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This article aims to defend the Parallel Morphology Hypothesis as the theoretical
foundation of the Optimal Distributed Morphology (ODM) framework. Unlike
the standard rule-based model of Distributed Morphology (DM), which assumes
a rigid, feed-forward derivational architecture comprising sequential
morphosyntactic modules, the parallel hypothesis posits that all post-syntactic
operations occur simultaneously within a constraint-based evaluative system.
Building upon insights from Trommer (2001a, 2001b) and Foley (2017), the
article argues that adherence to the Derivational Architecture Principle (DAP) in
classical DM leads to a form of circular reasoning when analyzing irregular
inflectional forms. Specifically, decisions regarding operations such as feature
bundle fusion or fission often presuppose knowledge of which Vocabulary Items
will be inserted. A knowledge that, in a strictly sequential model, should not yet
be accessible. Using representative data from languages such as English and

Basque, the article demonstrates that attempts to resolve this paradox within a
strictly modular, rule-based DM architecture require extensive stipulations and ad
hoc rules. These additions not only undermine theoretical elegance but also
compromise the model’s psychological and computational plausibility. In
contrast, adopting a constraint-based approach grounded in Optimality Theory
(OT), as formalized in the ODM framework, allows for a more economical and
predictive analysis. Here, the derivational output is determined through the
competition of candidate structures evaluated by violable constraints, rather than
deterministic rule application.A constraint-based analysis of irregular plural

formation (e.g., mice vs. mouses) is provided, incorporating three key
constraints: *UNDERSPEC, *STRUCT, and CRSP-D. These constraints regulate
under-specification, structural economy, and faithfulness to input feature
bundles, respectively. Through a formal ranking procedure (Recursive Constraint
Demotion), the paper shows how ODM naturally accounts for both regular and
irregular morphology without recourse to excessive derivational opacity or
lexical idiosyncrasies. The article concludes that the Parallel Morphology
Hypothesis not only offers a more descriptively adequate account of inflectional
irregularities but also aligns more closely with broader cognitive and
psycholinguistic principles of linguistic architecture.
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1. Introduction

The mainstream Distributed Morphology (DM) framework, despite its considerable explanatory
power, is built upon a rigorously ordered succession of post-syntactic modules. These modules
are designed to handle the manipulation of morphosyntactic feature bundles and the subsequent
realization of those features through late insertion of vocabulary items. This modular
architecture typically follows a fixed sequence: operations such as fusion, fission, and
agreement (collectively known as exponence conversion) precede Vocabulary Insertion, which
itself precedes any purely phonological adjustments. While this ordered modularity has yielded
significant insights into the architecture of grammar, it simultaneously renders the framework
vulnerable to two interrelated problems. First, it is susceptible to well-known phonological and
morphological conspiracies, whereby distinct operations across different modules appear to
converge on a common output, challenging the assumption of strict modular encapsulation. This
fact has been extensively documented in the literature and requires no further rehearsal here.
Second, and more centrally to this study, the rigid ordering makes DM susceptible to a peculiar
and underdiscussed case of circularity. In this circular scenario, the decision about whether to
perform a particular operation in a given module depends critically on the output of another
module, while the intended operation in that later module is itself contingent upon the outcome
of the former. This creates a bidirectional dependency that a linear ordering of modules, by
definition, cannot resolve. | will argue that this circularity is not an accidental artifact of a
particular theoretical choice, but rather a deep consequence of assuming any fixed,
unidirectional modular sequence. Proposals to reorder the modules—for example, moving
Vocabulary Insertion earlier or later—merely relocate the problem rather than eliminating it.
What is required instead is a reconceptualization of how post-syntactic operations relate to one
another, a move toward simultaneous constraint satisfaction rather than sequential derivation.

2. Literature Review

Distributed Morphology emerged as a radically non-lexicalist syntactic framework,
distinguished by its claim that morphology is not a separate generative component but rather the
product of syntactic structures manipulated by post-syntactic operations. Authoritative studies in
the field—including Pfau (2005), Embick (2010), Siddigi (2009), Nevins (2016), and Arregi &
Nevins (2012), among numerous others—have converged on a broad consensus regarding the
serial organization of these post-syntactic operations. Specifically, the literature almost
universally posits that exponence conversion (which encompasses operations like Agree,
Fission, and Fusion) must apply before Vocabulary Insertion. This ordering is foundational to
the concept of “late insertion” itself: vocabulary items are inserted only after the abstract feature
bundles have been fully manipulated and amalgamated. However, an alternative strand of
research, known as Optimality-Theoretic Distributed Morphology (OTDM), challenges this
serial orthodoxy. Pioneered by Trgmer (2001a, 2001b, 2002) and subsequently developed by
Foley (2017), Rolle (2020), and Xu (2016), OTDM proposes that post-syntactic operations are
not executed in a predetermined sequence. Instead, the grammar evaluates a set of candidate
output forms simultaneously, ranked by an optimality hierarchy. Only after the optimal
candidate has been selected through constraint ranking are the necessary morphological and
phonological operations performed to accommodate that winning candidate. This parallel-
evaluation approach, which I will refer to as the morphology-in-parallel hypothesis, offers a
potential escape from the circularity problems inherent in serial models.

3.Circularity and Irregular Inflection

To concretize the abstract circularity problem, | have focused on a specific and well-understood
case of irregular inflection: suppletive irregular plurals. Consider the English noun mouse. In a
plural context, when the terminal node bearing the feature [+PL] c-commands the root node
bearing the feature [MOUSE], the surface form is not mouses but rather mice. Under standard
DM assumptions, this requires a morphological fusion operation that combines the two terminal
nodes—the root and the functional head—into a single fused node carrying the feature bundle
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[MOUSE, +PL]. The crucial question is: what triggers this fusion? | argue that the only non-ad
hoc, non-redundant trigger is the mere availability of the suppletive morph mice in the lexical
inventory, stored as a vocabulary item specified as [MOUSE, +PL]. Conversely, the decision to
select that morph—and critically, the assurance that such a selection will not crash the
derivation—depends on prior information that a fused node containing exactly the feature
bundle [MOUSE, +PL] is present in the syntactic image. This creates a circular dependency:
fusion is triggered by the existence of a fused vocabulary item, but the existence of that
vocabulary item is only relevant if fusion has already occurred. | have examined standard
workarounds proposed in the literature and found them wanting. One approach would require
every vocabulary item—even those following regular morphology, such as cat—to be
redundantly specified with a [-PL] feature, which is uneconomical and lacks empirical
motivation. Another approach overgenerates irregular morphology by predicting suppletive
forms in contexts where no lexical support exists. Neither solution is satisfactory.
4.Constraint-based Analysis

In light of these failures, | have proposed a constraint-based analysis that abandons serial
modularity in favor of parallel evaluation. Drawing on the OTDM framework, | argue that we
can negotiate the circularity using only three general, context-free constraints. These are: (a)
*UNDERSPEC, which tolerates underspecification of terminal nodes but crucially prefers
better-specified vocabulary items over their less-specified competitors. This constraint favors a
dedicated mice entry over a generic mouse+PL regular form when both are available. (b)
*STRUCT, which penalizes over-population of the syntactic image, thereby discouraging
unnecessary feature splitting or duplication that would otherwise generate spurious candidates.
(c) CRSP-D, which is the morphosyntactic analogue of MAX-IO in classic Optimality Theory:
it prevents unnecessary pruning of the syntactic tree, ensuring that no morphosyntactic feature is
suppressed without justification. Applying the Recursive Constraint Demotion (RCD) algorithm
to these three constraints, in conjunction with the empirical data of English suppletive plurals, |
have demonstrated that a correct, learnable ranking exists. This ranking not only handles and
explains the irregular plural mice as the optimal candidate but also correctly blocks
overgeneration of non-existent forms (e.g., mouses for the suppletive case, or mice for regular
roots). Importantly, this analysis achieves these results with minimal theoretical apparatus,
without imposing any ad hoc or context-dependent information onto lexical items’ feature lists,
and without recourse to sequential ordering.

5.Conclusion

The data presented in this paper supports a broader theoretical conclusion. By setting aside the
presumption of a neatly ordered, serial modulation of morphological processes—and by instead
accepting the OTDM claim that such processes are resolved simultaneously through an optimal
ranking of violable constraints—we can rescue distributed analyses from the jeopardy of
circularity. This proposal, formalized under the morphology-in-parallel hypothesis, offers a
more parsimonious and empirically adequate account of suppletive inflection than any serially
ordered alternative. Future research should extend this constraint-based approach to other
domains where circularity has been suspected, including syncretism, tonal morphology, and
context-sensitive allomorphy.
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