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Annotation: Derivational morphology plays a crucial role in the expansion of
vocabulary in English by forming new words through affixation and other
morphological processes. However, derivation is not governed by morphology alone;
it is also constrained by syntactic principles. This article examines the morphosyntactic
constraints that regulate English derivational processes, focusing on the interaction
between morphology and syntax. It explores how word class, argument structure, and
syntactic distribution influence the acceptability and productivity of derivational
forms.

The study analyzes common derivational affixes such as -ness, -ity, -ize, and -er,
demonstrating that their attachment is limited by both morphological compatibility and
syntactic requirements. Special attention is given to category-changing derivation and
the ways in which syntactic features determine possible outputs. The article also
highlights theoretical approaches from generative morphology and lexicalist
frameworks to explain these constraints.

By examining morphosyntactic limitations on derivation, this research contributes
to a deeper understanding of word formation in English and emphasizes the importance
of integrating syntactic analysis into morphological studies. The findings are
particularly relevant for linguistic theory, second language acquisition, and applied
linguistics.
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Introduction. Word formation is one of the most dynamic aspects of the English
language, allowing speakers to create new lexical items to express emerging concepts
and meanings. Among the various mechanisms of word formation, derivation occupies
a central position. Derivational processes involve the use of affixes to create new
words, often resulting in changes in meaning and grammatical category. For example,
the verb modernize is derived from the adjective modern, while the noun happiness is
formed from the adjective happy. These processes significantly contribute to the
richness and flexibility of English vocabulary.

Traditionally, derivational morphology has been studied primarily as a

https://journalss.org/index.php/new m Volume-92_Issue-1_January-2026



JOURNAL OF NEW CENTURY INNOVATIONS

morphological phenomenon. However, modern linguistic research has demonstrated
that derivation is not an isolated process. Instead, it is subject to constraints imposed
by syntax. Not all affixes can attach freely to all bases, and not all theoretically possible
derived forms are acceptable in actual language use. These limitations point to the
existence of morphosyntactic constraints that regulate derivational processes in
English.

Morphosyntax refers to the interaction between morphological structure and
syntactic organization. In the context of derivation, morphosyntactic constraints
determine which lexical categories can serve as bases for derivation and what syntactic
properties the resulting words may have. For instance, the suffix -ness typically
attaches to adjectives to form abstract nouns, while -er commonly derives agentive
nouns from verbs. Attempts to violate these constraints often result in ungrammatical
or unacceptable forms, highlighting the role of syntax in word formation.

One important aspect of morphosyntactic constraint is category selection.
Derivational affixes are sensitive to the grammatical category of the base they attach
to. This sensitivity suggests that derivation operates within a structured grammatical
system rather than through random combination. Moreover, derivational processes
often affect the argument structure of the base word. When a verb is nominalized, for
example, its syntactic behavior changes, influencing how it interacts with other
elements in a sentence.

Another significant issue concerns productivity. While some derivational
affixes are highly productive and can generate new words easily, others are more
restricted. Productivity is influenced not only by semantic transparency but also by
morphosyntactic compatibility. Understanding these constraints helps explain why
certain derived forms become established in the language while others do not.

The study of morphosyntactic constraints on derivation is particularly important
for theoretical linguistics, as it sheds light on the interface between morphology and
syntax. It also has practical implications for second language learners, who often
struggle with correct word formation. Learners may produce morphologically possible
but syntactically inappropriate forms due to insufficient awareness of these constraints.

This article aims to analyze the major morphosyntactic constraints that govern
English derivational processes. By examining common affixes and theoretical
approaches, the study seeks to demonstrate that derivation is a rule-governed process
shaped by both morphological and syntactic principles. Through this analysis, the
article emphasizes the importance of an integrated approach to understanding word
formation in English.

Main Body. 1. The Nature of Derivational Morphology

Derivational morphology refers to the process by which new lexical items are
created through the addition of affixes or other morphological operations. Unlike
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inflectional morphology, which modifies words to express grammatical categories
such as tense or number, derivation results in new words with distinct meanings and
often different syntactic categories. For example, the derivation of the noun
development from the verb develop involves both semantic expansion and syntactic
reclassification.

In English, derivational processes are central to vocabulary growth. However,
these processes are not entirely free. The acceptability of derived forms depends on a
set of constraints that limit how and when derivation can occur. These constraints are
not purely morphological; instead, they reflect a close interaction between morphology
and syntax.

2. Morphosyntax and the Syntax—Morphology Interface

Morphosyntax is concerned with the interaction between morphological
structures and syntactic rules. In derivational morphology, this interaction becomes
particularly evident. Derivational affixes select bases of specific syntactic categories
and impose constraints on the resulting word’s syntactic behavior. For instance, the
suffix -ity typically attaches to adjectives (active — activity), producing nouns that
function syntactically as nominal arguments in sentences.

The syntax—morphology interface plays a crucial role in explaining why certain
derivations are impossible. Even if a form is morphologically conceivable, it may
violate syntactic selection rules. This demonstrates that derivation operates within a
structured grammatical system rather than being a purely lexical or semantic process.

3. Category Selection Constraints

One of the most prominent morphosyntactic constraints on derivation is category
selection. Derivational affixes are selective with respect to the grammatical category
of the base. For example, the suffix -ness generally attaches to adjectives (kind —
kindness), while -er commonly attaches to verbs (teach — teacher).

Attempts to violate these category constraints typically result in unacceptable
forms. For instance, attaching -ness to a verb (runness) or -er to an adjective (happyer
in a derivational sense) is not permitted. These restrictions indicate that derivational
affixes are sensitive to syntactic category features, reinforcing the idea that morphology
and syntax are closely interconnected.

4. Argument Structure and Derivation

Derivational processes often affect the argument structure of the base word. When
verbs are nominalized, their ability to assign arguments changes. For example, the verb
destroy requires a subject and an object, but its nominal form destruction alters how
these arguments are expressed syntactically.

This shift illustrates a morphosyntactic constraint: derived nouns do not behave
syntactically like verbs, even though they retain aspects of verbal meaning. The
transformation of argument structure highlights the syntactic consequences of
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derivation and supports the view that derivational morphology cannot be analyzed
independently of syntax.
5. Productivity and Morphosyntactic Restrictions

Productivity refers to the extent to which a derivational affix can be used to form
new words. While some affixes such as -ness and -ize are highly productive, others are
more restricted. Productivity is influenced by morphosyntactic compatibility, semantic
transparency, and frequency of use.

For example, although the suffix -ize can attach to many adjectives and nouns
(modernize, globalize), it does not freely attach to all bases. Morphosyntactic
constraints determine whether the resulting verb can function appropriately within
syntactic structures. This explains why some potential derivations are rejected by
native speakers.

6. Lexicalist and Generative Approaches

Different theoretical frameworks address morphosyntactic constraints in
derivation. Lexicalist approaches argue that derivation occurs in the lexicon, with
syntactic rules applying only after word formation. In contrast, generative and
minimalist approaches suggest that derivation is integrated into the syntactic
component of grammar.

These approaches differ in how they explain constraints on derivation, but both
recognize the importance of morphosyntactic interaction. The debate between these
frameworks has contributed significantly to our understanding of word formation in
English.

7. Implications for Language Learning and Analysis

Morphosyntactic constraints on derivation are particularly relevant for second
language learners. Learners often produce forms that are morphologically possible but
syntactically inappropriate. Explicit instruction on morphosyntactic principles can help
learners develop more accurate and natural word formation skills.

Conclusion. The analysis of morphosyntactic constraints on English derivational
processes demonstrates that word formation is governed by systematic grammatical
principles rather than arbitrary combination. Derivational morphology operates at the
intersection of morphology and syntax, and its outputs are shaped by category
selection, argument structure, and syntactic distribution.

One of the key insights of this study is that derivation cannot be fully understood
without considering syntactic constraints. Although derivational affixes contribute
meaning and alter word class, their application is restricted by the syntactic properties
of both the base and the derived form. This explains why some derivations are
acceptable while others are rejected by native speakers.

From a theoretical perspective, the interaction between morphology and syntax
provides valuable insight into the architecture of grammar. The existence of
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morphosyntactic constraints supports models that view grammar as an integrated
system, where different components interact closely. Whether analyzed from a
lexicalist or generative perspective, derivation clearly reflects underlying syntactic
organization.

In applied linguistics, understanding morphosyntactic constraints has practical
importance. For second language learners, awareness of these constraints can reduce
errors in word formation and improve overall linguistic competence. In fields such as
translation and computational linguistics, accurate modeling of derivational processes
Is essential for producing natural and grammatically correct language output.

In conclusion, morphosyntactic constraints play a fundamental role in shaping
English derivational processes. Their study enhances our understanding of word
formation, contributes to linguistic theory, and offers practical benefits for language
learning and analysis. Continued research in this area remains essential for advancing
both theoretical and applied linguistics.
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