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Morphological irregularities as a gateway to understanding variation: 

vowel lengthening in the Dutch nominal domain 
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Stem allomorphy may occur when for a single stem two (or more) variants have been stored. 
These variants are thus available. Of course, the mere fact that an allomorph is available does not 
necessarily imply it will be put to use. In order for the allomorph to surface, it should be 
triggered. The talk is an investigation into the triggers of allomorphy. 
 
In principle, various modules may trigger allomorphy. Firstly, phonology may prefer the 
allomorph to satisfy phonological requirements. Secondly, syntax may exploit the allomorph to 
spell out a syntactic head. Finally, Encyclopedia may associate a specific idiomatic meaning with 
the use of the allomorph in a specific syntactic context. In this article I discuss an instance of 
allomorphy in Dutch which illustrates that indeed all these three modules may trigger an 
allomorph. Variation in the allomorphy further results from variation in the module that 
triggered it. As such, a deeper understanding of morphological irregularities, such as allomorphy, 
may deepen our understanding of variation. 
 
More specifically, I discuss vowel lengthening in the Dutch nominal domain, as in (1). 
 
(1)  a. vat    b.  vaat-en    c. vaat-je    d. vaat-je-s 

   barrel     barrel-PL     barrel-DIM   barrel-DIM-PL 

   ‘barrel’    ‘barrels’     ‘little barrel’   ‘little barrels’ 

 
Only around thirty nouns show vowel lengthening in Dutch. Within this group there are three 
subgroups. For each subgroup the context in which the vowel lengthening occurs differs. I argue 
that for each group the trigger of the allomorph differs. For a first group it is phonology which 
triggers the allomorph, for a second group it is syntax and for a third group it is Encyclopedia.  
 
Given that there is variation in the pattern per noun vowel lengthening in Dutch is an instance of 
lexical variation. However, the domain shows a considerable amount of idiolectal variation as 
well. Various speakers may sort nouns under various groups. The idiolectal variation does not 
differ theoretically from the lexical variation. All speakers exploit the allomorphy for 
phonological, syntactic and encyclopedic reasons. They simply may sort nouns differently per 
trigger. Lexical and idiolectal variation thus do not differ theoretically; they both result from a 
variation in the module that triggers the allomorph. 
 
To complicate matters even more, I will show that there is variation in the syntactic trigger of the 
allomorph as well. Syntax triggers allomorphy as the allomorph may be used to spell out a 
syntactic head. However, the specific head that is spelled out by the allomorph may differ. I 
argue that for some speakers of Dutch the allomorph spells out a noun class marker, for others it 
spells out a collective head. 
 
In short, Dutch vowel lengthening provides an insight in variation. Both lexical and idiolectal 
variation in morphological irregularities may be reduced to variation in the module which triggers 
the irregularity. 
 


