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1. Intr oduction

Russiannouninflectionexhibits many instancesof syncretism(un-
derstoodherein a broadsense,as homonymy of inflection mark-
ers). Thereare two basictypes. First, thereis intra-paradigmatic
syncretism,i.e., homonymy of inflectionmarkersfor two (or more)
caseswithin aninflectionclass.Second,thereis trans-paradigmatic
syncretism,i.e., homonymy of inflection markersacrossinflection
classes(the homonymousmarkers may or may not be for identi-
cal cases).1 Following seminalwork by Jakobson(1962a,b),intra-
paradigmaticsyncretismhasbeenapproachedby decomposingstan-
dard,privativecasefeatureslike[nom], [acc],etc. into combinations
of moreabstract,binary features,suchthat naturalclassesof cases
are formed that inflection markerscan refer to. In contrast,trans-
paradigmaticsyncretismhasnot yet beenaddressedin a principled
way. Themaingoalof this paperis to show that trans-paradigmatic
syncretismcan be derived systematicallyin essentiallythe same
way asintra-paradigmaticsyncretismif inflectionclassfeatureslike
[classI], [classII], etc. arealsodecomposedinto combinationsof
moreabstract,binaryfeatures,suchthatnaturalclassesof inflection
classesareformedthat inflectionmarkerscanreferto. This implies
that inflection markersmay bearunderspecifiedcaseandinflection
classinformation, which often leadsto a competitionof markers.
The competitioncan be resolved by selectionof the most specific
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marker.
Sincetheanalysisis basedonunderspecificationandspecificity-

basedcompetition,it presupposesan approachto inflectionalmor-
phology that recognizesthesetwo concepts. One such approach
is DistributedMorphology(seeHalle & Marantz(1993),Harley &
Noyer (2003)),whichwill beadoptedhere.2

A caveatis duebeforeI turn to theempiricalevidence:Through-
out, I focuson the coresystemof nouninflection in Russian.This
implies that I disregardminor inflection classes,minor cases,stem
alternations,stresspatterns,lexical idiosyncrasies,andsoon. These
issuesare ultimately important; but my hope is that they do not
significantly affect what I have to say hereaboutintra- and trans-
paradigmaticsyncretism.

2. Data

Russianhassix cases:nominative (nom), accusative (acc), dative
(dat),genitive (gen),instrumental(inst),andlocative (loc). Further-
more,I assumethat therearefour inflectionclasses,labelledI-IV.3

For now, I focuson thesingular(seesection6 on theplural).
Considerfirst inflection classI, which containsonly masculine

stems. Threesampleparadigmsare given in table T � . The vari-
ation in this classis conditionedby two factors: First, inanimate
nounstemslikezavod(‘f actory’) employ thenominativemarker /Ø/
(= null) in theaccusative, whereasanimatenounstemslike student
(‘student’) take the genitive marker /a/ in the accusative.4 Second,

2However, most of what follows can also be formulatedin alternative ap-
proachesthat allow underspecificationand specificity-basedcompetition, like,
e.g., the onesdevelopedby Carstairs(1987),Anderson(1992),Blevins (1995),
Wunderlich (1996), or Stump(2001). In fact, there is a more comprehensive
versionof thepresentmaterial(seeMüller (2003a))which doesnot assumeDis-
tributedMorphology. Theonly casewhereDistributedMorphologymay initially
seemcrucial involvestheanalysisof theanimacy effect in section7, which relies
on impoverishment;but seetheremarksthere.

3This followsCorbett& Fraser(1993);referencegrammarstypically postulate
threemain classes(see,e.g., Isǎcenko (1975)). As we will see,thereis no real
contradictionhereif inflectionclassfeaturesaredecomposed.

4Hereandhenceforth,the/ / notationis usedsoasto indicatethatthemarkers
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therearesystematic,morpho-phonologicallypredictabledifferences
betweennounswhosestemendsin a “hard” (i.e., [+back]) conso-
nantandnounswhosestemendsin a“soft” (i.e.,[–back])consonant:
comparestudent(‘student’)with žitel’ (‘inhabitant’).
T� : InflectionclassI, Sg.: masc

I
zavod� (‘f actory’) student� (‘student’) žitel� (‘inhabitant’)

nom/sg zavod-Ø student-Ø žitel’-Ø
acc/sg zavod-Ø student-a žitel-ja
dat/sg zavod-u student-u žitel-ju
gen/sg zavod-a student-a žitel-ja
inst/sg zavod-om student-om žitel-em
loc/sg zavod-e student-e žitel-e

Inflection classII hasmainly femininestems;it is illustratedin
table T � . This time, there is no animacy effect in the accusative,
which employs a uniform marker /u/ for, e.g., inanimatekomnat
(‘room’) and animateučitel’nic (‘female teacher’). However, as
before,thereis predictablemorpho-phonologicalvariationthat de-
pendson the natureof the stemendingas[

�
back]; compare,e.g.,

themarkersattachedto astemendingin ahardconsonant(likekom-
nat (‘room’)) with the endingsattachedto a stemendingin a soft
consonant(like nedel’ (‘week’)). Furthermore,this inflection class
is not gender-specific:In additionto thefemininestems,somemas-
culine stemsalsobelongto this class(like mǔzčin (‘man’)); these
stemstrigger masculineagreementbut inflect accordingto the pat-
ternin T � . Unlike themasculinestemsin classI, masculinestemsin
classII exhibit no animacy effect in theaccusative.

Next, inflection classIII is illustratedin table T � . Abstracting
awayfrom afew exceptions,thisclasscontainsonly femininestems.
All stemsin this classend in a soft consonant. ClassIII shows
fewer casedifferentiations(consequently, more intra-paradigmatic
syncretism)thanclassesI andII; in thesingular, it employsonly the
threemarkers/Ø/, /i/, and/ju/ for thesix cases.Somenounsexhibit

havethestatusof underlyingrepresentationsthatmayundergochangesontheway
to PFrealization.
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T� : InflectionclassII, Sg.: fem,masc

II
komnat� učitel’nic � nedel’� mǔzčin�
(‘room’) (‘teacher’) (‘week’) (‘man’)

nom/sg komnat-a učitel’nic-a nedel-ja mužčin-a
acc/sg komnat-u učitel’nic-u nedel-ju mužčin-u
dat/sg komnat-e učitel’nic-e nedel-e mužčin-e
gen/sg komnat-y učitel’nic-y nedel-i mužčin-y
inst/sg komnat-oj(u) učitel’nic-ej(u) nedel-ej(u) mužčin-oj(u)
loc/sg komnat-e učitel’nic-e nedel-e mužčin-e

stemalternation(comparedoč’ (‘daughter’)).
T� : InflectionclassIII, Sg.: fem

III
tetrad’ � (‘notebook’) my̌s’ � (‘mouse’) doč’ � (‘daughter’)

nom/sg tetrad’-Ø myš’-Ø doč’-Ø
acc/sg tetrad’-Ø myš’-Ø doč’-Ø
dat/sg tetrad-i myš-i doč-er-i
gen/sg tetrad-i myš-i doč-er-i
inst/sg tetrad’-ju myš’-ju doč-er’-ju
loc/sg tetrad-i myš-i doč-er-i

Finally, inflectionclassIV containsonly neuterstems;seetable
T � . Thisclassis similar to classI but differsin thechoiceof markers
for nominative andaccusative in the singular(classIV alsodiffers
from classI in theplural; seebelow). Thereis no animacy effect in
thesingular(eventhoughtherearesomeanimatestemsbelongingto
thisclass,likesǔsčestv(‘creature’));but, asbefore,thereis [

�
back]-

governedmorpho-phonologicalvariation(comparepol’ (‘field’)).
Thetaskof theinflectionalmorphologycomponentof agrammar

is to provide thecorrectinflectionmarker for any givennounstem.
Ideally, onemight hopethat information that is inherentlypresent
on a stem– like gender, phonological,or semanticfeatures– will
suffice. This is not thecase,though.Considerfirst genderfeatures.
Neuternounstemsalwaysbelongto classIV. However, masculine
stemsmay in principle belongto classI or classII; and feminine
stemsmay belongto classII or classIII. Similarly, phonological
featuresof the stemdo not suffice to predict inflection class;e.g.,
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T� : InflectionclassIV, Sg.: neut

IV
mest	 (‘place’) jablok	 (‘apple’) sǔsčestv	 (‘creature’) pol’ 	 (‘field’)

nom/sg mest-o jablok-o sǔsčestv-o pol-e
acc/sg mest-o jablok-o sǔsčestv-o pol-e
dat/sg mest-u jablok-u sǔsčestv-u pol-ju
gen/sg mest-a jablok-a sǔsčestv-a pol-ja
inst/sg mest-om jablok-om sǔsčestv-om pol-em
loc/sg mest-e jablok-e sǔsčestv-e pol-e

a femininestemendingin a soft ([–back])consonantcanbelongto
classII or classIII. In addition,therearenothemevowelsin modern
Russianthatmight signalclassmembership(seeWurzel(1984)and
Corbett& Fraser(1993)),despiteclaimsto the contrary(see,e.g.,
Wunderlich(1996),Wunderlich(2002).) Finally, semanticfeatures
of thenounstemareinsufficient aspredictorsof classmembership;
e.g.,whereasanimacy doesplay a role in inflection (seesection7),
all classesmayin principlecontainbothanimateandinanimatenoun
stems(recallthatthisalsoholdsfor theneuterclassIV). Notefinally
that not even a combinationof gender, phonological,andsemantic
informationsufficesto fully predictclassmembership.For instance,
a feminine,inanimatenounstemendingin asoft consonantmaybe-
long to classII or classIII; a masculine,animatenounstemending
in ahardconsonantmaybelongto classI or classII; etc.Thus,arbi-
trary inflectionclassfeaturesmustbeassumedasinherentproperties
of nounstems. In the following sections,I will arguethat thereis
indeedreasonto strengthentheir role in morphologicaltheory, by
holding them responsiblefor the occurrenceof trans-paradigmatic
syncretism.

3. Syncretism

TableT 
 lists theinstancesof syncretismin thesingularasthey can
beextractedfrom T � –T� .5

5In this table,inflection marker variationthat is systematicallypredictablein
termsof the [ � back] distinctionis not indicatedseparately. Thus,I assumethat
thereis a morphophonological rule that realizestheunderlyinginflectionmarker
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T
 : Syncretismwithin andacrossinflectionclassesin Russian

I � II �� � III  IV �
nom Ø a Ø o
acc Ø/a u Ø o
dat u e i u
gen a i i a
inst om oj ju om
loc e e i e

Thereis bothintra- andtrans-paradigmaticsyncretismin T 
 . In-
stancesof intra-paradigmaticsyncretisminvolve, e.g.,/e/ in theda-
tiveandlocative in classII; /i/ in thedative,genitive,andlocative in
classIII; /o/ in thenominativeandaccusative in classIV; andsoon.
Instancesof trans-paradigmaticsyncretisminvolve /Ø/ in the nom-
inative (and in the accusative, which makes this syncretismintra-
paradigmaticin addition) in classesI and III; /i/ in the genitive in
classII andIII (and,asjust noted,alsoin thedativeandin theloca-
tive in classIII); /om/ in the instrumentalin classesI andIV; /u/ in
thedative in classesI andIV, andin theaccusativein classII; and/a/
in thegenitive in classI andIV, andin thenominative in classII.6

Thequestionthenis to whatextenttheseinstancesof syncretism
can or shouldbe taken to be systematic. I adopt (1) as a meta-
grammaticalprinciple.

(1) SyncretismPrinciple:
Identityof form impliesidentityof function
(in adomain � , andunlessthereis evidenceto thecontrary).

TheSyncretismPrinciplemay look quite radical,but I take it to be
thenull hypothesis,both for a child acquiringa language,andfor a
linguist investigatingit. Accordingto (1), all instancesof syncretism
shouldinitially beconsideredsystematicwithin a certaingrammat-

/om/asemafterasoft ([–back])consonant,andasomotherwise.Similarly, under-
lying /oj/ is realizedasej aftera [–back]consonant,andasoj otherwise.Finally,
underlying/i/ is emergesasy afterahard([+back])consonant,andasi otherwise.

6For now, I ignorethe animacy-drivenoccurrenceof /a/ in the accusative of
classI. I will returnto this phenomenonin section7.

6



ical domain,and can be consideredaccidentalonly in the faceof
strongcounter-evidence.7 Of course,the questionis what the do-
main � in (1) shouldbe for our presentconcerns.I assumethat �
includesdifferentcasesandinflectionclasses,but notdifferentnum-
bers; i.e., I will not try to accountfor instancesof syncretismthat
holdbetweensingularandplural.8

Themany instancesof syncretismin Russiannouninflection il-
lustratedin T 
 have of coursenot goneunnoticed.Basically, three
differentkinds of approachesto syncretismin Russiannouninflec-
tion canbedistinguished.First,Jakobson(1962a,b),Chvany (1986),
Neidle (1988),Franks(1995),andWiese(2003)proposeaccounts
that rely on a decompositionof casefeatures,which createsnatu-
ral classesof casesthat insertioncontexts for inflectionmarkerscan
refer to. In accountsof this type, an intra-paradigmaticsyncretism
wheresomemarker / � / is usedin two cases��� , ��� is dueto thefact
that ��� , ��� form a naturalclasscharacterizedby anabstractfeature
(or setof features)� , andtheinsertioncontext of / � / refersto � , i.e.,
to what ��� , ��� have in common,ratherthan to ��� or ��� directly.
Second,Halle (1994) developsan analysis(in an early versionof
DistributedMorphology)thatis basedon disjunctionsin vocabulary
insertionrules.For theabstractexamplejust mentioned,suchanap-

7This implies a shift of perspective from standardassumptions,anda change
of burdenof proof: It mustbeshown thata given instanceof syncretismis non-
systematic,not that it is systematic. In line with this, I would like to contend
that thereis indeedlessevidenceagainstthe systematicityof syncretismthanis
sometimesmadeout(see,e.g.,Carstairs(1987),Zwicky (1991),Williams (1994)).

8Also seeBaermanet al. (2002). This differencebetweennumberon theone
handandcaseandclasson the othermay ultimately be tracedback to whether
or not a featurecarriessemanticinformation– numberfeaturesdo, whereasclass
featuresandcasefeatures(at leastthoseof the languagesunderconsiderationin
this paper, which do not exhibit ‘semanticcases’)do not. – Thedenialof system-
aticity of “trans-number”syncretismimpliesthatthewell-knownalternationeffect
betweennominativesingularandgenitiveplural (seebelow on thelatter)with re-
spectto theoccurrenceof /Ø/ (aninflectionclasshas/Ø/ in thegenitiveplural if f it
doesnothave/Ø/ in thenominativesingular)mustbeconsideredaccidentalfrom a
synchronicperspective. (Incidentally, all systematicaccountsof this phenomenon
thatI amawareof requireasignificantlymorecomplex approach,e.g.,by permit-
ting referenceto existingoutputformsin thedeterminationof markers;seeBailyn
& Nevins (2003)for a recentanalysis.)
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proachamountsto postulatingthat thereis a rule that inserts/ � / in
��� or in ��� environments.Third, Corbett& Fraser(1993),Fraser
& Corbett(1994),andStump(2001) employ rulesof referral that
simplystipulateidentityof markerswith differentfunctions.For the
caseat hand,this would imply takingoneoccurrenceof / � / asbasic
(by, e.g.,postulatingthat/ � / occursin ��� environments),andderiv-
ing the otheroccurrenceassecondary(by thenpostulatingthat the
marker for ��� is identicalto themarker for ��� ).

Noneof theseapproachesis fully satisfactory. The secondand
third typesof analyses(thatrely on disjunctionandreferral,respec-
tively) suffer from employing non-restrictive techniques(in effect,
any kind of syncretismcould be captured),and from beinghighly
descriptive (the instancesof syncretismare statedrather than de-
rived). In contrast,while I take the first type of approach(based
on casefeaturedecomposition)to be essentiallyon the right track
asfar asintra-paradigmaticsyncretismis concerned,it hasnothing
to sayaboutinstancesof trans-paradigmaticsyncretism.Hence,my
objectivein thefollowing sectionswill beto extendafeaturedecom-
positionapproachto inflection classes,so asto captureboth intra-
andtrans-paradigmaticsyncretismin Russiannouninflection.

4. Assumptions

Let mebegin by layingout somebackgroundassumptionsaboutfu-
sionalnouninflectionsystemsthat I will make within a Distributed
Morphologysetting(seeHalle & Marantz(1993),Harley & Noyer
(2003)). A nounstem(N) is a terminalnodein syntax; following
Chomsky (2001,11) (anddeviating from somework in Distributed
Morphology), I assumethat a nounstemhasphonologicalcontent
in syntaxalready. Furthermore,it is inherentlyequippedwith fully
specifiedinflectionclassfeatures(alongsidegender, semantic,selec-
tional,andcategorial features),but notwith caseor numberfeatures.
In languageswith fusionalnouninflection,a nounstemis accompa-
niedby afusionalcase/numbermorpheme(cn). A case/numbermor-
phemecn is a terminalnodein syntaxthat is phonologicallyempty,
and that is inherentlyequippedwith fully specifiedcaseandnum-
ber (aswell as[+N] category) features.N andcn may eitherform
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a complex X � , or mayeachprojectanXP. For concreteness,I adopt
the latter view, andassumethat thereis obligatoryheadmovement
from N to cn, asin (2). (I alsoassumethatinherentclassandgender
featuresof N arecopiedontocnasaresultof thismovement,but this
is mainly to simplify thediscussionbelow.)

(2) [ cnP N-cn [NP ... t � ... ]]

The case/numbermorphemecn is spelledout post-syntacticallyby
insertionof anappropriateinflectionmarker, i.e., a vocabulary item
thatpairsphonologicalinformationand(possiblyunderspecifiedor
absent)morpho-syntactic(category, class,case,and number)fea-
turesthat encodeits insertioncontext. For vocabulary insertionto
succeed,themorpho-syntacticfeaturesof aninflectionmarker must
be a subsetof the morpho-syntacticfeaturesprovided by the syn-
tactic context, i.e., cn; this is the first requirementimposedby the
SubsetPrinciple,aversionof which is givenin (3).9

(3) SubsetPrinciple:
A vocabulary item V is insertedinto a functionalmorphemeM
if f (i) and(ii) hold:
(i) The morpho-syntacticfeaturesof V are a subsetof the

morpho-syntacticfeaturesof M.
(ii) V is themostspecificvocabulary item thatsatisfies(i).

Becauseof underspecification,the insertioncontexts of inflection
markers will turn out to overlap significantly. Hence, inflection
markersmaycompetefor insertioninto agivencn, andsuchcompe-
tition is resolvedby thesecondrequirementof theSubsetPrinciple
in (3): Of thoseinflection markersthat fit into a givencn position,
only the mostspecificmarker canactuallybe inserted. Specificity
canbedefinedasin (4).

(4) Specificityof vocabulary items:
A vocabulary itemV� is morespecificthanavocabulary itemV�
if f thereis aclassof features� suchthat(i) and(ii) hold.
(i) V� bearsmorefeaturesbelongingto � thanV� does.

9SeeKiparsky (1973),Lumsden(1992),Noyer (1992),Williams (1994),and
Blevins (1995),amongothers,for otherversions,sometimeswith differentnames;
andin particularHalle (1997),which thepresentformulationis basedon.
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(ii) Thereis no higher-ranked classof features��� suchthat V�
andV� haveadifferentnumberof featuresin ��� .

(4) presupposesa rankingof featureclasses(seeLumsden(1992),
Noyer (1992)).For presentpurposes,thepartialhierarchyin (5) will
suffice; it identifiesthreefeatureclasses:number, class,andcase.

(5) Number � class� case

On thebasisof theseassumptions,I now turn to a decompositionof
caseandinflectionclassfeaturesthatformsthecoreof theanalysis.

5. Analysis

As noted,intra-paradigmaticsyncretismcanbeaccountedfor by de-
composingprivativecasefeaturesinto combinationsof moreprimi-
tive,binarycasefeatures;this yieldsnaturalclassesof cases.These
primitive featuresare semantics-basedin the tradition initiated by
Jakobson(1962a,b)(see,e.g.,Neidle(1988)andFranks(1995)). In
contrast,I assumethat theprimitive casefeaturesaresyntax-based,
as suggestedby Bierwisch (1967) for German,and elaboratedby
Wiese(2001) for Latin. Thus, supposethat the six Russiancases
resultfrom thecross-classificationof thethreebinaryprimitivecase
features[

�
subject],[

�
governed],[

�
oblique],asshown in (6).10

10Two potentialcasesthusremainunused.Notethatthespecificationsin (6) are
syntacticallymotivated:First, the [+subj] casesnominative, genitive, andinstru-
mentalall typically show up on argumentsthat aremergedlast with a predicate
(NP-internallywith the genitive, in passive constructionswith the instrumental).
Second,the[+gov] casesaccusative,dative,andgenitivearetheprotoypicalcases
for objectsof V. Finally, the[+obl] casesdative,genitive, instrumental,andloca-
tive differ from thenon-obliquecasesnominative andaccusative in that thelatter
(but not theformer)typically encodethecoreargumentsof V. Needlessto say, the
morphologicalcasespecificationsbasedonthesefeaturesonly reflectprimarysyn-
tacticfunctions,andmaybeatvariancewith othersyntacticfunctions.Underlying
this is theassumptionthat it is unlikely thata simple,homogeneousspecification
(beit syntacticor semantic)canbefoundfor all cases,in all theiroccurrences(see
Isǎcenko (1975,81)); but see,e.g.,Bailyn (2003)for a recentattemptconcerning
theRussiangenitive.
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(6) Decompositionof casesin Russian:
nominative: [+subj,–gov,–obl]
accusative: [–subj,+gov,–obl]
dative: [–subj,+gov,+obl]
genitive: [+subj,+gov,+obl]
instrumental: [+subj,–gov,+obl]
locative: [–subj,–gov,+obl]

Underspecificationwith respectto casefeatureswill thenencodenat-
ural classesof cases.For instance,nominativeandaccusative form a
naturalclasscharacterizedby the feature[–obl]; accusative andda-
tive form a naturalclasscharacterizedby thefeatures[–subj,+gov];
andsoon. As wewill see,featurespecificationsof vocabulary items
may make useof this kind of reducedcaseinformation,which ac-
countsfor intra-paradigmaticsyncretism.

Crucially, I would like to suggestthat trans-paradigmaticsyn-
cretismcanbe derived in the sameway, by decomposingprivative
classfeaturesas they arestandardlyassumed(like [classI], [class
II]), into moreprimitive, binary classfeatures.Cross-classification
of theseabstractfeaturesyieldsinflectionclasses;underspecification
of inflectionmarkersencodesnaturalclassesof inflectionclassesand
therebyexplains trans-paradigmaticsyncretism.11 The four inflec-

11Thereare predecessors.First, Halle (1992, 38) employs the primitive, de-
composedfeatures[ � marginal], [ � marked] (in addition to the “standard”class
featuresA, B) in his analysisof Latvian noun inflection, essentiallyso as to
accountfor instancesof trans-paradigmaticsyncretism. Second,Nesset(1994,
229ff) developsananalysisof Russiannouninflectionthatuses[ � nom-end]and
[a/igen-end]asprimitive classfeatures,againin orderto accountfor instancesof
trans-paradigmaticsyncretism.Theanalysishasa limited scope(involving only a
few of theattestedcasesof trans-paradigmaticsyncretism,andno casesof intra-
paradigmaticsyncretism),and stayssomewhat informal (e.g., theoreticalissues
arisingwith underspecificationandcompetitionof inflectionmarkersarenot ex-
plored– moregenerally, no attemptis madeto accountfor the whole systemof
nouninflectionin asystematicway); nevertheless,it is clearlyguidedby thesame
underlyingidea.Third, Oltra Massuet(1999)developsananalogousproposalfor
verbal inflection in Catalan. Note also that classfeaturedecompositionis sug-
gestedin Alexiadou& Müller (2003) for nouninflection in GreekandGerman,
andin Müller (2003b)for nouninflection in Icelandic. For attemptsto establish
naturalclassesof nouninflectionclassesin Russianwithout invoking featurede-
composition,seeMcCreight& Chvany (1991),Wiese(2003).

11



tion classesresultfrom across-classificationof two abstractfeatures
[
�! 

], [
�!"

] asshown in (7).12

(7) Decompositionof inflectionclassesin Russian:
I: [+

 
,–
"

] zavod� (‘f actory’)
II: [–

 
,+
"

] komnat (‘room’), mǔzčin� (‘man’)
III: [–

 
,–
"

] tetrad’  (‘notebook’)
IV: [+

 
,+
"

] mest� (‘place’)

According to (7), inflection classesI and IV form a naturalclass
(characterizedby [+

 
]), andsodo classesII andIII ([–

 
]), classesI

andIII ([–
"

]), andclassesII andIV ([+
"

]). However, classesI andII
donotformanaturalclassof inflectionclasses,andthesamegoesfor
classesIII andIV. Consequently, no insertioncontext of aninflection
marker canrefer to eitherof thesegroupsof inflectionclasses,and
we expectthatthereis no instanceof trans-paradigmaticsyncretism
that appliesexclusively to classesI andII, or to classesIII andIV.
Thispredictionwill beshown to beborneout.

The list of vocabulary itemsthat I assumeto underlienounin-
flectionin thesingularin Russianis givenin (8); underspecifiedclass
informationis underlinedin thefeaturespecificationsof markers.In
general,specificity decreasesfrom top to bottom. The default (or
elsewhere)inflectionmarker is /a/ in (8-10) (or /a/� � , asI will write
from now on); it fits into all cnmorphemesbut is blockedby amore
specificmarker in most contexts. Next, /u/# emergesas a highly
non-specificmarker for accusative anddative thatdoesnot bearany
inflectionclassinformation. /i/ $ is a generalobliquenessmarker for
the [–

 
] classesII andIII; /Ø/% is a non-obliquenessmarker for the

[–
"

] classesI andIII; and/o/& is a non-obliquenessmarker for class
IV. Two vocabulary items/e/arepostulated:/e/
 is a locativemarker
for the [+

 
] classesI andIV; /e/� is a marker for the naturalclass

of dative and locative in classII. Finally, the markers /om/� , /ju/ � ,
and/oj/ � areinstrumentalmarkers.Thelattertwo arefully specified
(hence,mostspecific);/om/� is restrictedto the[+

 
] classesI, IV.

12Inflectionclassfeaturesarearbitraryandirreducibleby definition; this is re-
flectedin thelabels.Still, it is worthemphasizingthatthefeatures[ �(' ], [ �*) ] are
no morearbitrarythanstandardlyadoptedfeatureslike [classI], [classII].
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(8) Vocabulary items(singular):
1. /oj/ +-, . [+N],[–

 
,+
"

],[+subj,–gov,+obl] /
2. /ju/ +-, . [+N],[–

 
,–
"

],[+subj,–gov,+obl] /
3. /om/ +-, . [+N],[+

 
],[+subj,–gov,+obl] /

4. /e/ +-, . [+N],[–
 

,+
"

],[–subj,+obl]/
5. /e/ +-, . [+N],[+

 
],[–subj,–gov,+obl] /

6. /o/ +-, . [+N],[+
 

,+
"

],[–obl] /
7. /Ø/ +-, . [+N],[–

"
],[–obl] /

8. /i/ +-, . [+N],[–
 

],[+obl] /
9. /u/ +-, . [+N],[–subj,+gov] /
10. /a/ +-, . [+N] /

Whenever aninflectionmarker doesnot show up in a cn morpheme
whereit would fit, this is dueto blockingby a morespecificinflec-
tion marker whosespecificationis alsoa subsetof thespecification
in cn, in accordancewith the SubsetPrinciple. The competitionof
inflectionmarkersin thesingularis illustratedin tableT & . Here,the
vocabulary item thatis selectedundertheSubsetPrinciplefor inser-
tion in cn is given in bold face;markersthat fit but areblocked as
lessspecificaregivenbelow, in parentheses.
T& : Theinteractionof inflectionmarkers in thesingularin Russian

I: [+ ' ,–) ] II: [– ' ,+) ] III: [– ' ,–) ] IV: [+ ' ,+) ]
nom: /Ø/ 0 /a/132 /Ø/ 0 /o/4
[+subj,–gov,–obl] (/a/132 ) (/a/132 ) (/a/152 )
acc: /Ø/ 0 /u/ 6 /Ø/ 0 /o/4
[–subj,+gov,–obl] (/u/6 , /a/132 ) (/a/152 ) (/u/6 , /a/152 ) (/u/6 , /a/132 )
dat: /u/ 6 /e/7 /i/ 8 /u/ 6
[–subj,+gov,+obl] (/a/132 ) (/i/ 8 , /u/6 , /a/132 ) (/u/6 , /a/152 ) (/a/152 )
gen: /a/ 152 /i/ 8 /i/ 8 /a/132
[+subj,+gov,+obl] (/a/152 ) (/a/132 )
inst: /om/9 /oj/ 1 /ju/ : /om/9
[+subj,–gov,+obl] (/a/132 ) (/i/ 8 , /a/132 ) (/i/ 8 , /a/132 ) (/a/152 )
loc: /e/; /e/7 /i/ 8 /e/;
[–subj,–gov,+obl] (/a/132 ) (/i/ 8 , /a/132 ) (/a/132 ) (/a/152 )

In sum,adecompositionof caseandinflectionclassfeatureshas
madeit possibleto fully accountfor intra- and trans-paradigmatic
syncretismin Russiannoun inflection, with the exception of /e/,
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where two vocabulary items with different specificationsmust be
postulated. I will leave openthe questionwhetherthis reflectsan
imperfectionof theanalysisor animperfectionof thesystemassuch
(but seesection8). Let menext turn to theplural.

6. Plural

The distribution of markers in the plural acrossthe four inflection
classesis shown in tableT % .
T% : InflectionclassesI-IV in theplural

I II III IV
zavod� komnat� tetrad’ � mest	
(‘f actory’) (‘room’) (‘notebook’) (‘place’)

nom/pl zavod-y komnat-y tetrad-i mest-a
acc/pl zavod-y komnat-y tetrad-i mest-a
dat/pl zavod-am komnat-am tetrad-jam mest-am
gen/pl zavod-ov komnat-Ø tetrad-ej mest-Ø
inst/pl zavod-ami komnat-ami tetrad-jami mest-ami
loc/pl zavod-ax komnat-ax tetrad-jax mest-ax

Theinflectionmarkersfor dative,instrumental,andlocativeplu-
ral (/am/,/ami/,and/ax/, respectively) areinvariantacrossinflection
classes.Thereare two markers for [–obl] (nominative/accusative)
plural contexts, viz. /a/ and /i/ (focussingon inanimatestemsfor
now). Eventhoughthedistribution of /a/ is morerestrictedthanthe
distribution of /i/, I take the former to be the default marker, as in
thesingular. It mustthereforebepossibleto referto complementsof
naturalclassesin insertioncontextsof vocabulary items(seeZwicky
(1970)).13 Finally, therearetwo markersfor genitivepluralcontexts:

13For presentpurposes,/i/ could also be consideredthe default marker; this
would avoid a referenceto complementsof naturalclasses. However, there is
a tendency to replace/i/ with /a/ as the [–obl] plural marker in certain lexical
domainsin classI (see,e.g., Isǎcenko (1975, 97-99)); this productive strategy
mightbetakento indicateadefaultstatusof /a/. Further(indirect)justificationfor
taking /a/ asthe default marker will be provided in section8. – As observedby
the reviewer, theremight be an alternative that avoids referenceto complements
of naturalclassesbut still maintainsdefault statusof /a/: Supposethat/i/ doesnot
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/Ø/ is usedby the[+
"

] classesII andIV, and/ov/ by the[–
"

] classes
I andIII. 14 Theplural vocabulary itemsarelistedin (9).

(9) Vocabulary items(plural):
1. /ax/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[–subj,–gov,-+obl] /
2. /ami/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[+subj,–gov,+obl] /
3. /am/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[–subj,+gov,+obl] /
4. /ov/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[–

"
],[+subj,+gov,+obl] /

5. /Ø/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[+
"

],[+subj,+gov,+obl] /
6. /i/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[ = (+

 
,+
"

)],[–obl] /
7. /a/ +<, . [+N],[+pl],[–obl] /

Thecompetitionbetweenvocabulary itemsfor insertionin cn plural
contexts is minimal; it is shown in tableT $ .15

At thispoint,ageneralconclusionconcerningthedecomposition
of inflection classfeaturescanbe drawn: For eachnaturalclassof
inflectionclasses,thereis in factaninsertioncontext of aninflection
marker that refersto it: [+

 
] (I, IV) is referredto by the singular

markers/om/� and/e/
 ; [–
 

] (II, III) by thesingularmarker/i/ $ ; [+
"

]
(II, IV) by the plural marker /Ø/
 ; and[–

"
] (I, III) by the singular

marker /Ø/% andby the plural marker /ov/ � . In contrast,no marker
needsto makereferenceto pairsof inflectionclassesthatdonotform
a naturalclass.

bearclassinformationat all (only thecasefeature[–obl]), andthat/a/ is radically
underspecified,i.e., [–obl]-less. Then,an impoverishmentrule (of the type used
in section7 below) might remove the [–obl] specificationin classIV, andforce
choiceof /a/ in thiscontext, with morespecific/i/ emergingin classesI, II, andIII.
Thechoicebetweenthesetwo optionsis not entirelystraightforward(but seethe
remarkson therole of impoverishmentin section7); for presentpurposes,I will
leave thematterundecided.

14I follow Halle (1994,53ff) in assumingthat thereis a morpho-phonological
rule thataccountsfor /ov/ beingrealizedasej undercertainconditions.

15Do singularandpluralmarkerscompete?Pluralmarkersdonotfit into singu-
lar contexts; their insertionwould violateclause(i) of theSubsetPrinciple,dueto
a featureclash:Thereis a [+pl] featurein thespecificationof aplural marker, and
a [–pl] featureon thecn morpheme.In contrast,singularmarkersdo in principle
competein plural contextsbecausethey arenot specifiedfor number(by assump-
tion). Still, sincesingularmarkersdo not have a numberfeature,they cannever
becomethemostspecificmarkersfor a givencontext, dueto thehigh rankingof
numberon thehierarchyof featuresin (5).

15



T$ : Theinteractionof inflectionmarkers in theplural in Russian

I: [+ ' ,–) ] II: [– ' ,+) ] III: [– ' ,–) ] IV: [+ ' ,+) ]
nom: /i/ 4 /i/ 4 /i/ 4 /a/0
[+subj,–gov,–obl] (/a/0 ) (/a/0 ) (/a/0 )
acc: /i/ 4 /i/ 4 /i/ 4 /a/0
[–subj,+gov,–obl] (/a/0 ) (/a/0 ) (/a/0 )
dat: /am/9 /am/9 /am/9 /am/9
[–subj,+gov,+obl]
gen: /ov/ 7 /Ø/ ; /ov/ 7 /Ø/ ;
[+subj,+gov,+obl]
inst: /ami/ : /ami/ : /ami/ : /ami/ :
[+subj,–gov,+obl]
loc: /ax/ 1 /ax/ 1 /ax/ 1 /ax/ 1
[–subj,–gov,+obl]

7. Animacy

Thesystemdevelopedsofardoesnotyethaveanything to sayabout
accusative/genitive syncretismwith animatesin classI in the sin-
gular; comparestudent-a(‘student’) with *student-Øin accusative
singularcontexts (seeT � ). Thesameeffect occurswith animatesin
theplural throughout;see,e.g.,theaccusative plural formsstudent-
ov (‘students’)vs. *student-yin classI, učitel’nic-Ø (‘teachers’)vs.
*učitel’nic-y in classII, my̌s-ej (‘mice’) vs. *my̌s-i in classIII, and
sǔsčestv-Ø(‘creature’) vs. *sǔsčestv-ain classIV. Given the as-
sumptionssofar, SubsetPrinciple-drivenvocabularyinsertionwould
seemto predictthestarredformsin all thesecases.

Thereis reasonto assumethat this animacy-driven syncretism
doesnot have the samesourceas the instancesof syncretismdis-
cussedso far, andthat it shouldnot be tracedbackto casefeature
underspecificationin insertioncontexts associatedwith vocabulary
items.Thereasonis thatanunderspecificationapproachwouldclas-
sify theanimacy effectasanaccidentaloutcomeof theinteractionof
independentinflection markers,ratherthanasthe general,system-
definingregularity that it seemsto be. To expressthis overarching
regularity, animpoverishmentrule canbeadopted.Impoverishment
rules manipulatesyntacticfeaturespecificationsbeforevocabulary
insertionapplies(seeBonet (1991), Bobaljik (2002), and Framp-
ton (2002),amongothers)).Standardly, impoverishmentis takento
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deletefeatures(asthenamesuggests),therebyforcingaretreatto the
generalcase(i.e., insertionof lessspecificmarkers). However, this
will notdo in thecaseathand:Thepluralmarkers/i/ & and/a/% in (9)
arelessspecificthanthemarkers/ov/ � and/Ø/
 (thatthey needto be
replacedby in animatecontexts). Therefore,I follow Noyer (1998,
282)in assumingthatimpoverishmentrulescanalsochange features
(or at leastfeaturevalues).For concreteness,I adoptthetwo impov-
erishmentrulesin (10-a)(for classI) and(10-b)(for theplural) that
bring abouta changein thefeaturespecificationsof cn morphemes:
a featurebundle[–subj,–obl]is changedto [+subj,+obl].

(10) a. [–subj,–obl] , [+subj,+obl]/ [+
 

,–
"

],[+anim]
b. [–subj,–obl] , [+subj,+obl]/ [+pl],[+anim]

Theserulesturn a syntacticaccusative context into a morphological
genitive context (leaving the sharedfeature[+gov] unaffected)and
thusaccountfor theanimacy-drivenpresenceof genitivemarkersin
accusativeenvironmentsin classI andin theplural.16

8. Form and Function

Closerinspectionof the lists of vocabulary itemsin (8) and(9) re-
vealsan interestingcorrelationof form and function of inflection
markers:Fromtopto bottom,thespecificityof theinflectionmarkers
decreases.17 In contrast,thesonorityof themarkersincreases.Thus,
it seemsthatthemorespecificaninflectionmarker is, theloweris its

16Thetwo readjustmentrulesproposedin Halle(1994)haveessentiallythesame
effect. Harley & Noyer (2003,478)notethat “feature-changingimpoverishment
[...] hasapproximatelythesamepowerasrulesof referral”. Indeed,referralrules
that arecomparablein their scopewith the impoverishmentrulesin (10) areas-
sumedin Corbett& Fraser(1993),Stump(2001),andMüller (2003a).

17At leastasa strongtendency. Thereis someminor blurring of this with the
singularmarkers/om/, /e/, and/o/ in (8), wherethespecificty-basedorderwould
be4.-6.-3.-5.Theorderof thepluralmarkersin (9) fully followsdecreasingspeci-
ficity if wemaketwo assumptions:First,thecomplementspecificationof /i/ counts
asa singleinflectionclassfeature;andsecond,thedative, instrumental,andloca-
tivemarkers/am/,/ami/,and/ax/,beinginvariantacrossinflectionclassesandthus
exhibiting anagglutinative-likestatus,simply do not interactwith theotherplural
markers,andthereforeinherentlyqualify asmaximallyspecific.
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rank on the sonorityhierarchy:The vocalic marker /a/ is leastspe-
cific andmostsonorous;consonantalmarkers like /oj/ and/ju/ are
mostspecificandleastsonorous;andtheremainingvocalicmarkers
show intermediatedegreesof specificityandsonority, with, e.g.,/i/
emergingasmorespecificandlesssonorousthan/u/, and/u/ asmore
specificandlesssonorousthan/a/.18

Thereare someapparentexceptionsto the generalizationthat
sonority increasesfrom top to bottom in (8) and (9). First, /e/
seemsto standout in (8) becauseits two occurrencesqualify asquite
specific,muchmore so than,say, /i/; however, /e/ is clearly more
sonorousthan/i/. This potentialproblemdisappearswhenwe take
into accountthat/e/is in factusually(exceptafterconsonantslike/c/,
/š/, /ž/, andabstractingawayfrom reductioneffects)realizedwith an
initial glide,which makesthis marker quasi-consonantal.(Thismay
eventuallyshedled on why it is exactly thesyncretismwith /e/ that
is not fully resolvedin thepresentapproach.)

A secondpotentialproblemis posedby thenull marker: /Ø/ oc-
cupiesanintermediatepositionwith respectto specificityin both(8)
and(9), even thoughthe sonorityhierarchywould seemto support
an edgepositionfor this marker. This problemis solved whenwe
follow Halle (1994),who suggeststhat the “null marker” /Ø/ is in
fact anabstractyer vowel /O/, which is independentlymotivatedin
themorphophonologyof Russian.Halle arguesthatanabstract/O/
vowel hasotherwisethesamefeaturesas/o/; thereis a generalrule
that deletesabstractvowels unlessthey immediatelyprecedea syl-
lable with anotherabstractvowel (which, of course,they never do
if they are inflection markersat the endof a word). Thus,/O/ can
be assumedto replacethe the null marker /Ø/ assumedso far. Of
course,giventhat/O/ and/o/ haveasimilarsonoritystatus,they can
beexpectedto exhibit a similardegreeof specificity.

18A correspondenceof form andfunctionin theRussiannouninflectionsystem
hasbeennotedbefore,by Shapiro(1969,14)andPlank(1979,143).Bothauthors
correlatea hierarchyof casesH > anda sonorityhierarchyH ? . Plankstates:“The
higher-rankeda caseis in [H > ], themoresonorousis thesetof phonologicalseg-
mentsusedfor its expression.” I wouldclaimthatreplacingthishierarchyof cases
with a hierarchyof specificationsof decomposedcaseand inflection classfea-
turespermitsamorearticulate(andverifiable)accountthatneverthelesspreserves
Plank’sandShapiro’sbasicinsight.
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Someminor discrepanciesbetweenspecificity and sonority of
markers may eventually remain.19 All in all, however, a correla-
tion of form and function seemshard to deny for the systemof
Russiannoun inflection. This correlationcan be taken to suggest
that a notion like optimal grammardesignplays a role in inflec-
tional morphology, and that, in addition to the SyncretismPrinci-
ple in (1), fusionalsystemsof inflection might adhereto a second,
relatedmeta-grammaticalIconicity Principle that differs from the
SyncretismPrinciple only in that the conceptof “identity” is re-
placedwith the conceptof “similarity”, andthat may plausiblybe
assumedto guide(andsimplify) acquisitionof inflectionalsystems
in thesameway:

(11) IconicityPrinciple:
Similarity of form impliessimilarity of function
(in adomain � , andunlessthereis evidenceto thecontrary).
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