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AN INTEGRATED MODEL OF THE SYNTAX AND PHONOLOGY OF
CELTIC MUTATION

Main Advisor: Andrea Calabrese

Celtic mutations are, descriptively, a set of phonological rules operating on
word-initial consonants triggered by the word’s morpho-syntactic
environment. Mutations occur in all modern Celtic languages - Irish,
Scottish Gaelic, Welsh and Breton - as well as in other languages including
Mende (West Africa), Fula (Sub-Saharan Africa), Nivkh (Siberia) and
Southern Paiute (California). The phenomenon of mutation has raised
major theoretical questions in both syntax and phonology because it is a
phonological rule triggered by syntactic information.

The task of this dissertation is to construct a parameterized cross-linguistic
model for mutation which can take a mutation derivation from underlving
syntax to surface phonology. There have been numerous studies on the
phonology of mutation (Sproat 1987, Lieber 1987, Kelly 1989, Ni Chiosdin
1991, Paradis 1992, Gahl 1994, Grijzenhout 1995) and other studies on the
“syntax” of mutation (Massam 1983, Tallermanr 1990, Duffield 1991, 1996), but
few which have created a model for both the syntax and phonology of
mutation. This work is also unique because it discusses data from both Irish
and Welsh as well as Breton, Scottish Gaelic and Cornish.

This dissertation constructs a derivational model of mutation within the
framework of Distributed Morphology (Halle and Marantz 1993). Within this
model, I propose that mutation occurs at the very first stage of phonology,
“phonological readjustment”, not in syntax or morphology per se. The

trigger of these rules are morphemes bearing a morphological feature or



“diacritic” which tells the phonology to perform the mutation (Hamp 1951).
The stage of phonological readjustment is the same stage where word-
internal, morphologically conditioned rules such as English past-tense
umlaut (Halle and Marantz 1993). Mutation is only unique in that these
same types of processes are occurring across a word-boundary. At this stage of
phonology, the grammar can access morpho-syntactic features, surface phrasal
structure, but not other sorts of syntactic information. In addition, this stage
of phonology requires that all output segments conform to the phonemic
inventory of the language. Hence, many repair operations are invoked to fix
potentially ungrammatical output segments.

[ further argue that the so-called “Lenition” mutation in the Celtic
languages is actually a set of ordered rules which are triggered by morphemes
specified with the Lenition diacritic. This contradicts the common
assumption that Lenition is one phonological process. The fact that one
mutation diacritic triggers more than one sound rule makes Lenition appear

to be a unitary phonological process.



Abbreviation Conventions

Languages

B = Breton IE = Indo-European
C = Cornish Gaul = Gaulish

W = Welsh Goed = Goedelic

I = Irish Br = Brythonic

OI = Old Irish OX=0Ild X

SG= Scottish Gaelic MW = Middle Welsh

MX = Middle X

Grammatical Features

pm g

nom. =

gen.
acc.
dat.
voc.

masculine
feminine
neuter

= singular

plural

dual
nominative
= genitive
accusative
dative

= vocative

Non-Standard Phonetic Notation

"’:-ﬂ*/'T:J_'—lWQ
li

Palatalized Consonant
Sonorant Consonant
Voiceless Stop
Aspirated Sonorant

= Voiceless Lateral fricative

Syllabic Consonant
Nasalized Bilabial Fricative

1,2,3
el
{Z}
{L}

{N}
{H)
(M}
(S}

F = Fula
SP = Southern Paiute
Ch = Chemehuevi

Ist - 3rd persen (as in ate-1s.)
numbers (as in 2-m.)

not a mutation trigger
Lenition

Nasal Mutation

/h/ Insertion

Mixed Mutation

Spirant Mutation

Phrasal Phonology
¢ = Phonological Phrase
k = Clitic Group
© = Phonological Word
o = syllable
X = timing unit
I = Intonational Phrase
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Chapter 1 - Preliminaries

1.1 THE OUTLINE
1.1.1 The Issue

What are mutations? Descriptively, they are a set of phonological rules on
word-initial consonants triggered by the word’s morpho-syntactic
environment. For example, individual possessive clitics trigger mutations
on the initial consonant of the following words in the Celtic languages

Welsh, Breton and Irish (1).1

(1) Mutations after Possessive Clitics

a. Welsh Gloss  kaf cath’cat/ gwin gwin ‘wine’ Mutation
‘my X’ vanhad fy nghath vapgwin fy ngwin Nasal
‘your X’ ds ga®dy gath ds win dy win Lenition
‘her X’ ixaBei chath igwin e gwin Spirant
‘their X’ ika6eu cath igwineu gwin None

b. Breton Gloss kaz kazh‘cat gwin gwin ‘wine’ Mutation
‘my X’ ma xaz tma c’hazh ma gwin ma gwin Spirant
‘your X' da gaz da gaz da win da win Lenition
‘our X’ hor kaz hor kazh hor gwin hor gwin  None
‘your.pl X’ ho kaz ho kazh  ho kwin ho kwin Provection

c. Irish Gloss kat cat‘cat’ o:r 6r‘gold’ Mutation
‘my X’ ma xat mo chat  mao:rmo or Lenition
‘her X’ o kata cat ahorra hér /h/ Insertion
‘their X’ a gata gcat anora n-or Nasal

Mutations occur in all modern Celtic languages - Irish, Scottish Gaelic,

Welsh and Breton - as well as in other languages including Mende (WWest

IThroughout the dissertation, italicized words represent Celtic orthography and plain or
bold-faced forms are the forms in phonemic transcription.



Africa), Fula (Sub-Saharan Africa), Nivkh (Siberia) and Southern Paiute
(Utah). Mutations can even be found in non-standard dialects of Italian
(Calabrese 1988) and Spanish (Oftedal 1985). The phenomenon of mutation
has raised major theoretical questions in both syntax and phonology. Is
mutation a phonological operation accessing syntactic information or a
syntactic operation “spelled out” phonologically? How much syntactic
information is encoded in mutation? What does mutation tell linguists
about the syntax-phonology interface? How should phonological processes
such as “Lenition” be encoded in the grammar? What are the essential
characteristics of mutation and what are the parameters? Can mutation be
reduced to one or two parameter settings in U.G.?

The ultimate task is to construct a parameterized cross-linguistic model for
mutation which uses the tools of modern theory. There have been
numerous studies on the phonology of mutation (Sproat 1987, Lieber 1987,
Kelly 1989, Ni Chiosdin 1991, Paradis 1992, Gahl 1994, Grijzenhout 1995) and
other studies on the “syntax” of mutation (Massam 1983, Tallerman 1990,
Duffield 1991, 1996), but few which have created a model for both the syntax
and phonology of mutation.?2 If one discusses only the syntax or the
phonology of mutation, then an opportunity to illuminate the nature of the
entire grammar has been lost.

This dissertation constructs a derivational model of mutation within the
framework of Distributed Morphology (Halle and Marantz 1993). I assume a
derivational approach in both syntax and phonology because of theoretical
consistency - one cannot derive one syntactic structure for an utterance as in

Minimalism (Chomsky 1991, 1992, 1993) or Bare Phrase Structure (Chomsky

ZA notable exception is the excellent Ball and Miiller (1992) which discusses all aspects of
Welsh mutation. However, the focus of their book is to provide a review of Welsh mutation
literature rather than to create a model of mutation within a linguistic framework.

2



1994) but have multiple candidate forms in phonology as in Optimality
Theory (Prince and Smolensky 1991, McCarthy and Prince 1993).

Within the Distributed Morphology model, I propose that mutation
occurs at the very first stage of phonology, “phonological readjustment”, not
in syntax per se3 The triggers of these rules are morphemes bearing a
morphological feature or “diacritic” which tell the phonology to perform the
mutation (Hamp 1951). The stage of phonological readjustment is the same
stage where word-internal, morphologically conditioned rules such as
English past-tense umlaut and Latin nominal theme-vowel lengthening
(Chapter 2.1) occur (Halle and Marantz 1993). Mutation is only unique in that
these same types of processes are occurring across a word-boundary. At this
stage of phonology, the grammar can access morpho-syntactic features, surface
phrasal structure, but not other sorts of syntactic information (Chapter 5).

I argue that the apparent role of syntax in triggering mutation is
epiphenomenal. Usually, the mutations are caused by the morpho-syntactic
features of a trigger morpheme, but they can occasionally be triggered by a
target’s position within the prosodic structure (Chapter 4). However, because
mutation occurs in phonology, mutation is strictly sensitive to surface word-
order. [ further argue that the so-called “Lenition” mutation in the Celtic
languages is actually a set of ordered rules which are triggered by morphemes
specified with the Lenition diacritic (Chapter 4). This contradicts the common
assumption that Lenition is one phonological process. The fact that one
mutation diacritic triggers more than one sound rule makes Lenition appear

to be a unitary phonological process.

3Halle and Marantz (1993) place the stage of phonological readjustment in the
morphological component, but [ argue in Chapter 3 that phonological readjustment should be
considered to be the first stage of phonology, albeit one with access to morphological
information.






