf. (38)a), contrary to the 
corresponding regular phrase, cf. (38)b).14

GERMAN (from Gunkel et al. 2017: 105)
(38) a. #Sie haben ein Haus am Seei, deri übrigens sehr tief ist. 
  ‘They have a lakeiside house whichi is very deep by the way.’
 b. Sie haben ein Haus an einem Seei, deri übrigens sehr tief ist.
  ‘They have a house at a lakei whichi is very deep, by the way.’

And finally, as in French (cf. (32)) some of these formations are syntactically 
deficient in that the otherwise obligatory determiner is missing, cf. (39).

GERMAN
(39) a. Zimmer mit Aussicht (lit. room with ∅ view) ‘room with a view’
 b. Dame von Welt (lit. lady of ∅ world) ‘sophisticated woman’

To summarize, various languages have N+PP patterns for creating lexical 
units. They share with compounds the properties of syntactic impenetra-
bility, inseparability, and unalterability. The embedded modifier is non-
referential. Thus, they are anaphoric islands and, according to the Lexical 
Integrity Hypothesis, qualify as words. On the other hand, they are built up 
according to phrasal rather than morphological principles, including rela-
tional syntactic markers and determiners, and they also have phrasal stress.

3.2  N+N.gen constructions

Another phrasal pattern are complex nominals with embedded genitives. 
Syntactic compounds of this kind exist in Russian, Polish, Greek, Polish, 
German and English, among others, cf. (40)–(44).

14 As is often the case with anaphoric reference to constituents of complex words/
compounds, speaker judgments are rather heterogeneous. So where according to 
some speakers (including myself) anaphoric reference is impossible in (38)a), this 
is possible according to others, including one of the reviewers. However, in any 
case (38)b) is judged unproblematic and better than (38)a).
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Naturally, such constructions only exist in languages that have genitive 
case marking.15 The feature of case assignment clearly indicates the syn-
tactic nature of these formations. Also, they generally have phrasal and not 
lexical stress. In addition, for Greek it can be observed that they lack linking 
elements which are compulsory in Greek morphological compounds, which 
is an additional indication of their syntactic nature.

GERMAN
(40) a. Schlaf der Gerechten (lit. sleep the.gen.pl just.gen.pl) ‘sleep of the just’ 
 b. Geschenk des Himmels (lit. gift the.gen.sg heaven.gen.sg) ‘godsend’
 c. Macht der Gewohnheit (lit. force the.gen.sg habit.gen.sg) ‘force of habit’

ENGLISH
(41) a. lawyer’s fee
 b. mother’s milk
 c. women’s magazine

RUSSIAN16 (from Masini & Benigni 2012; Ohnheiser 2015; 2019)
(42) a. zub mudrosti (lit. tooth wisdom.gen) ‘wisdom tooth’
 b. nomer telefona (lit. number telephone.gen) ‘telephone number’
 c. urok čtenija (lit. lesson reading.gen) ʻreading instruction’

POLISH (from Cetnarowska 2019)
(43) a. dom studenta (lit. house.nom student.gen.sg) ‘dormitory, student hall of  

 residence’
 b. mąż stanu (lit. man.nom state.gen.sg) ‘statesman’

GREEK (from Ralli 2013b; Bağrıaçık & Ralli 2015)
(44) a. zóni asfalías (lit. belt safety.gen) ‘safety belt’
 b. praktorío iδíseon (lit. agency news.gen) ‘news agency’

Just as in the case of the N+ PP patterns these genitive phrases differ from 
corresponding regular genitive phrases in that, firstly, they are inseparable, 
cf. (45), at least in the intended meaning of the syntactic compound. Thus, 
these phrases are not ungrammatical, but can only be interpreted as the 
corresponding regular phrase, e.g. fresh (cow) milk that belongs to a specific 
mother.

15 Obviously, English does not have genuine genitive marking anymore but rather a 
possessor construction.

16 Russian also has syntactic compounds with embedded datives and instrumentals, 
e.g. obmen studentami (lit. interchange studentINSTR.PL) ‘student exchange program’,  
cf. Masini & Benigni (2012).
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The Greek examples in (46) also illustrate the property of inseparability. 
(46)a) is similar to the English ones in (45). (46)b) relates to a special feature 
of Greek, namely that in regular phrases the definite article can be doubled. 
Due to the property of inseparability, this is however ungrammatical in the 
syntactic compound (cf. Bağrıaçık & Ralli 2015; Ralli 2016).

GREEK
(46) a. *i zóni meɣális asfalías (lit. the belt big.gen safety.gen)
 b. *i zóni tis asfalías (lit. the belt the.gen safety.gen)

Secondly, the genitive dependent, the possessor, is not interpreted referen-
tially, as would normally be the case in a regular possessor phrase, cf. (47)a), 
but rather denotes an abstract concept, just as modifiers in compounds do, 
cf. (47)b). In other words, it does not refer, it classifies.

(47) a. (the) lawyer’s son, (the) mother’s bag
 b. (the) lawyer’s fee, (the) mother’s milk

Thus, unlike in regular phrases the genitive dependent is an N and not an 
NP, just as the modifier in morphological compounds which, as we have 
seen above, cannot usually be referred to anaphorically for this reason. The 
same contrast can be found with syntactic genitive compounds and regular 
genitive phrases, cf. (48) (cf. Rosenbach 2006):

(48) a. *a womeni’s magazine, whoi are interested in that kind of stuff
 b. a magazine for womeni, whoi are interested in that kind of stuff

Thirdly, the fact that the genitive dependent is an N and not an NP can also 
be seen from the fact that in English, where the possessor/genitive dependent 
– in contrast to the other languages shown above – has prenominal posi-
tion, the determiner relates to the head of the phrase and not to the genitive 
dependent. The example women’s magazine in (49)a) makes this particularly 
obvious because the possessor/genitive dependent is in the plural, so that the 
singular determiner a can only be meant to refer to magazine, contrary to 
(49)b) (cf. Rosenbach 2006).

(49) a. a women’s magazine
 b. a woman’s book

Fourthly, in these genitive constructions the order of the constituents is fixed, 
thus they resist reordering, unlike with the corresponding regular genitive 
phrases (in most languages).

(45) a. #mother’s fresh milk
 b. #lawyer’s expensive fee
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Finally, the English syntactic genitive compounds also (partially) form 
an exception to the above-mentioned observation that syntactic genitive 
compounds have phrasal stress. Rosenbach (2006: 88) notes that stress is 
inconclusive not only with regard to morphological compounds in English, 
but also these genitive patterns: Although some of them have rightward, 
phrasal stress, they usually have leftward (thus: lexical) stress, cf. (50). Thus, 
just as the stress criterion does not help to distinguish between morpho-
logical compounds and (regular) phrases in English, it is also useless for 
distinguishing between syntactic genitive compounds from morphological 
compounds and regular phrases.

ENGLISH (from Spencer 2003)
(50) a. 'men’s room, 'Broca’s aphasia 'Parkinson’s disease
 b. Foucault’s 'pendulum, Hodgkin’s lym'phoma, women’s maga'zine

If we compare syntactic genitive compounds to morphological genitive 
compounds (i.e. compounds with genitive case marking as in Finnish and 
Icelandic, cf. Section 2.2) it turns out that these patterns are almost iden-
tical. Both in syntactic and morphological genitive compounds the modifier/
genitive dependent is non-referential, and both constructions are inseparable 
and unalterable. Also, all of them have a naming function and (potentially) a 
non-compositional meaning. The only difference then is stress (lexical stress 
with the morphological compounds and phrasal stress with syntactic ones). 
In the case of the English genitive pattern with forestress as in (50)a) not 
even this difference holds, so they are structurally fully identical to mor-
phological genitive compounds. The German syntactic genitive compound 
pattern is slightly different, as it also contains a syntactic marker, namely the 
determiner (cf. (40)), which forms an additional difference. In contrast, West 
Frisian genitive compounds do not fit this picture. They have a referential 
modifier that can be anaphorically referred to, fully in parallel with regular 
genitive phrases. Also, they do not function as names though they are insep-
arable and have lexical stress.

All in all, this shows that syntactic genitive compounds are not funda-
mentally different from morphological genitive compounds, but differ only  
gradually. Compared to syntactic genitive compounds, morphological 
genitive compounds are thus slightly more like prototypical morpholog-
ical compounds and unlike phrases. Meanwhile, morphological genitive 
compounds are also different from morphological compounds proper, due 
to their internal inflectional marking. The West Frisian genitive compounds 
might be even regarded as more phrasal than syntactic genitive compounds. 
Again, these data suggest a series of related patterns that differ only gradu-
ally, discounting a categorial distinction between compounds and phrases.
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3.3  A+N / N+A construction

The third cross-linguistic example of syntactic compounds are A+N / N+A 
patterns. They are found in Polish, Russian, Greek, French, Italian, Spanish, 
Swedish, Dutch, and German, among others (cf. Cetnarowska 2015; 2018; 
Masini & Benigni 2012; Bağrıaçık & Ralli 2015; Van Goethem 2009; 
Fernández-Domínguez 2019; Giegerich 2005; Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2009; 
Booij 2009; Schlücker & Hüning 2009; Schlücker 2014, among others). As 
can be seen from the examples in (51)–(58), some languages have only one 
of the two word orders while others, like Polish, Russian, Italian, or Spanish, 
have both.17

GERMAN
(51) a. saurer Regen ‘acid rain’ [A+N]
 b. rote Grütze (lit. red groats) ‘red fruit jelly’ [A+N]
 c. gelbes Trikot ‘yellow jersey’ (cycle racing) [A+N]
 d. häusliche Gewalt ‘domestic violence’ [A.rel+N]

DUTCH
a. zure regen ‘acid rain’ [A+N]
b. oud papier (lit. old paper) ‘scrap paper’ [A+N]
c. koninklijk huis (lit. royal house) ‘royal family’ [A.rel+N]

SWEDISH (from Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2009)
(52) a. röda hund (lit. red dog) ‘measels’ [A+N]
 b. hög hatt (lit. high hat) ‘top hat’ [A+N]
 c. friska luften (lit. fresh air) ‘out of doors’ [A+N]
 d. röda korset ‘Red Cross’ [A+N]

POLISH (from Cetnarowska 2018)
(53) a. kwaśny deszcz ‘acid rain’ [A.rel+N]
 b. dział finansowy (lit. department financial) ‘financial  

 department’
[N+A.rel]

 c. niedźwiedź brunatny (lit. bear brown) ‘brown bear’ [N+A]
 d. panna młoda (lit. girl young) ‘bride’ [N+A]

17 Although German and English are generally considered to have A+N sequences 
only, in fact some N+A combination can be also found, e.g. English attorney 
general, heir apparent; German Forelle blau (lit. trout blue, ‘blue trout’), Sonne 
pur (lit. sun pure). The English examples are French loans or loan formations. The 
German examples form a special pattern different from the A+N/N+A patterns 
discussed here. For further discussion, see Bauer (2019), Schlücker (2019).
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RUSSIAN (from Masini & Benigni 2012; Ohnheiser 2015)
(54) a. sotovyj telefon (lit. official telephone) ‘mobile phone’ [A.rel+N]
 b. železnaja doroga (lit. iron road) ‘railway’ [A.rel+N]
 c. dizel’nyj motor (lit. diesel.adj engine) ‘diesel engine’ [A.rel+N]

GREEK (from Ralli 2013b; Bağrıaçık & Ralli 2015)
(55) a. ðimósios ipálilos (lit. public servant) ‘civil servant’ [A+N]
 b. psixrós pólemos ‘cold war’ [A+N]

FRENCH (from Van Goethem 2009; Arnaud 2015)
(56) a. train rapide (lit. train fast) ‘fast train’ [N+A]
 b. guerre froide (lit. war cold) ‘cold war’ [N+A]
 c. haute tension (lit. high tension) ‘high voltage’ [A+N]
 d. forêt tropicale (lit. forest tropical) ‘rain forest’ [N+A.rel]

SPANISH (from Rainer & Varela 1992; Fernández-Domínguez 2019)
(57) a. media luna ‘half moon, crescent’ [A+N]
 b. luna nueva (lit. moon new) ‘new moon’ [N+A]
 c. escalera mecánica (lit. staircase mechanical) ‘escalator’ [N+A.rel]

ITALIAN (from Masini 2019b)
(58) a. mezza luna ‘half moon’ [A+N]
 b. terzo mondo ‘Third World’ [A+N]
  c. carta telefonica (lit. card telephonic) ‘phone card’ [N+A.rel]

These formations are syntactic in that they exhibit regular inflection of the 
adjective (i.e. agreement with the head) and have phrasal stress. In addition, 
to reflect these phrasal properties, they are written in two words.

Many of the examples above contain relational adjectives, many of 
which have English N+N equivalents. This becomes immediately under-
standable from the internal structure and semantics of these adjectives. 
Relational adjectives are derived from nouns. For this reason, they do not 
denote a property on their own but rather express a relation to this noun. 
So, A+N / N+A constructions with relational adjectives (both morpholog-
ical and phrasal ones) are in fact very much alike N+N compounds and just 
as N+N compounds they typically are conventional names and thus lexical 
entities. Maybe even more importantly, relational adjectives lack proto-
typical adjectival properties as they generally cannot be used predicatively, 
cannot be modified and are ungradable. These properties are obviously 
among those that have been discussed above as word-level properties, 
so this suggests that relational adjectives are inherently inclined to form 
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syntactic compounds.18 With respect to English, relational A+N sequences 
have often been assigned a different status than other A+N sequences in 
the literature (cf. Sadler & Arnold 1994; Giegerich 2005; 2006; 2015, for 
instance).

Just as with the N+PP and genitive patterns, the A+N / N+A patterns are 
like morphological compounds in that they have a naming function and 
possibly a non-compositional meaning. Also, both formations with rela-
tional and with non-relational, qualifying adjectives exhibit some of the 
other word-formation properties discussed above. So, to start with, they are 
inseparable, cf. (59).

(59) a. GERMAN #der saure anhaltende Regen (lit. the acid permanent rain) 
 b. RUSSIAN *sotovyj služebnyj telefon (lit. cellular official telephone)
 c. GREEK *o ðimósios, kalós, ipálilos (lit. the public good servant)

As we have seen above in (46), in Greek the property of inseparability also 
shows with respect to the ban of the double definite determiner (cf. (60)a)), 
which is otherwise a regular option in Greek A+N phrases (cf. (60)b)):

(60) a. *o psixrós o pólemos (lit. the Cold the War)
 b. o meγálos o pólemos (lit. the big the war)

Secondly, and closely related to the first criterion, the order of the constituents 
is fixed such that the predicative position of the adjective is excluded for these 
phrases, unlike with regular phrases. (61) illustrates an important difference 
between patterns with relational adjectives and those with qualitative ones. 
As mentioned above, relational adjectives can never occur in predicative 
position. For this reason, (61)a) is ungrammatical. Qualitative adjectives, on 
the other hand, can generally be used in either predicative or in attributive 
positions. However, if they occur in a syntactic A+N compound, they are 
immobile and can only be used attributively. For this reason, if used predi-
catively, as in (61)b), they cannot receive the classifying interpretation of the 
syntactic compound (e.g., denoting a particular kind of jersey). However, 
such a phrase can receive a regular, literal interpretation, so it is not ungram-
matical (indicated here by #). (This difference is also present in (59).)

18 The formation of morphological compounds with relational adjectives, on the 
other hand, is more restricted. In German, for instance, almost only non-native, 
Graeco-Latin relational adjectives occur in A+N compounds (e.g. Polarluft ‘polar 
air’, Instrumentalmusik ‘instrumental music’). In Dutch they are not available 
in morphological compounds at all (with a few exceptions which are probably 
German loans, e.g. sociaaldemocraat ‘social democrat’), cf. Schlücker (2014).
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GERMAN
(61) a. relational adjective: *Die Gewalt ist häuslich (lit. The violence is  

domestic)
 b. qualifying adjective: #Das Trikot ist gelb (lit. The jersey is yellow)

Thirdly, A+N / N+A phrases do not allow internal modification, thus 
the adjectival modifier may not be modified, again like in morphological 
compounds, cf. (62).

(62) a. GERMAN #sehr gelbes Trikot (lit. very yellow jersey)
 b. POLISH *dział najbardziej finansowy (lit. department most financial) 
 c. GREEK *metria psixrós pólemos (lit. moderately Cold War) 

A final piece of evidence that has not been used here comes from coordination.  
Coordination is instructive since it presupposes syntactic and semantic simi-
larity of the conjuncts. The German examples in (63) show that it is possible 
to coordinate two morphological compounds (a), two syntactic compounds 
(b), a morphological and a syntactic compound (c), but not a syntactic 
compound and a regular A+N phrase (d) (cf. Schlücker 2014). Again, this 
shows that syntactic A+N compounds are similar to morphological A+N 
compounds and rather unlike regular A+N-phrases.

GERMAN
(63) a. Coordination of two morphological compounds
  Rot- und Gelbgold ‘red and yellow gold’
  Rotgold und Gelbgold ‘red gold and yellow gold’
 b. Coordination of two syntactic A+N compounds
  rote und gelbe Bete ‘red and yellow beet’
  das gelbe und das grüne Trikot ‘the yellow and the green jersey’  

 (cycle racing)
 c. Coordination of a morphological and a syntactic compound
  Kartoffel- und grüner Salat ‘potato and green salad’
   das gelbe und das Bergtrikot (lit. the yellow and the mountain jersey)  

‘the yellow and the polka dot jersey’
  eine wilde oder eine Scheinehe ‘a wild or a fictitious marriage’
 d. No coordination of a syntactic compound and a regular phrase
  *die häusliche und die schlimme Gewalt ‘the domestic and the bad  

 violence’
  #das gelbe und das verschwitzte Trikot ‘the yellow and the sweaty jersey’
  #saurer und permanenter Regen ‘acid and permanent rain’

Finally, there are two particularly interesting special cases in Dutch and 
Swedish. To start with, it can be observed that in Dutch some syntactic A+N 
compounds lack the inflectional marking of the adjective. Thus, they do not 
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have the inflectional marking which is obligatory according to the Dutch 
inflectional rules and which therefore occurs in the corresponding regular 
phrases, cf. (64).

DUTCH
(64) a. syntactic compound: het oud∅ papier (lit. the old paper)  

 ‘scrap paper’
  regular phrase: het oude papier (lit. the old paper)
 b. syntactic compound: de geheim∅ agent (lit. the secret agent)  

 ‘secret agent’
  regular phrase: de geheime tuin (lit. the secret garden)
 c. syntactic compound: het koninklijk∅ huis (lit. the royal house)  

 ‘royal family’
  regular phrase: het koninklijke bezoek (lit. the royal visit)

However, not all syntactic A+N compounds are characterized by the lack 
of the otherwise obligatory inflectional marking, as can be seen from the 
syntactic compounds in (65) which have fully regular inflectional marking.19

DUTCH
(65) de wilde gans (lit. the wild goose) ‘wild goose’
 de rode wijn (lit. the red wine) ‘red wine’
 het laatste oliesel (lit. the last anointing) ‘last rites’
 het witte doek (lit. the white cloth) ‘screen’

What is important in the present context is that as a consequence of the lack 
of the inflectional marking the syntactic compound is formally more similar 
to a morphological compound. In fact, the only difference between the two 
patterns is the stress placement (Booij 2002), cf. (66).

DUTCH
(66) a. syntactic compound:
  het rood∅ 'licht ‘red light’
  morphological compound:
  de 'rood∅bars (lit. the red perch) ‘ocean perch’
 b. syntactic compound:
  de geheim∅ a'gent (lit. the secret agent) ‘secret agent’
  morphological compound:
  de ge'heim∅taal (lit. the secret language) ‘argot’

19 The principles of this difference and the distribution are, however, not yet fully 
understood (cf. Tummers 2005; Schlücker 2014).
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Hüning (2010: 207) points to an important functional aspect of this obser-
vation: Due to the lack of the inflectional marking the form of the adjective 
is invariable in the syntactic compound, just like a morphological adjectival 
compound modifier. Consequently, the entire formation has an invariable, 
stable form, like morphological compounds and unlike regular phrases. Due 
to this stable form the syntactic compounds are better suited as linguistic 
signs in De Saussure’s sense, i.e. as conventional mappings of a form and a 
meaning, than formations with a variable form. Thus, according to Hüning 
(2010), the lack of the inflectional marking can be regarded as functionally 
advantageous since it makes the phrasal formation more easily identifiable 
as a naming unit. This also means that Dutch has two different syntactic 
A+N compound patterns (with / without adjectival inflection) and those 
that lack adjectival inflectional marking are more similar to morphological 
compounds than those that have adjectival inflection.

Syntactic A+N compounds in Swedish provide another example of a 
special marking by means of deviant formal properties. In general, reg-
ular Swedish complex NPs are characterized by double determination. This 
means that definiteness is not only realized by a determiner but also by a 
noun suffix, cf. (67). As observed by Koptjevskaja-Tamm (2009: 133–134), 
in Swedish syntactic A+N compounds the adjective may either be inflected 
(marked for definiteness) or not and may be combined either with a definite, 
suffixed noun or an indefinite noun, cf. (68).

SWEDISH
(67) a. det röda korset (lit. the red.def cross.det.def) ‘the red cross’
 b. den gula hatten (lit. the yellow.def hat.det.def) ‘the yellow hat’

(68) a. röda korset (lit. red.def cross.det.def) ‘(the) Red Cross’
 b. friska luften (lit. fresh.def air.det.def) ‘out of doors’
 c. röda hund (lit. red.def dog.indef) ‘measels’
 d. hög hatt (lit. high.indef hat.indef) ‘top hat’

What seems to be avoided in syntactic A+N compounds, however, is the 
regular pattern of double determination, since they do not use the definite 
determiner in addition to the noun suffix (cf. also Finkbeiner & Schlücker 
2019). Also, Swedish syntactic A+N compounds have a special stress pattern 
which distinguishes them both from compounds and regular phrases. This 
means that in addition to the other word-formation properties of syntactic 
A+N compounds, such as inseparability or the ban on the modification of the 
adjective, compounds in Swedish have two other properties that mark them 
as different from regular A+N phrases, namely a special prosodic pattern and, 
similar to Greek, cf. (60), the absence of double determination. Importantly, 
just as in the case of Dutch, this last property is not only a feature peculiar 
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to syntactic compounds but it also means that syntactic compounds are  
formally closer to morphological compounds since the latter, as with simplex 
words, do not have double determination. Thus, they take the suffixed deter-
miner only and not the preposed definite determiner, cf. (69).20

(69) a. simplex noun: huset (lit. house.det.def) ‘the house’
 b. morphological compound: höghuset (lit. high house.det.def)  

‘the sky-scraper’
  rödvinet (lit. red wine.det.def)  

‘the red wine’

Thus, the ban on the preposed determiner in syntactic A+N compounds 
makes them formally more similar to morphological compounds.

Finally, the defective N+PP patterns that lack the otherwise obligatory 
determiner (e.g. French and German, cf. (32), (39)) can be viewed in the 
same way. Due to the lack of the determiner the phrases are shorter and more 
compact, which makes them more similar to morphological compounds. 
Also, since in many languages the form of the determiner varies depending 
on the gender of the noun, the pattern has a more stable, invariable form if 
it does not have a determiner, thus ensuring a stable form-meaning relation.

3.4  Theoretical approaches to syntactic compounds

The syntactic compound patterns discussed in this section (N+PP, N+N.gen 
and A+N/N+A) share with morphological compounds the properties of 
inseparability, unalterability and impenetrability. Thus, according to the 
Lexical Integrity Hypothesis they qualify as words or word-level items. At 
the same time, they have a phrasal structure. The analysis as word-level 
items with an internal syntactic structure is reflected by terms such as ‘syn-
tactic compound’, as in the present paper (see also Booij 2009; 2010; 2019 
for Dutch and Greek; Schlücker 2014 for German), ‘loose multi-word com-
pound’ (Bağrıaçık & Ralli 2015; Koliopoulou 2008 for Greek)21 and ‘phrasal 
noun’ (cf. Masini 2009; Masini 2019b for Italian; Masini & Benigni 2012 
for Russian; Cetnarowska 2018; 2019 for Polish; Booij & Masini 2015). 
Whereas various kinds of phrasal entities can be lexicalized and thus are 
lexical items (e.g., all kinds of ‘classical’ verbal idioms) this does not imply 

20 The simultaneous presence of the determiner and the noun suffix with words 
(simplex and complex ones) is only found with demonstrative use, e.g. den här 
stolen ‘this chair’, det huset ‘this house’.

21 In several works (e.g., Ralli 2013b), Ralli also uses the term ‘phrasal compound’ 
which is somewhat misleading, however, as this term is also widely used in the 
literature for compounds of the structure XP+N.
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that they are also word-level items. This is, however, exactly what the terms 
‘syntactic compounds’ and ‘phrasal noun’ express: they are word-level items 
with an internal syntactic structure.22

Also, it has been observed above that the adjective in syntactic A+N 
compounds and the genitival non-head in syntactic genitive compounds may 
not be modified, contrary to regular A+N and genitive phrases. This has 
led to analyses of these constituents as bare adjectives and nouns (i.e., non-
projecting A0 and N0) (cf., e.g., for A+N: Booij 2009; Booij 2010 [Dutch 
and Greek]; Masini & Benigni 2012 [Russian]; Schlücker 2014 [German]; 
for A+N and genitive constructions: Cetnarowska 2018; 2019 [Polish]).23 
Interestingly, word-level analyses with an internal syntactic structure  
([A0 N0]N

0; [N0 N0]N
0) have also been proposed for some English A+N and 

N+N compounds (cf. Liberman & Sproat 1992; Sadler & Arnold 1994). 
The referential nature of the compound modifier in West Frisian genitive 
compounds, on the other hand, is captured in Hoekstra (2002) by analysing 
these modifiers as DPs.

Analyses of word-level items with an internal syntactic structure as well 
as the general view on the relation between word-formation and syntax 
taken here are obviously very much in line with constructionist approaches 
to grammar, since one of the basic constructionist tenets is that grammar 
is non-modular and that there is no morphology-syntax divide because all 
linguistic structure on all levels is represented by a single representational 
format, namely constructions (cf. Section 4.2). So it does not come as a sur-
prise that in recent years various constructionist analyses have been offered 
for the patterns discussed here for several languages (e.g., Booij 2009; 2010; 
Van Goethem & Amiot 2019; Masini 2009; 2019b; Cetnarowska 2018; 
2019; Masini & Benigni 2012; Schlücker 2014).24

22 The term ‘syntactic compound’ is wider than ‘phrasal noun’ in that it is not 
restricted to nominal entities. Booij (2010: chap. 4), for instance, discusses quasi-
incorporation as an instance of syntactic compounding in the verbal domain.

23 Importantly, although these modifiers do not allow modification, in contrast 
to modifiers in regular phrases, they may have inflectional marking, other than 
genuine compound modifiers. Accordingly, Booij (2010: 177) argues that the 
constraint of Lexical Integrity should be divided into two subconstraints. The 
first one prohibits syntactic reordering [and modification, BS] while the second 
one proscribes agreement and case assignment. Whereas syntactic compounds are 
subject only to the first subconstraint, for morphological compounds the stronger 
version of the Lexicalist Integrity Hypothesis applies, i.e. both subconstraints.

24 This also holds for another compound type that is problematic for a strict 
demarcation view on grammar, viz. phrasal compounds, e.g. mother-in-law joke, 
not guilty plea, underwater construction.
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4.  Discussion

The preceding sections have shown that

– various languages have productive patterns for the formation of morpho-
logical objects called compounds that deviate from what one would expect 
from morphological objects in terms of stress, inflection, or lexical integrity.

– various languages have productive syntactic patterns for the formation of 
lexical units, many of which exist cross-linguistically. They are character-
ized by special morphosyntactic and semantic properties that distinguish 
them from regular phrases.

– since some compound patterns also have syntactic properties and the 
phrasal patterns discussed above also have morphological properties, 
they closely resemble one another and it is impossible to draw a clear 
line between them. Consider, for instance, the Icelandic A+N sequences in 
(17)–(19) and the Dutch A+N sequences in (64) and (66): although in the 
Icelandic sequences the adjective is regularly inflected and in the Dutch 
ones the adjective invariably lacks inflectional marking, the former are 
considered compounds and the latter phrases. This is not only a termi-
nological matter of different languages or different linguistic traditions. 
There are also other properties of the patterns that explain the respective 
categorisations. In the case just mentioned, it is stress.

4.1  A continuum of constructions

The conclusion to be drawn from these observations is that instead of a 
categorial distinction between compounds and phrases, these data can be 
more adequately described as a series of related constructions that differ 
from each other in single phonological, morphosyntactic and/or semantic 
properties. These constructions form a continuum with fully morphological 
constructions (genuine compounds) and fully syntactic constructions (reg-
ular phrases) at the endpoints and various mixed patterns in between.

Table 1 is a simplified, schematic representation of this continuum. It 
contains the five most important word-formation properties according to 
the discussion in the preceding sections. Since inseparability and unalter-
ability, i.e. the ban on internal modification, always co-occur they have been 
bundled here. The eight columns each represent one particular combination 
of these properties. The order of these columns from left to right is intended 
to reflect the transition from fully morphological (1) to fully syntactic (7). 
It is important to note that these columns are not specific constructions or 
patterns as discussed in the previous sections. They serve as placeholders for 
illustrative purposes only, since in reality each column reflects the various 
constructions that have the respective properties.
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The list of properties in Table 1 is obviously not exhaustive. They can be 
considered crucial properties with respect to the present discussion, but the 
corresponding specific patterns clearly have more, often language-specific 
properties, such as double determination in Swedish and Greek or the missing 
determiners in some N+PP constructions, for instance. In addition, there 
are various other language-specific properties that have been not discussed 
here, such as linking elements, recursivity etc. Note also that the property 
of non-referentiality differs from the others in that it is not a formal prop-
erty proper, but rather a semantic one. Finally, not all properties are really 
binary. This holds in particular for non-referentiality. In addition, stress is 
sometimes not binary, as in the case of West Frisian genitive compounds 
and Swedish syntactic A+N compounds, which have stress patterns different 
from both phrasal stress and compound stress proper.

However, all these details could be spelled out in detail and the represen-
tation extended accordingly, so they do not form a principled problem for 
the underlying idea.

• (1) has all and only word-formation properties. It corresponds to pro-
totypical morphological compounds in various languages (e.g., German, 
Dutch, Polish, Greek, Swedish, Icelandic, …).

• (2a) and (2b) are of equal rank, so (2a) is not considered more morpho-
logical than (2b). The corresponding patterns have most of the word-
formation properties but also one syntactic property, namely phrasal 
stress or internal inflection, respectively. Among the patterns that corre-
spond to (2a) are N+N and A+N compounds with inflected modifiers in 
Icelandic and Finnish (e.g. Icelandic perutré ‘pear tree’), for instance, but 
also syntactic genitive compounds with forestress in English (e.g., men’s 
room). (2b) matches with a subtype of English compounds (e.g., apple 
pie) and a subtype of Romance morphological compounds (e.g., French 
stylo-bille ‘ball pen’) but also with a subtype of Dutch syntactic A+N 
compounds (e.g., geheim agent ‘secret agent’).

• (3) combines the morphological properties of inseparability/unalter-
ability, non-referential modifier and absence of relational markers 

Tab. 1: Word-Formation properties and continuum of constructions.

1 22a 2b 3 4 5 6 7
Inseparable & unalterability X X X X X X X  
Non-referential modifier X X X X X    
Absence of relational markers X X X X  X X  
No internal inflection X  X   X   
Lexical stress X X    X X  
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with the syntactic properties of phrasal stress and internal inflection. 
Patterns with this particular combination are some Romance morpho-
logical compounds (e.g., French poisson-scie ‘sawfish’), syntactic genitive 
compounds in various languages (e.g., Polish dom studenta ‘dormitory’) 
and syntactic A+N compounds, again in various languages (e.g., German 
gelbes Trikot ‘yellow jersey’).

• (4) is similar to (3), but in addition the patterns corresponding to (4) also 
have relational syntactic markers, such as the syntactic N+PP compounds 
in various languages (e.g., French moulin à vent ‘windmill’) and syntactic 
genitive compounds in German (e.g., Macht der Gewohnheit ‘force of 
habit’).

• (5) corresponds to a subtype of proper name compounds (in various 
languages).

• (6) corresponds to genitive compounds in West Frisian. (5) and (6) are 
positioned near the syntactic endpoint of the continuum which might 
be surprising since they seem to have less syntactic properties than (4). 
However, what is important here are the referential modifiers. They do 
not denote concepts, as is usual with compound modifiers, but refer to 
specific referents. If the modifier is interpreted referentially it does not 
have a classifying function. Instead, it “anchors” or “identifies” the ref-
erent of the head noun. For this reason, such compounds do not have a 
naming function. For instance, the modifier Berlin in (70) does not specify 
a particular class of patients but rather helps to identify one particular 
patient by establishing a local relation (from Schlücker 2013).

GERMAN
(70) Im Vergleich zu den beiden Patienten aus Boston ist der Berlin-Patient sehr 

viel intensiver untersucht worden (…)
‘Compared to the two patients from Boston the Berlin patient has been 
examined much more extensively (…).’

This is what would usually be expected from a syntactic construction  
(e.g. the patient from / in Berlin; the coat of my son, my son’s coat) and what 
has often be referred to as the “descriptive” function of syntax in contrast to 
the naming function of word-formation (cf. Bauer 1988).

• (7), finally, are regular noun phrase patterns, such as the coat of my son.

The crucial note here is that there is no point where a line between compounds 
and phrases (word-formation and syntax) could be drawn. Although there 
are fully morphological and fully syntactic patterns at the endpoints, there 
are various mixed patterns in between. Patterns with mixed properties that 
have more morphological properties are called compounds and others with 
more phrasal properties phrases, but there is no clear, principled difference 
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between them (note also that (2a), (2b) and (3) comprise patterns considered 
“compounds” as well as “phrases”).

Thus, from a cross-linguistic perspective there is no categorial distinction 
between compounds and phrases, as has also been argued by Haspelmath 
(2011) with regard to the distinction between words and phrases in general. 
In addition, this also means that there is no uniform cross-linguistic defini-
tion of a compound; not only because compounds in different languages have 
different morphological features, e.g. regarding linking elements (cf. Ralli 
2013b), but also because no uniform, cross-linguistic distinction between 
compounds and phrases can be established.

However, what does this mean for individual languages and in partic-
ular languages that apparently do have a clear, categorial compound-phrase 
distinction, such as German? English has patterns corresponding to all 
columns, with the exception of (6). This is little surprise given the problems 
of the compound-phrase distinction in English outlined in Section 1. French, 
in turn, has patterns in (2b), (3), (4), (5) and (7), but not in (1), due to the 
lack of morphological compounds with lexical stress. Finally, in German, 
there are patterns in (1), (3), (4), (5), and (7). So, even in a language with 
an (apparent) clear categorial compound-phrase distinction such as German 
there are not only compounds and phrases proper (i.e., (1) and (7)) but 
also mixed patterns in between. Thus, if syntactic compounds are taken into 
account the distinction between compounds and phrases, or word-formation 
and syntax, must generally be regarded as gradient rather than categorial.

Obviously, syntactic compounds are not equally frequent in all languages. 
In general, the productivity of these patterns seems to be related to the pro-
ductivity of morphological compounding in ways of complementation or 
competition (cf. Booij 2019; Cetnarowska 2019; Masini 2019a; Schlücker 
2019, for instance), and the existence of a particular phrasal form may 
(but need not) lead to the blocking of the formation of a corresponding 
morphological compound and vice versa. In German, nominal syntactic 
compounds are less frequent than in other languages, which can be related 
to the high productivity of nominal morphological compounding (cf. Barz 
2007, for instance). Accordingly, nominal syntactic compounds have been 
given little attention in the literature when compared to other languages. In 
other languages, like French, it is the other way round; similarly, the relative 
wealth of nominal syntactic compounding in Russian and Polish has been 
explained in connection with the restricted productivity of nominal morpho-
logical compounding in these languages. Thus, although from the perspective 
of an individual language the significance of syntactic compounding for the 
system of that language might not be immediately apparent, as in German, 
the cross-linguistic perspective makes its role very clear which in turn also has 
consequences for the theoretical assumptions about the individual languages.
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4.2  The relationship between word-formation and syntax

The findings from the previous sections can be summarized as follows: (1) 
In addition to genuine compounds and phrases there are various patterns 
that have both word-formation and syntactic properties. (2) There is no 
such thing as a clear compound-phrase distinction, neither generally nor in a 
single language (of those studied here). These findings suggest, as indicated by 
the schematic arrangement of the relevant properties in Table 1, that word-
formation and syntax are not strictly demarcated domains of grammar.

What does this mean for our understanding of the relationship between 
morphology (more specifically word-formation), syntax and the lexicon? 
Two questions are crucial in this connection: (a) What is (in) the lexicon? (b) 
Are morphology/word-formation and syntax distinct or are they rather one 
single structure building domain?

Following Jackendoff (2002; 2010, among others) and his Parallel 
Architecture Model, the lexicon is understood here as long-term storage 
rather than the locus of generation of complex words. Thus, the lexicon 
is not identical to morphology or word-formation. In fact, “[…] lexical/ 
non-lexical and word/syntax are not related concepts, but orthogonally dis-
tinct scales” (Bauer 2017: 173). The lexicon contains simplex words, thus 
linguistic signs in the core meaning of a conventional pairing of form and 
meaning. In addition, it also contains morphological and syntactic building 
principles (“rules”) since they are learned and stored just like words. These 
“rules” are basically represented in the same way as simplex words, namely as 
tripartite structures consisting of a phonological and a morphological or syn-
tactic structure (the two dimensions of the form) and a semantic-conceptual 
structure. These representations are referred to as constructions (or schemas 
in the terminology of Booij (2010)). The main difference between these kinds 
of constructions is the level of abstractness: on the one hand, there are fully 
specified constructions, e.g., simplex and complex words (apple, apple tree). 
The constructions that represent the morphological and syntactic building 
principles, on the other hand, are abstract (e.g., [XX+XN]N, [NP VP]S). Some 
of these abstract formal structures, in particular syntactic ones, are not inher-
ently associated with a specific meaning and/or phonological realization. 
Thus, these lexical items lack a phonological and/or semantic representation 
and they are, in this sense, “defective” or “doubly defective” constructions 
(Jackendoff 2002: 180). In fact, such defective constructions correspond to 
traditional word-formation or phrase structure rules.

In between these two extremes are constructions with varying degrees 
of abstractness, such as pairings of an abstract syntactic structure with 
a specific semantic representation (such as the resultative construction,  
e.g., Fred watered the plants flat, a prime example of an argument structure 
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construction which figures prominently in Construction Grammar, cf. 
Goldberg (1995)) but also various kinds of ‘constructional idioms’, i.e. 
constructions that have both lexically specified positions and open slots, 
such as [N by N] (e.g., day by day) (cf. Jackendoff 2008). Booij (2010), in 
the framework of Construction Morphology, applies the concept of con-
structional idioms to morphological entities. The derivational pattern with 
the suffix -er, for instance, is represented as a formal structure [XV+er]N. This 
structure is mapped to the semantic representation ‘one who Vs’ as well as 
to a partially filled phonological structure.

Thus, constructions exist on various levels of abstraction. This also 
includes partially as well as fully lexically specified constructions (e.g., 
[XV+er]N vs. [dream+er]). So the lexicon is conceived of as a network of 
constructions of various levels of abstraction which form hierarchies and are 
linked by inheritance relations.

Whereas all abstract and semi-abstract constructions are lexical items, the 
fully specified forms that arise from these patterns may or may not be stored. 
Complex forms with a fully compositional meaning that can be computed 
online (such as regular inflection) tend not to be stored, complex forms with 
a non-compositional meaning are stored, just as frequent formations. Since 
the morphological and syntactic compounds discussed here usually are con-
ventional names, they are stored, thus they are mostly lexical items.

Thus, both morphological and syntactic structure building principles 
form part of the lexicon since the abstract morphological and syntactic 
constructions are lexical items themselves. In this sense there is no principled 
difference between syntax and the lexicon. This does, however, not mean 
that morphology and syntax form one single structure building mechanism. 
Although they share some properties, they also differ with regard to others. 
This has been discussed in detail with respect to compounds and phrases 
in the preceding sections. Thus, morphology and syntax are two different 
domains of structure building with related but yet different properties (e.g., 
Jackendoff 2002: 128ff; see also Masini & Audring 2019: 387ff). However, 
since morphology and syntax are on a par as structure building domains 
and since all these structure building principles are constructions, and thus 
lexical items, nothing precludes the existence of constructions that combine 
properties from both domains, thus mixed patterns such as those discussed 
in the previous sections. If constructions with mixed properties are arranged 
according to their similarity to the core principles of each domain, this yields 
a continuum of constructions, as described for the compound-phrase con-
tinuum in Section 4.1.

Assuming that “everything is in the lexicon” as described above 
does not mean that there are no restrictions on structure building. The 
morphosyntactic, phonological and semantic properties are specified in such 
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a way that the particular structure building process is clearly defined and 
delimited, thus restrictions are directly built in the constructional represen-
tation. Consider, as an example, Booij’s (2009; 2010) analysis of syntactic 
and morphological A+N compounds in (71)–(73). To the left of the double 
arrow is the morphosyntactic information, to the right is the semantic infor-
mation. The indices i, j and k map pieces of morphosyntactic information on 
the respective semantic information.25

Schema for syntactic A+N compounds (from Booij 2009: 232)
(71) [A0

i N
0
j]N

0
k ↔ [NAME for SEMj with some relation R to SEMi]k

The schema for a morphological A+N compound is quite similar. The only 
difference is that the internal constituents are not words and the entire struc-
ture is dominated by one X0 node only, cf. (72).

Schema for morphological A+N compounds
(72) [Ai Nj]N

0
k ↔ [NAME for SEMj with some relation R to SEMi]k

Finally, stress is specified in the phonological structure, as illustrated in (73). 
On the left side of these schemas, there is a (greatly simplified) phonological 
structure. (73)a-b) differ only with regard to stress, thus (a) is a schema for 
compounds with forestress and (b) for end-stressed compounds. In the same 
way, fore-stress and endstress can be represented in other constructions, 
regardless of their internal morphosyntactic structure.26

(73) a. ['Xi Yj] ↔ [Ai Nj]N
0
k ↔ [NAME for SEMj with some relation R to SEMi]k

 b. [Xi 'Yj] ↔ [Ai Nj]N
0
k ↔ [NAME for SEMj with some relation R to SEMi]k

It is easy to see that entities with mixed properties, such as the Icelandic A+N 
sequences with lexical stress and regularly inflecting adjectival modifiers, 
or Dutch A+N sequences with phrasal stress and non-inflecting adjectival 
modifiers, could be represented accordingly. There is no principled difference 
between these constructions, nor compared to the representation of fully 
morphological or fully syntactic phrases.

25 For other A+N combinations, for instance those containing relational adjectives, 
the semantic representation is different. Schlücker (2014; 2016) proposes detailed 
semantic analyses for several groups of A+N combinations in German and 
Dutch. There are also alternative proposals as to how to represent the naming 
function instead of using the predicate NAME (cf. Masini 2009; Schlücker 2014, 
for instance).

26 Similar schemas have been proposed for some of the other patterns discussed 
above, e.g. syntactic genitive compounds in Polish (Cetnarowska 2019), syntactic 
N+PP compounds in Italian (Masini 2009), or French N+N sequences (Van 
Goethem & Amiot 2019).
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4.3  A gradient word formation-syntax structure or a word  
formation-syntax divide?

In addition to constructionist analyses of syntactic compounds and other 
data that are problematic for the idea of a strict divide between morphology/
word-formation and syntax, various proposals in defence of such a divide 
have been made, three of which will be briefly discussed in the following.

Kageyama (2001) discusses what he calls “phrase-like words” in Japanese 
(as well as, rather briefly, in English). He finds that Japanese has a group of 
formations that have both morphological and phrasal properties, similar to 
the data discussed here. These formations are analysed as ‘Word+’ (“Word 
Plus”) formations. The Word+ category is “intended as a new morphological 
category that is larger than ordinary words but still belongs to the morpho-
logical as opposed to the syntactic domain” (Kageyama 2001: 253). Thus, 
the Word+ category is considered a “Janus-faced category at the intersec-
tion of morphological and syntactic structures” (Kageyama 2001: 274), and 
this intersective position of Word+ is also schematically illustrated (p. 273). 
Yet, Kageyama assigns the category a clearly morphological status, since 
the respective formations are word-level entities. However, although it is 
acknowledged that Word+ formations are formations with mixed properties, 
the proposal does not explain why morphology and syntax are still con-
sidered distinct domains. In particular, it does not explain how syntax and 
morphology interact – which they obviously do, given the properties of the 
Word+ category – and how syntactic principles can operate on the internal 
structure of the Word+ formations. So although the analysis provides a 
detailed description and inventory of the phenomenon, it does not provide a 
full explanation of the underlying processes and relations.

In Ackema & Neeleman’s (2004) framework, too, morphology and 
syntax are considered completely separate domains of grammar. However, 
the model allows for two kinds of interaction between these modules. The 
first one is insertion: Not only can morphological structure be integrated in 
syntax, but also vice versa. In this way, the model can account for phrasal 
compounds (cf. fn. 24), for instance – another problematic case for the idea 
of a strict demarcation between morphology or word-formation and syntax 
(cf. Ackema & Neeleman 2004: 122–129). In this case, a clearly syntactic 
object, a phrase, is inserted in either of the positions of a clearly morphological 
object, a compound. The second kind of interaction is competition between 
morphology and syntax. Generally, both in syntax and morphology, two 
elements can be combined (merged) to form a complex structure. According 
to Ackema & Neeleman, syntactic merging blocks morphological merging 
and vice versa, although, all things being equal, syntax takes precedence. 
Complex lexical items can be underspecified in their locus of realization, 
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that is, whether they are realized in syntax or morphological (Ackema & 
Neeleman 2004: 50ff). So, for instance, particle verbs are non-uniformly 
realized as either morphological or syntactic, depending on their actual use. 
However, although in both kinds of interaction the modules can “see” each 
other, they are nevertheless distinct and the principles of structure building 
do not mix. For this reason, the model does not allow for mixed properties 
within one structure (this is true also in the case of phrasal compounds, since 
a phrase is inserted as a block into a morphological structure and the mor-
phological structure is blind to the internal structure of the phrase). Thus, 
the model cannot account for the mixed properties of the patterns discussed 
here, and for the gradient nature of morphological and syntactic properties 
of these patterns.

Giegerich’s (2015) proposal, finally, deals with the compound-phrase dis-
tinction in English. In view of the various observations regarding the incon-
clusive status of English compounds (cf. Section 1), Giegerich notes that a 
strict divide of the modules cannot be maintained. However, he does not 
do away with the idea of distinct modules. Instead, he concludes that these 
modules overlap and that there are forms that are simultaneously morpho-
logical (or lexical, in Giegerich’s terminology) and phrasal. This raises the 
question of whether such a proposal is different from the idea of a con-
tinuum between word-formation and syntax, as sketched in the previous 
sections.27 A closer look reveals that they are in fact fundamentally different. 
The difference is less obvious as long as one only considers the form level: the 
overlap area in Giegerich’s model, and thus the intersection of compounds 
and phrases, comprises the forms with at least one morphological and one 
syntactic property. This is identical to the set of forms that are instantiated 
by the patterns in the middle part of the continuum in Table 1. However, the 
set of forms generated in the intersection area is quite heterogeneous as it 
contains all forms that are neither fully morphological or fully syntactic but 
have any combinations of at least one morphological or one syntactic prop-
erty. The difference is even more significant when it comes to the formation 
process when word-formation and syntax are seen as processors for gener-
ating these forms. According to Giegerich (2015: 122), these forms “(…) 
are generated in an ‘area’ of the modularized derivation which is simulta-
neously part of the lexicon and the syntax, an area therefore where the two 
modules overlap with each other (…).” This means, however, that there is 

27 Of course, Giegerich is only concerned with the English compound-phrase 
distinction, and not with the whole range of mixed patterns as discussed here, nor 
with other languages. Nevertheless, the question of a comparison of the models 
arises even if syntactic compounds are not taken in account.
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one area where different, conflicting processes (e.g., the allocation of lexical 
or phrasal stress) are at work at the same time. It is, however, left completely 
open which of the processes would “win” under which circumstances.28 On 
the continuum view, on the other hand, each construction is fully specified 
for its phonological, morphosyntactic and semantic properties. Each con-
struction differs from the other constructions by at least one phonological, 
morphosyntactic or semantic property. At the same time, they can be con-
ceived of as a set of closely related constructions that collectively form the 
transition from fully morphological to fully syntactic constructions. Such a 
view does justice to the English compound-phrase distinction but also covers 
the entire range of morphological and syntactic compounds.

5.  Conclusion

The paper has presented cross-linguistic evidence from various languages 
that (1) there are compound patterns that – in addition to pertinent word-
formation (compound) properties – may also have syntactic properties, and 
(2) there are phrasal patterns that instantiate lexical entities, on a par with 
morphological compounds, analysed here as syntactic compounds. Both the 
deviant compounds and phrasal patterns occur cross-linguistically and sys-
tematically. These observations are taken as evidence for the idea that there 
is no categorial distinction between compounds and phrases, or, more gen-
erally, between word-formation and syntax. This even holds for languages 
which, at first sight, have a categorial compound-phrase distinction, such 
as German. It has been argued that the observation can be more adequately 
accounted for if the relation between word-formation and syntax is regarded 
as a continuum of related, but distinct constructions, with fully morpho-
logical and syntactic constructions at the endpoints and various mixed 
constructions in between. Such a view on the grammar system is in line with 
constructionist approaches to the language system.
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