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Abstract: In recent analyses of exocentric compounds, the null categorizer n and pro have 

been used. This paper contributes to the discussion on the desirability of the use of nulls in 

morphology in proposing an analysis of exocentric compounds in French without nulls. It is 

claimed that with a slight adaptation of Borer’s exoskeletal model, the number and nature of 

the functional projections dominating the roots suffice for an analysis of V-N compounds 

without nulls and can account for the differences between V-N compounds and nominalized 

infinitives and V → N conversions. It is argued that the features of the Gender Phrase account 

for the difference between default masculine and animate V-N compounds. The analysis is 

extended to P-N compounds. 
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1. Introduction 

 

V-N compounds are one of the characteristics of Romance languages and have been called 

“exocentric compounds”, because none of the parts of the compound can be considered to be 

the head of the compound, accounting for its semantic, categorial and morphological 

properties. Instead, the head of the compound seems to be outside the compound, as in the 

example (1) from French, which means ‘something (a machine) that washes the dishes’. 

 

(1) un lave-vaisselle 

a   wash dishes 

‘a dishwasher’ 

 

 Within a lexicalist framework, Di Sciullo and Williams (1987) claimed that exocentric 

compounds in Romance as in (1) were derived by syntactic rules and not by morphological 

rules. In this way Williams’ (1981) Righthand Head Rule (RHR), initially proposed for word-

formation in Germanic languages, could still count as a universal rule. 

 A morphological analysis was, however, advanced by Kampers-Manhe (1993). She 

proposes that compounds such as (1) do indeed have V+complement as their base, to which a 

derivational null suffix is added, the null pendant of the English suffix -er, as in the translation 

of (1). 

 In syntactic approaches to morphology, very little attention has been paid to exocentric 

compounds. Harley (2009) was the first to propose an analysis for (English) compounds within 
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the framework of Distributed Morphology (Halle & Marantz 1993). Harley proposes that 

compounds consist of combined (partly) categorized roots which are dominated by a functional 

categorizer (Marantz 2001), which would be little n in the case of (1). Since this categorizer 

dominates semantic features that may be realized as an overt suffix (as in English dishwasher) 

or as a null exponent (as in French lave-vaisselle), it comes close to Kampers-Manhe’s 

derivational suffix, the difference being that Kampers-Manhe’s analysis was done within a 

lexicalist approach, whereas Harley’s analysis was proposed within a syntactic approach to 

word-formation. 

 Another analysis of Romance exocentric compounds has been put forth by Nóbrega 

(2020) and Nóbrega and Panagiotidis (2020). For V-N compounds the authors  argue that they 

are “false” exocentric compounds, because these compounds do not contain an (empty) 

external head in the form of a little n that is not lexically realized. The authors build, instead, 

on an analysis put forth  by Bok-Bennema and Kampers-Manhe (2006), proposing that there is 

a null in the case of “false” exocentric compounds such as V-N compounds, but that this null 

is small pro, functioning as the subject of the verb in a reduced relative clause. The external 

head interpretation of the “false” exocentric compound would result from the interpretation of 

small pro. 

There has been a lot of discussion on the desirability of nulls in morphology (see, a.o., 

the discussion in Dahl & Fábregas 2018; Don 1993; Don 2023). The use of zero-affixes has 

also led to criticisms and to alternative approaches. A syntactic approach to derivation in which 

the use of derivational zero-affixes is rejected is Borer’s Exo-Skeletal model (2003, 2013: Ch. 

7). In this model, zero-affixes are banned: category-less roots can be dominated by categorized 

affixes or by functional projections such as DP or TP only. In this paper I reject both analyses 

with nulls, the little n and the small pro analysis. I propose, instead, an analysis for V-N 

compounds in French within Borer’s Exo-Skeletal Model, although with a little adaptation of 

the model. Differently than in Grimshaw’s (1991) Extended Projections model and Borer’s 

model, in this account “nominal” functional projections may dominate “verbal” ones without 

intervening overt categorizers. This was, in fact, already the case in Marantz (1997) and is 

defended in Borsley and Kornfilt (1999). 

I partly build on Sleeman (2023), who proposes an analysis for verbal and nominal 

nominalized infinitives in Old French and V → N conversions in modern French such as le 

chant continu des cigales ‘the continuous singing of the crickets’. Sleeman (2023) proposes 

that in both cases there is no null categorizer n to account for the “nominalized” status of the 

infinitive and the V → N construction, but that the nominal interpretation simply results from 

nominal functional projections, such as NumP, DP, etc., building on Alexiadou, Iordăchioaia 

and Schäfer (2011) and partly in line with Borer’s model. The difference between the two types 

results from the number and nature of verbal and nominal functional projections. In this paper 

I add V-N compounds to the analysis (and I argue that the analysis could be extended to 

“exocentric” P-N compounds as well). 

 For default masculine compounds as in (1) (and nominalized infinitives and V → N 

conversions) in French I propose, building on Sleeman and Ihsane (2016), that both Gen(der)P 

and DP contain an unspecified uninterpretable gender feature. I argue that this leads to the 

default masculine gender. 

 V-N compounds in French (or in Romance in general) do not only consist of compounds 

with default masculine gender. There are also V-N compounds that refer to persons and may 

be masculine or feminine, depending on the referent, such as (2): 

 

(2) un(e)     casse-cou 

a.M.(F.) break-neck 

‘a daredevil’ 
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Building on Sleeman and Ihsane’s (2016) analysis of animate nouns, I propose that the 

masculine or the feminine form of the animate V-N compound results from the interpretable 

valued gender feature on the head of GenP, which is provided by a referent in the situational or 

linguistic context. Although Gen does not take an NP as its complement in the case of animate 

compounds, the valued interpretable gender feature on Gen may serve to value the unspecified 

uninterpretable feature on D. Since the gender feature can have either of two values, this results 

in the masculine or the feminine form of the animate V-N compound. 

 The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, I discuss some analyses of compounds 

that have been proposed in the literature. In Section 3, with a slight adaptation of Borer’s (2003, 

2013) Exo-Skeletal model, Sleeman’s (2023) analysis of nominalized infinitives in Old French 

and of V-N conversions in modern French is summarized. In Section 4, my analysis of default 

masculine and masculine and feminine animate V-N compounds is presented, with an 

extension to P-N compounds. The paper ends with a conclusion in Section 5. 

 

 

2. Some previous analyses of exocentric compounds 

 

Within a lexicalist framework, Di Sciullo and Williams (1987) tried to defend Williams’ (1981) 

Righthand Head Rule (RHR) as a universal rule, not only applicable in Germanic, but also in 

Romance. Since exocentric compounds such as (1) and (2) form a problem for Williams’ RHR, 

Di Sciullo and Williams discarded this type of compounds from a morphological analysis: this 

type was considered to be derived by syntactic rules and to be reanalyzed as morphological 

words. Another type of compounds that are problematic for the RHR are endocentric 

compounds in Romance, which are generally left-headed, as in (3): 

 

(3) un timbre-poste 

a stamp-postage 

‘a postage stamp’ 

 

Di Sciullo and Williams tried to discard these endocentric compounds as well, claiming that 

they are idiomatic expressions and not compounds generated by morphological rules. Since the 

RHR only applied to words formed by morphological rules, it was claimed not to apply to 

endocentric and exocentric compounds in Romance, which permitted the authors to maintain 

the hypothesis that the RHR is a universal rule. 

 A morphological analysis was, however, proposed by Kampers-Manhe (1993) on the 

basis of a collected corpus of neologisms in French. She shows that compound formation, as 

in (5) and (7), is a productive process in contemporary French. She therefore rejects Di Sciullo 

and Williams’ claim that endocentric compounds in Romance are idiomatic expressions. For 

endocentric compounds in French, Kampers-Manhe simply proposes that it must be allowed 

that they are left-headed and formed by morphological rules. 

 Based on Selkirk (1982) for English compounds, Kampers-Manhe proposes the 

following rules to form endocentric compounds in French: 

 

(4)                       N      

                                                                N 

 N →             A    N             V → P  V                         A →                A                                                                                 

                                                                A  

                                 P 
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Most of the compounds in the corpus are nominal. Endocentric compounds may have the head 

on the left-hand side, as in (5a) or on the right-hand side, as in (5b). There can also be 

coordination of two nouns, as in (5c). Kampers-Manhe proposes that in this case there are two 

heads: 

 

(5) a. un      homme-enfant 

  a.M.SG.   man.M.SG.-child.M.SG. 

  ‘a man who behaves like a child’ 

b. la haute-technologie 

  the.F.SG. high.F.SG.-technology.F.SG. 

  ‘the high technology’ 

c. un auteur-compositeur 

  a.M.SG. author.M.SG.-composer.M.SG. 

  ‘a songwriter’ 

 

Exocentric compounds in French may be formed by the rule N → N  N, which also forms 

endocentric compounds, but also by two rules that do no form endocentric compounds. Each 

of these rules is exemplified in (7): 

 

(6) a. N → N  N 

 b. V → V  N 

 c. P → P  N 

 

(7) a. un pantalon-blazer (N N) 

  a.M.SG. trousers.M.SG.-blazer.M.SG. 

  ‘a combination composed of trousers with a blazer’ 

 b. un sèche-linge  (V N) 

  a.M.SG. dry-laundry.M.SG. 

  ‘a clothes dryer’ 

 c. un sans-diplôme (P N) 

  a.M.SG. without-diploma.M.SG.’ 

  ‘an unqualified person’ 

 d. anti-stress  (P N) 

  anti-stress.M.SG. 

  ‘anti-stress’ 

 

In all cases, Kampers-Manhe considers the head to be outside the compound: a combination 

consisting of trousers and a blazer, a machine designed to dry clothes, a person who does not 

have a diploma and the property of serving to reduce stress. In the first three cases the 

compound is nominal and in the fourth case it is adjectival. To account for the category of the 

compound, Kampers-Manhe, following Walinska de Hackbeil (1986) and Zwanenburg (1990), 

assumes that it is headed by a null derivational suffix: 
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(8)    N 

 

   V  Naf 

 

  V  N         Ø 

 

          sèche          linge 

 

 Both in Di Sciullo and Williams’ and in Kampers-Manhe’s analyses, which were both 

done within a lexicalist framework, exocentric compounds are claimed to contain a syntactic 

structure. In Di Sciullo and Williams’ view, exocentric compounds in Romance are formed by 

syntactic rules. According to Kampers-Manhe, the exocentric compounds in (7b-d) are formed 

by a V or P that takes a noun as its argument. Since in Kampers-Manhe’s corpus there is only 

one N-N exocentric compound, exemplified in (7a), she does not analyze this case more in 

detail. 

 Within an approach in which word-formation is treated purely syntactically, viz. 

Distributed Morphology (Halle & Marantz 1993), Harley (2009) proposes an analysis for 

English compounds. In Harley’s view, in Distributed Morphology (DM) compounds are word-

sized units consisting of two or more roots. In DM, roots carry the non-grammatical 

encyclopedic semantic content of a message. They are acategorical and must be merged in 

syntax with a category-creating feature bundle, no, ao or vo (Marantz 2001), which may be null 

or overt and which contributes different semantic information. For argumental synthetic 

compounds in English, such as truckdriver, Harley proposes that they involve incorporation 

(Baker 1988). In truck-driver the root √TRUCK is merged with a nominalizing no head. This no 

merges as the argument of the root √DRIVE and incorporates into it, resulting in the complex 

head [[[√TRUCK]√ n]nP √DRIVE]√P. This complex head merges with the categorizing agent-

flavored no, creating the complex head [[[[√TRUCK]√ n]nP √DRIVE]√P n]nP. This complex head is 

realized as truck-driver by Vocabulary Insertion. (Internal) argument selection is a property of 

the acategorical root √DRIVE, which contains the encyclopedic semantic information that it 

refers to an event that necessarily involves an internal argument. The root √DRIVE merges with 

its argument [[√TRUCK]√ n]nP before √DRIVE merges with no, its category-determining feature 

bundle. 

Since this categorizer no dominates semantic features that are realized as a suffix, it 

comes close to Kampers-Manhe’s derivational suffix in (8). One of the differences is that 

Kampers-Manhe’s analysis was done within a lexicalist approach, whereas Harley’s analysis 

was proposed within a framework in which word-formation is treated purely syntactically. A 

second difference is that in Harley’s analysis of argumental synthetic compounds in English 

the feature bundle in no is overtly realized as -er, whereas in Kampers-Manhe’s (1993) analysis 

of exocentric compounds in French the derivational suffix is a null suffix. Finally, in Harley’s 

analysis of English argumental synthetic compounds there is incorporation, which pre-poses 

the argument. In Kampers-Manhe’s analysis of French exocentric V-N and P-N compounds 

there is no incorporation, which results in the word-final position of the argument. Harley 

argues that if there is functional structure above the root such as DP or NumP, incorporation 

cannot take place. This accounts, e.g., for the absence of trucks-driver in English, instead of 

which driver of trucks is formed. 

 For phrasal compounds such as (9), Harley suggests a speculative analysis without 

incorporation: 
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(9) When he’s not in that mode, though, he does an excellent job with the bikini-girls-in-

trouble-genre. 

 

Harley assumes that in this case there is zero-derivation to a nominal category. The semantic 

contribution of the no head is to reify the content of the XP-phrase. This leads to the entire XP 

behaving syntactically like a root: the XP is created in a separate derivational workspace from 

the Numeration, it is sent to LF for interpretation and subsequently it is “renumerated” as a root 

in the derivation of the matrix clause. Since in French exocentric compounds there is no 

incorporation, Harley’s account of phrasal compounds could also be extended to exocentric 

compounding in French. 

 Nóbrega and Panagiotidis (2020) call compounds as in (7a) co-compounds. They claim 

that co-compounds are not exocentric, but are in fact endocentric coordinate compounds. Their 

overall meaning is composed of the semantic characteristics of the constituent members. “Real” 

exocentric compounds, in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ view, are appositional compounds, which 

they call dvandva compounds, as (5c). The notion “dvandva compound” was introduced by 

Bloomfield (1933). As an equivalent for the Sanskrit name “dvandva”, Bloomfield gives the 

term “copulative”. In Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ view, dvandva compounds express two 

simultaneous properties of a single external entity, which is not necessarily overtly realized. In 

this respect the authors differ from Kampers-Manhe. Although Kampers-Manhe assumes, like 

Nóbrega and Panagiotidis, that there is a conjunction of two simultaneous properties, according 

to her both are heads, whereas in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ view there is on top of that an 

external (empty) head. Nóbrega and Panagiotidis concur with Kampers-Manhe in assuming 

that in some cases, what is seemingly a dvandva compound, rather has to be analyzed as 

attributive, the left-hand member being the head, as in (5a). 

 Besides dvandva compounds, the other type of compounds that Nóbrega and 

Panagiotidis define as “real” exocentric compounds are bahuvrihi compounds as in the French 

example un(e) peau-rouge ‘a male or female with a red skin, a “redskin” ’. The notion 

“hahuvrihi compound” is another Sanskrit term introduced by Bloomfield (1933), literally 

meaning ‘much rice’, but being used with the meaning ‘having much rice’, ‘rich’.  

 Nóbrega and Panagiotidis claim that both roots of a compound are categorized by a 

category head, n, v or a (for a detailed account, see Nóbrega 2020). For the Brazilian Portuguese 

exocentric bahuvrihi compound casca grossa ‘bouncer, thick-skinned person’, for instance, the 

authors propose structure (10): 

 

(10)    

 

 D         <nP> 

 

  nP  aP 

 

  eN a         <nP> 

 

                                    Ø          n                    a 

 

                                         <√CASC, n>   <√GROSS, a> 

 

Exocentricity is determined high in the structure, where the compound as a whole is adjoined 

to the empty nominal head eN. 
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 A third type of exocentric compounds distinguished by Nóbrega and Panagiotidis are 

V-N and P-N compounds, as in (7b-d) They consider, however, dvanda compounds and 

bahuvrihi compounds to be “real” exocentric compounds, but they analyze V-N and P-N 

compounds as “false” exocentric compounds. They analyze V-N and P-N compounds as 

reduced relative clauses, in which there is a pro instead of an eN, as illustrated in (11) for V-N 

compounds. 

 

(11)   

 

 D   nP 

 

  DP  n’ 

 

  pro n  VoiceP 

 

   Ø DP  Voice’ 

 

    pro Voice    vP 

 

         Ø <√R, v> <√R, n> 

   

In this analysis, pro is merged in an argumental position, viz. Spec,VoiceP, and moves to an 

A’-position, as in Kayne’s (1994) analysis of relativization. In this structure, pro stays inside 

the structural domain delimited by the category head n. Therefore V-N compounds are not 

exocentric. Nóbrega and Panagiotidis assume that the Phase domain is delimited by VoiceP. 

Hence, the whole compound is shipped off together to the interfaces. 

 For exocentric compounds Nóbrega and Panagiotidis argue against an analysis with an 

empty derivational suffix, as proposed by Kampers-Manhe (1993) for V-N and P-N 

compounds. One of the main arguments concerns natural gender agreement, i.e. gender 

assignment depending on the referent. An empty n head or pro can easily account for natural 

gender agreement, whereas in the case of a derivational suffix gender would depend on the 

inflectional properties of the suffix. 

 Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ analysis is criticized by Bauer (2022). In the first place, 

Bauer criticizes the use of empty heads (empty n and empty pro) in morphology and in 

linguistic description in general. Bauer argues that zeroes can easily proliferate, that it is not 

easy to determine if there is a zero or a lack of zero, that their position in a syntactic string is 

open to manipulation and that zeroes with the same meaning can contrast with each other in 

the same grammatical position. 

 More concretely, with the help of examples of bahuvrihi compounds from English, 

Bauer argues that, e.g., in the case of big top it cannot be determined which external head would 

be appropriate: tent? or structure? In the case of red-head it is not possible to add person, 

because in that case an affix would have to be added: a red-headed person instead of *a red-

head person. On the other hand, Nóbrega and Panagiotidis claim that in the case of V-N and 

P-N compounds as in the French example porte-clé ‘key ring’ (lit. ‘something that bears a key’) 

it is possible to add a noun: un anneau porte-clé lit. ‘a ring that bears a key’, but Bauer wonders 

why in this case the noun is internal and not external. 

 Bauer argues that the only compounds that Nóbrega and Panagiotidis claim to be 

exocentric, namely bahuvrihi and dvandva, i.e. appositional, compounds can also be analyzed 
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as endocentric. Bahuvrihi compounds could also be analyzed as cases of metonymy (a red-

head stands for a person with a red head) and appositional compounds have in fact two heads, 

according to Bauer, as in Kampers-Manhe’s analysis of (5c), un auteur-compositeur. Bauer 

concludes that in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ analysis, the only cases that are analyzed as “real” 

exocentric compounds, are in fact not exocentric. 

 Bauer focusses on the notion of exocentricity, especially the cases analyzed by Nóbrega 

and Panagiotidis to be “real” cases of exocentricity. The analysis of “false” exocentric 

compounds is not discussed. Therefore I will add some remarks.  Nóbrega and Panagiotidis 

make use of  Kayne’s (1994) analysis of reduced relative clauses to analyze V-N and P-N 

compounds. Although in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ analysis there is movement of pro from 

an A-position to an A’-position, as in Kayne’s analysis of reduced relative clauses, there are 

some differences, which are not observed. First, reduced relative clauses involving a verb 

involve a participial form, see (12). Compounds, however, contain an inflected verb. In that 

case we would expect a relative pronoun, as in full relative clauses. Second, in the case of 

compounds, D contains the definite article D. However, at least in French, in the case of 

reduced relative clauses the D position cannot be filled by the definite article. In French, the 

demonstrative pronoun celui ‘the one’ is used instead. Examples are given in (13). These 

differences suggest that an analysis of V-N compounds as reduced relative clauses is not 

conceivable. 

 

(12) a. un homme parlant   quatre langues 

  a   man      speaking four    languages 

  ‘a man speaking four languages’ 

 b. *un homme parle quatre langues 

    a   man      speak four    languages 

 c. un homme qui   parle   quatre langues 

  a   man      who speaks four    languages 

 

(13) a. *le parlant quatre langues 

    the speaking four languages 

 b. celui     parlant    quatre langues 

  the.one speaking  four    languages 

 

In Kayne’s (1994) analysis it is celui that raises to Spec,CP. Sleeman (2003), however, 

proposes that the whole pronoun celui is merged in a functional projection dominating CP, and 

that what moves to Spec,CP is pro. Crucially, pro is licensed by celui and not by le. 

 Bauer states that exocentricity in word-formation is a difficult area and suggests to 

explore several solutions. First, there is no exocentricity and all constructions are endocentric. 

Bauer (2022) observes that cases like Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ (2020) bahuvrihi compounds 

such as un rouge-gorge, lit. ‘someone with a red throat’, ‘a robin’, could be analyzed as cases 

of metonymy, in which the bird is characterized by a property, and that in dvandva compounds 

one of the nouns could be the head (‘an author who is also a composer’) and not ‘someone who 

is an author and a composer at the same time’. Second, exocentricity does exist, but has a 

restricted domain of application, but not as in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ analysis. Third, 

exocentricity is not monolithic and there may be different types of heads.  In Section 4, I 

propose an analysis that goes in Bauer’s direction: no use of zeroes; there may be different 

types of heads. In the case of exocentric compounds, the head is a root-root combination. I will 

restrict the analysis to V-N and P-N compounds, which are not analyzed as being endocentric 

by Bauer, but which are analyzed as “false exocentric” compounds by Nóbrega and 

Panagiotidis. I will adopt both visions, but I will propose an analysis without nulls. Before 
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presenting my analysis of V-N and P-N compounds, I will first, in the following section, 

present Sleeman’s (2023) analysis of nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions, on the 

basis of which my analysis of V-N compounds will be established. 

 

 

3. Nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions 

 

Sleeman (2023) proposes an analysis of nominalized infinitives in Old French and N → V 

conversions in modern French within Borer’s (2003; 2013) Exo-Skeletal Model, but slightly 

adapting the model. Borer (2003, 2013: Ch. 7) argues that functional categories (S-functors) 

such as T(ense) are sufficient to change a category-less root into a verb and that zero-suffixes 

performing this job can be dispensed with altogether. Category-less roots can also get a 

category by being subcategorized by a derivational morpheme (C-functor). Besides specifying 

its own category, the derivational morpheme also determines the category of the root that is its 

complement. A derivational morpheme can also be merged above a root that has already been 

categorized by dominating functional projections or a C-functor. Crucially, in both cases, the 

derivational morpheme cannot be a zero-suffix. 

 One of Borer’s (2013: Ch. 7) arguments against zero-affixes is that morpho-

phonological complexity and morpho-syntactic complexity should go hand in hand: the 

nominal form that is the result of overt suffixation, such as [formation]N, should have a more 

complex form, i.e. a branching form, than the noun [form]N. This means that [form]N should 

not contain a null categorizer, but should simply be the result of functional nominal projections 

dominating the uncategorized root. A second argument against zero-affixes is that null 

derivation after overt derivation is not possible, at least not in English: from the suffixed noun 

[salutation]N it is not possible to derive the verb [salutation]V. In Borer’s framework, this is 

accounted for by the assumption that verbal functional projections cannot change the category 

of an already categorized root. They can only determine the category of an uncategorized root. 

To change the category of a categorized root, an overt suffix is needed, which besides selecting 

the category of its complement, also determines the category of the result of suffixation. This 

argument is not very strong, however, because it is not possible either to transform [salutation]N 

into a verb by means of overt suffixation, probably because it has been derived already from a 

verb. 

A possible, empirical, counterargument that can be advanced against the ban on zero-

affixes in the Exo-Skeletal model, as discussed by Borer (2003, 2013), is the existence of V → 

N conversions in English, as in my constant change of mentors from 1992-1997. In this case 

the root would be dominated by verbal functional projections and a null suffix would be needed 

to change the verb into a noun. However, to support the ban on zero-suffixes in her theory, 

Borer argues that examples like these are very marginal and rare in English and that V → N 

conversions produce result nouns rather than Argument Structure, i.e. eventive, nouns. Result 

nouns are derived by means of nominal functional projections added to the category-less root. 

Borer argues that the absence of the argument structure reading of V → N conversions follows 

from the assumption that zero-suffixes do not exist in her theory. Only an overt derivational 

morpheme can nominalize a root, i. e., the L-D, the lexical domain, dominated by verbal 

projections. 

 In Sleeman (2023), it is shown that in Old and Modern French nominalized infinitives 

and V → N constructions with an argument structure, i.e. with an eventive interpretation, were 

or still are productive and that, therefore, they cannot be analyzed as result nouns. Sleeman 

(2023) proposes an analysis for verbal and nominal nominalized infinitives in Old French (14a-

b) and V → N conversions in modern French (15): 
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(14) a. au      souvent descochier  

  at-the often     shooting-arrows  

  ‘while shooting many arrows’ 

b. son beau chanter  

  her beautiful singing 

(15) le chant continu des cigales 

 ‘the continuous singing of the crickets’ 

 

Sleeman (2023) proposes that in both cases there is no null n categorizer to account for the 

“nominalized” status of the infinitive and V, but that the nominal interpretation simply results 

from nominal functional projections, such as NumP, DP, etc.. The difference between verbal 

and nominal nominalized infinitives results from the number and nature of verbal and nominal 

functional projections, roughly as in Alexiadou, Iordăchioaia and Schäfer’s (2011) analysis of 

nominalized infinitives and gerunds in various Romance and Germanic languages. In this paper 

I (provisionally) propose structure (16a) for (14a), structure (16b) for (14b) and structure (17) 

for (15), making (partly) use of the functional projections commonly used in the generative 

framework. The root is dominated by the (verbal)  functional projection Voiceo, representing 

active voice. Argument structure is left out to simplify the structures, but would be realized in 

the specifier and the complement within VoiceP. The presence of ClassP [‒count] in (16b) and 

its absence in (16a) account for the fact that the structure in (16b) represents a nominal 

nominalized infinitive and a verbal nominalized infinitive in (16a). V → N conversions lack 

(infinitival) inflection, which accounts for the absence of TP [‒fin] in (17). In the three 

structures there is an AspP, representing a continuous or regular event (expressed by souvent 

‘often’ in (14a)). Structure (17) represents a V  → N conversion in an interpretation that licenses 

argument structure. V → N conversions, as in (15), may also have a result interpretation, such 

as le chant ‘the song’. In that case structure (17) lacks the verbal functional projections and 

ClassP is [+count]. 

 

 (16) a. [DP  [TP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]] 

                             [‒fin] 

  

 b. [DP  [ClassP   [TP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]]] 

                             [‒count] [‒fin] 

 

 (17) [DP  [ClassP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]] 

                     [‒count] 

 

Such a proposal would need an adaptation of Borer’s theory, because in Borer’s model S-

functors dominate roots or are extended projections of a C-functor, but mixing of nominal and 

verbal S-functors, such as DP and verbal S-functors, is not possible. The proposed adaptation 

consists thus in allowing categorial mixing of S-functors. Differently than in Grimshaw’s 

(1991) Extended Projections model, it should be allowed in Borer’s model that “nominal” 

functional projections dominate “verbal” ones, without intervening categorizers. This was, in 

fact, already the case in Marantz (1997) and is defended in Borsley and Kornfilt (1999). See, 

however, Fábregas (2012: 74), who argues against mixing of “verbal” and “nominal” 

functional projections. 

 Adopting a syntactic approach to word-formation, in the next section I will propose an 

analysis of V-N (and P-N) compounds in French that naturally follows from the analyses 

proposed for nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions presented in this section. 
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4. V-N compounds in French 

 

In Section 4.1, I will propose an analysis of V-N compounds in French that is in line with the 

analyses of nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions presented in the previous section. 

Subsequently, in Section 4.2, I will argue that a simple adaptation of the proposed structure can 

account for the distinction between default masculine and animate V-N compounds, without 

resorting to a null n categorizer or pro. In Section 4.3, I extend the analysis to other “false” 

exocentric compounds. 

 

4.1 An analysis of V-N compounds without nulls 

 

What part of the V-N compounds in French, such as the examples (1) and (7b), have in common 

with nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions, is that there is a default masculine gender 

interpretation. This points to the absence of a nominal categorizer or a small pro. Functional 

verbal and nominal projections or their absence are sufficient to derive the correct 

interpretations. An additional argument in favor of an analysis without a null n, is that, at least 

in the case of nominalized infinitives and V-N compounds, an overt derivational suffix, such 

as -er in English synthetic compounds, cannot be used. 

 The (provisional) structure that I propose for V-N compounds in French such as ouvre-

boîte ‘can opener’, lit. ‘open-can’, is structure (18): 

 

(18) [DP  [NumberP  [ClassP  [VoiceP  [Voice’ root  [NumberP  [ClassP root ]]]]]]] 

                             [+count] 

 

There are two main differences with the structures of nominalized infinitives and V-N 

structures proposed in Section 3. In the spirit of Maiden (2007), who analyzes the verbal 

element in Italian compounds as imperatives, with no other lexical meaning than that of the 

verb, the structure proposed for V-N compounds in (18) does not contain AspP and TP . This 

accounts for the much more nominal than eventive interpretation of V-N compounds, expressed 

by ClassP [+count] in (18). In the second place, the complement of the root dominated by 

Voice’ is not dominated by DP, as would be the case of nominalized infinitives and V → N 

conversions (the argument ‘(de) les cigales’ in (15) is a DP), but is only dominated by ClassP 

and NumberP (the argument boîte in ouvre-boîte is not a DP). The dominance by functional 

projections instead of an n categorizer as in Harley’s (2009) and Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ 

(2020) analyses, is in line with Borer’s (2003; 2013) theoretical assumptions. As in Nóbrega 

and Panagiotidis’ analysis, VoiceP delimits the Phase domain, which means that the whole 

compound will be sent to the interfaces. 

 In Harley’s (2009) and Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ (2020) analyses, the complement in 

the V-N compound is only dominated by the functional categorizer n, but not by any other 

functional projections. The presence of some other functional projections than n could, 

however, be motivated, at least for French. In French, the complement in the V-N compound 

can take a plural form, as in les ouvre-boîtes ‘the can openers’. The question is, of course, if 

pluralization of only the complement takes place, or pluralization of the whole compound. In 

the last case, number would only be expressed in the highest NumberP in the structure. 

There seems, however, to be evidence that number may be expressed on the 

complement in the V-N structure. In French, the normal plural marker is -s. However, nouns 

may take an irregular plural form. In written forms, there may be -x in the plural. Since the -x 

also shows up in the written form of V-N compounds, this suggests that it is the complement 

that is pluralized and not the whole compound. In the latter case, we would rather expect an -s 
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for the plural form, contrary to evidence. Some examples are les porte-chapeaux ‘the hat racks’, 

les allume-feux ‘the firelighters’. The irregular plural form of boeuf ‘cow’ in the pronunciation 

(/bø/ instead of /bœf/) in pique-boeufs ‘oxpecker’ also suggests that it is the complement that 

is pluralized. 

On the other hand, there are also V-N compounds in which it seems to be the whole 

compound instead of the complement that is pluralized, especially since the French spelling 

reform in 1990, which proposes that a singular form of the complement is used if the compound 

has a singular interpretation and a plural form if the compound has a plural interpretation. If 

gratte-ciel ‘sky-skraper’ is pluralized, its plural form is gratte-ciels and not gratte-cieux, which 

would be expected, since the general plural form of ciel is cieux. The fact also that a mass noun 

that normally does not take a plural form like boue ‘mud’ gets an -s in the plural form of a V-

N compound, as in les garde-boues ‘the mudguards’, suggests that in V-N compounds 

pluralization can also be expressed high in the compound structure in (18). I suggest that in 

cases like these, the complement in the V-N compound does not have a Number projection. In 

cases in which plural is expressed on the complement, feature checking should take place 

between the higher NumberP and the NumberP of the complement in the V-N compound. 

 In these cases only number has been discussed. However, gender does also play a role 

in compounds. In the next subsection gender in compounds will be analyzed. 

 

4.2 The gender of V-N compounds 

 

To account for the default masculine gender of nominalized infinitives, V → N conversions 

and V-N compounds, I incorporate Gen(der)P into the structures (16)-(18), which results in 

(19) for verbal and nominal nominalized infinitives, in (20) for V → N conversions and in (21) 

for V-N compounds. 

 

(19) a. [DP  [GenP  [TP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]]] 

                                   [‒fin] 

 

 b. [DP  [GenP  [ClassP   [TP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]]]] 

                                 [‒count] [‒fin] 

 

(20) [DP  [GenP  [ClassP  [AspP  [VoiceP  [root]]]]]] 

                       [‒count] 

 

(21) [DP  [NumberP  [GenP [ClassP  [VoiceP  [Voice’ root  [NumberP  [GenP  [ClassP root ]]]]]]]]] 

                                    [+count] 

 

For default masculine compounds (and nominalized infinitives and V → N conversions) in 

French I propose, following Sleeman and Ihsane (2016), that both GenP and DP contain an 

unspecified uninterpretable gender feature. Preminger (2009, 2011) claims that if those features 

on the host which were supposed to be valued by the target noun phrase are not valued, they 

retain their preexisting or default values. Sleeman and Ihsane (2016) extend this analysis to 

default masculine animate DPs in French such as le/un enfant ‘the/a male or female child’. 

They assume that in this case NP has no gender features, so that the unspecified interpretable 

gender feature in Gen and the unspecified uninterpretable gender feature in D remain unvalued. 

Because of Failed Agree, default masculine gender in D results, as shown in (22). 
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(22)   DP 

 

  D        GenP 

 

 le [u: _fem]    Gen       NP 

 

   [i: _fem]         ENFANT 

    

In the case of default masculine compounds (and nominalized infinitives and V → N 

conversions)  I assume that both D and the (highest) Gen contain an unspecified uninterpretable 

gender feature. The unspecified uninterpretable gender feature on D and the unspecified 

uninterpretable gender feature on GenP remain unvalued, because a “head” noun of the DP 

with which Agree can take place is missing, resulting in a default masculine form. 

 Besides default masculine V-N compounds, French also has V-N compounds that refer 

to persons and may be masculine or feminine, depending on the referent, such as (23): 

 

(23) un(e)     casse-cou 

a.M.(F.) break-neck 

‘a daredevil’ 

 

Although in the case of compounds referring to persons an analysis with the help of a nominal 

functional categorizer or a small pro would seem to be more natural than in the case of default 

masculine gender V-N compounds, since in both cases person (and gender) features could be 

inserted, I propose in this paper that even in this case the choice of nominal functional 

projections (in the sense of Grimshaw 1991) and their feature content will be sufficient to 

account for the animate interpretations. 

 For the masculine animate noun le garçon ‘the boy’, Sleeman and Ihsane (2016) 

propose the analysis in (24). In (24), Gen receives its value from the grammatical gender on N. 

Semantic and grammatical gender match, because the feature on Gen is interpretable. The 

uninterpretable gender feature in D is also valued through Agree. 

 

(24)   DP 

 

  D  GenderP 

 

 le [u: -fem] Gender   NP 

 

   [i: -fem] GARÇON [u: -fem] 

 

 I propose that in the case of animate V-N compounds the gender feature is interpretable 

in the highest GenP and uninterpretable in D, as in the case of le garçon ‘the boy’ in Sleeman 

and Ihsane’s (2016) analysis. However, since there is no “head” noun in the case of the animate 

compound, the unspecified feature in Gen cannot be valued, which means that it is not possible 

to account for the masculine or the feminine form of the animate V-N compound in (23). This 

suggests that the value in Gen must come from elsewhere. I will (partly) adopt  Sleeman and 

Ihsane’s (2016) analysis of gender mismatches in partitive constructions to account for gender 

in animate V-N compounds. 

 Sleeman and Ihsane (2016) try to account for gender mismatches in partitive 

constructions as in (25). 
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(25) La         plus intelligente       de mes    gentils      professeurs    est malade.  

the.F.SG most intelligent.F.SG of my.PL kind.M.PL professors.PL is   sick 

 

Sleeman and Ihsane (2016) propose that there is Failed Agree in the inner DP in (25), because 

professeur has no gender features, like enfant in (22). This leads to the masculine default form 

in the inner DP. The authors propose that in gender mismatches in superlative partitive 

constructions, in the outer DP feature specification takes place in the head of the GenP 

dominating the copy of the noun that is non-specified for gender. The gender feature is provided 

by the situational or the linguistic context. The type of gender is semantic gender, and therefore 

it is the head of GenP and not the head of DP that receives a value. Via Agree the adjective and 

the determiner in the outer DP inherit the feminine feature value from Gen. This is represented 

in (26). 

 

(26) [DP la [DegP plus intelligente [GenP F. [FP professeur [PP de mes gentils 

[GenP [NP professeurs ]]]]]]] 

  

Although there is only one DP in the case of animate V-N compounds, I propose a similar 

analysis. Differently from (24), Gen cannot inherit a gender specification, because there is no 

“head” noun to agree with. I propose that, as in the outer DP in (26), the highest Gen in (21) 

can receive a gender value from a referent in the situational or linguistic context, because the 

speaker has a specific referent in mind. The valued interpretable gender feature on Gen may 

serve to value the unspecified uninterpretable feature on D. Since the gender feature can have 

two values, this results in the masculine or the feminine form of the animate V-N compound, 

as in (23). 

 In this analysis, the fact that non-animate V-N compounds, in addition to nominalized 

infinitives and V → N conversions, are default masculine nouns, follows from the absence of 

a null no. Adamson and Šereikaitė (2019) propose an analysis of predicative adjectival 

agreement in Lithuanian. They analyze masculine and feminine as sharing a feature [gend] that 

originates on n, with the masculine default gender bearing only the feature [gend] and the more 

marked feminine gender having an additional feature [fem]. In such an analysis, in which no is  

 the locus of gender features, it is not possible to make a distinction between default masculine 

and non-default masculine gender. Why would un casse-cou ‘break-neck’ have non-default 

masculine gender, while un lave-vaisselle ‘a dish washer’ has default masculine gender? Since 

both are  exocentric V-N compounds, it is difficult to account for their different gender 

assignment (non-default masculine versus default masculine) in a system with nos. In the 

analysis that I have proposed without the use of null nominalizers, the distinction follows quite 

naturally from the fact that there is no nominalizer with gender features. Non-valuation leads 

to default masculine gender (the ‘something’ interpretation) with non-animate V-N compounds 

such as un lave-vaisselle, but default masculine gender can be overridden in the case of animate 

compounds such as un(e) casse-cou (the ‘someone’ interpretation), by borrowing a masculine 

or feminine gender specification from the referent in the linguistic or situational context. 

 

4.3 P-N compounds 

 

Among the compounds that Kampers-Manhe calls “exocentric” compounds are also P-N 

compounds. In what follows I will use her terminology. The category of the P-N compound 

un(e) sans-diplôme ‘a male or female person who does not have a diploma’ is a noun. This 

noun refers to a person and can have masculine or feminine gender, just like the animate V-N 

compounds in the previous subsection. Although diplôme is a masculine noun, the whole 
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compound can be feminine. Another P-N compound with an animate interpretation from 

Kampers-Manhe’s corpus is un(e) sans-cervelle ‘a brainless person’. In this case the 

complement of P, cervelle, is a feminine noun, but the whole compound can be masculine. 

 Kampers-Manhe’s corpus also contains default masculine P-N compounds, such as 

après-communisme (m.) ‘the post-communism period’ or anti-corrosion (m.) ‘an anti-

corrosion product’. In the second example, the complement of P, corrosion, is a feminine noun, 

but the whole compound is default masculine. 

 Kampers-Manhe does not classify all P-N compounds in her corpus as exocentric. A 

noun such as contre-culture is endocentric, because culture is the head. The whole compound 

is feminine, just like the head culture, and contre-culture is a kind of culture. Some P-N 

compounds can have both an endocentric and an exocentric reading. This is the case for the 

compound contre-feu, which in its exocentric reading is a metallic plate that protects parts of 

the fireplace against the flames: ‘a fireback’. In its endocentric meaning it designates a fire 

started to contain a fire in the forest. 

 As in the case of V-N compounds, the morphological properties of the exocentric 

compound in the plural show that pluralization can take place either on N or on the whole 

compound. The noun feu takes an -x in the plural instead of an -s. The plural of the exocentric 

compound is written with an -x (les contre-feux ‘the firebacks’), just like the plural of the 

endocentric compound. This shows that pluralization takes place on the noun feu. There is also 

evidence that plural morphology can be expressed on the whole P-N compound, and is thus 

expressed in the highest NumP. An example is, for instance, the P-N compound après-ski ‘boot 

that is put on after skiing’, which can be pluralized as les après-skis, although in the eventive 

interpretation of the V → N conversion that ski has in this compound, ski cannot pluralize. 

 The structure of exocentric P-N compounds will be roughly the same as the one for V-

N compounds proposed in (21). While the V-N compound is dominated by VoiceP, a verbal 

functional projection, I propose that the P-N compound is dominated by K(ase)P, a nominal 

functional projection, in line with Borer’s (2003, 2013) assumptions within the Exo-Skeletal 

model. This leads to the representation in (27) for exocentric P-N compounds: 

 

(27) [DP  [NumberP  [GenP  [ClassP  [KP  [K’ root  [NumberP  [GenP  [ClassP root ]]]]]]]]] 

                                    [+count] 

 

With respect to gender, the same analysis can be applied as in the case of V-N compounds. The 

default masculine gender is the result of Failed Agree. The unspecified uninterpretable gender 

feature on D and the unspecified uninterpretable gender feature on GenP remain unvalued, 

because Agree cannot take place with the complement of a root. This results in a default 

masculine form. Animate P-N compounds, which can take either of two genders, are the result 

of the insertion of a gender feature in the outer GenP. This gender feature is interpretable and 

is provided by a referent in the situational or the linguistic context. 

 Another type of P-N compound in Kampers-Manhe’s corpus is a P-N compound that is 

adjectival instead of nominal, exemplified by the adjective anti-stress in (7d). I suggest that in 

this compound, KP is dominated by DegP, because it is possible to add a degree adverb, as 

shown by (28). The structure is represented in (29). 

 

(28) C’est un jeu très anti-stress. 

 it is a game very anti stress 

 ‘This game reduces stress very well.’ 

  

(29) [DegP  [KP  [K’ root  [NumberP  [GenP  [ClassP root ]]]]]] 
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 In Section 2, I presented Bauer’s discussion of the notion “exocentricity”. Bauer 

acknowledges that exocentricity is a difficult notion and suggests several solutions. One of the 

solutions is to consider all exocentric structures to be endocentric. Another one is that 

exocentricity if not monolithic and that there may be different types of heads. On the basis of 

the analysis of V-N and P-N compounds that I have presented in this section, roots that take 

roots as their complements could be seen as a special type of head, a complex head, dominated 

by extended functional projections. In this sense the structure is headed by the root-root 

combination. There is no null n or pro that accounts for the “exocentric” interpretation. It 

follows from the features of Gen and D. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The goal of this paper was to contribute to the scarce literature on syntactic approaches to 

exocentric compounding. My main goal was to contribute to the discussion on the desirability 

to use nulls in the case of exocentric compounding. I have shown that, at least in French, part 

of the V-N compounds (default masculine gender) are not an epiphenomenon, but must be 

analyzed in relation to other V-N constructions, for which the combination of different 

selections of verbal and nominal functional projections (in Grimshaw’s 1991 sense) is argued 

to be sufficient. In this way, I have claimed that it is not necessary to make use of null 

categorizers. 

Building on the analysis for default masculine gender of V-N compounds, I have 

proposed a similar analysis for masculine or feminine V-N compounds with an animate 

referent, in which the interpretation of the compound is related to the featural composition of 

the nominal functional projections. A similar analysis could be proposed for P-N exocentric 

compounds, which are also considered as “false” exocentric compounds in Nóbrega and 

Panagiotidis’s (2020) analysis. I have argued that the distinction between default and non-

default masculine exocentric compounds in French reinforces an analysis without null 

categorizers. 

Finally, one of the goals of this paper has been to contribute to the discussion on the 

notion of exocentricity. Bauer (2022) states that exocentricity in word-formation, including 

“false” exocentric compounds, is a difficult area and that there have been multiple hypotheses 

to try to deal with it. This paper joins this tendency in that presumed “real” (little n) or “false” 

(small pro) exocentric heads are banned from the analysis and an analysis in terms of the 

mixing of functional projections and their features is proposed. 

 The analysis proposed in this paper has been restricted to exocentric V-N and P-N 

compounds. It would be interesting to see if and how it can be extended to other types of 

compounds, such as N-N and A-N compounds, which are considered to be “real” exocentric 

compounds in Nóbrega and Panagiotidis’ (2020) analysis. Another question concerns Borer’s 

(2013) observation that, at least in English, categorized word formation cannot undergo zero-

derivation. Within the analysis proposed in the current paper this would mean that an overtly 

derived noun like [formation]N could not be dominated by verbal functional projections to 

change its category. The question is why this would be so. I leave these questions for future 

research. 
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