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Seven prefix-suffix asymmetries in Itelmen
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This paper examines the morphophonology of the verb word in Itelmen, a
Chukotko-Kamchatkan language spoken by fewer than 100 people on the
Okhotsk coast of Russia’s Kamchatka peninsula. Our particular focus is
asymmetries between the inflectional prefixes and inflectional suffixes. The
primary goal of this work is descriptive—to provide a description of some new
data along with a suggestion of a new approach to some previously published
data. We also have a theoretical goal here, which is to shed light on the question:
is there evidence for an asymmetric morphological structure in Itelmen, and if so,
is the inflectional prefix more or less peripheral to the verb stem than the suffix?
The question may be phrased as the choice between two representations in (1).

() a. [ prefix | [ verb | suffix ]| ] OR b. /| prefix [ verb | | suffix ]
/\ /\‘
prefix T T~ T suffix
SUBJ.AGR | suffix prefix | OBJ.AGR
OBJ.AGR SUBJ.AGR
Verb Stem Verb Stem

We will review below seven ways in which agreement prefixes and agreement
suffixes in Itelmen display differing behaviour. The tentative conclusion that we
will reach is that the asymmetries considered here in some cases directly support
(1)a over (1)b, and in the remaining cases the data is not inconsistent with the
structure in (1)a. We conclude then, that the balance of evidence weighs in favour
of (1)a. This converges with the result of a purely morphological investigation of
Itelmen agreement reported in Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 1997 and Bobaljik 2000.
In section 1, we present some relevant background information, including a
highly abbreviated sketch of our previous work. This will serve as a convenient
starting point for the investigation of the asymmetries to be considered here. The
first three (section 2) are phonological in nature and have to do with cases in
which the stem + suffixes together form a domain which appears to exclude the
prefixes. After presenting these, we consider in section 3 two ways in which the
prefix+stem juncture is special in a manner that the stem+suffix juncture is not.
Before concluding, we consider (section 4) two other morphological properties
which distinguish inflectional prefixes from inflectional suffixes.

1 Background on Itelmen agreement

In Itelmen, as in the other Chukotko-Kamchatkan languages, agreement is
expressed by means of combinations of prefixes (sometimes null) and suffixes.
The basic transitive pattern is illustrated in (2)."



2) a. kma t’-oléqu-[y]in b. g-olcqu-fum kma

I 1SG-see-2SG.OBJ 2.IRR-see-1SG.0OBJ me

‘I saw you.’ (S1:71)  ‘Look at mer’ (S1:75)
c. n-aléqu-[y]in d. n-sl¢qu-z-um

3PL-see-2SG.OBJ 3PL-see-PRES-1SG.OBJ

‘They saw you.’ (S1:77) ‘They see me.’ (S1:77)

The prefix indicates the features of the subject (and mood). The proper
characterization of the suffix agreement is more complex, but we have argued
elsewhere (Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 1997, 2001) that at its core the suffix is a
marker of object agreement and we will adopt that analysis here.

The agreement pattern for intransitive verbs is illustrated in (3). Note that here the
intranszitive subject triggers agreement twice, once in the prefix and again in the
suffix.

3) a. kma t-k’ol-kiCen b. g-k’o-x¢
I 1SG-come-1SG.SUB 2.IRR-come-2SG.SUB
‘I camel/arrived.’ (S3:13) ‘Comel (S3:20)

We take it here as given that the prefixes and suffixes are not to be analysed as
circumfixes since the combinations are straightforwardly decomposable into their
constituent pieces. For example, the segment /t-/ is used with all and only first
person singular subjects (realis mood), regardless of the transitivity of the verb or
the particular object suffix occurring. Once this assumption is granted, one can
reasonably ask the questions identified in the introduction: is there any evidence
for a hierarchical organization of the morphemes that make up the verb, and if so,
for what organization: (1)a or (1)b?

1.1 Asymmetries in Allomorphy

In Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 1997, 2001 and Bobaljik 2000 a partial answer to this
question arose from a particular analysis of Itelmen agreement morphology. In
those works, we noted that there are complex interactions between (the features
of) the prefixes and the suffixes which are strikingly asymmetric in the following
way. The prefixes (as noted above) reflect only the person and number of the
subject and mood (and in one case transitivity), but in no case are do the prefixes
reflect the features of the object. The suffixes, by contrast, are primarily markers
of object agreement, but the final choice of suffix marker is conditioned by (e.g.,
shows allomorphy for) a range of factors including the features expressed by the
prefixes (person and number of subject and to a limited degree, mood). This is
illustrated in (4) which lists the transitive agreement suffixes along with the object
features they express and (after the slash) the contextual features that condition
their occurrence.



(4)  Transitive (Object) Agreement Suffixes

Sg PL

-Cen -Cetn < [3]/ 1suBJ (or impersonal)

-(i)n -(i)?n < [3]/2SG.SUBJ, REALIS MOOD

-X -xitn = [3]/2SG.SUBJ, IRREALIS MOOD, CLASS |
-x¢ -itn < [3]/2SG.SUBJ, IRREALIS MOOD, CLASS II
-sX -sxi?n < [3]/2PL.SUBJ

-nen -ne?n = [3]/3.sUBJ

-fum (No)  -Bu?m (No) = [1] (So= -mo -ma? )
-(y)in -sxen = [2]

In order to account for this (and other) asymmetries in the kinds of conditioning
effects in instances of allomorphy, Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 1997, 2001 and
Bobaljik 2000 propose that the Itelmen verb has the structure in (1)a (with the
prefix more peripheral) and that allomorphy conditioned by syntactic features
such as agreement is always conditioned by more peripheral features. For the
purposes of this paper, then, we will take this proposal as a point of departure, and
investigate to what degree independent evidence can be brought to bear on this
issue.

he evidence from phonological domains
.1 Sch a epenthesis
Itelmen displays strikingly complex consonant clusters, showing up to 7
consonants in initial position ( )a and up to in medial ( )b and final positions
( )c. Clusters are tolerated at juncture and morpheme-internally.

() a. ckpa”™ spoon’ t sc in youcarryit’ kstk knan he jumped down’

b.ip enk friend DA * sit xpk ot with embers’
c.ip friend’ k’ ms xc boilit > (MP, S3:1, Georg & Volodin 1999:42)

Sonorant consonants (i.e., 1,r,m,n, ,B,z , hereafter R ) do not occur internal to
medial or final clusters. When such clusters would arise for morphological
reasons, schwa epenthesis is triggered (cyclically in verbs, non-cyclically in
nouns). In Bobaljik 199 a, the schwa-epenthesis rule is formulated as in ( ).

g g
O -5 /5

The examples in (7) illustrate cases of schwa-zero alternations attributable to ( ).



@) a. xm sable a. xm- n sablepL

b.spl wind b’.spl-ank wind-Loc
c. t z-xal roadABL c. t z-enk road+oc
d.il- z-in drink-PRES3sG  d'.t zu-z-in standPRES3SG

Now, it turns out that the inflectional prefixes (of which only the agreement
prefixes are relevant) are systematically exempt from ( ). The examples in ( )
illustrate four agreement prefixes which begin with nasals, but which do not
trigger schwa-epenthesis when they occur pre-consonantally.

() m-sk-Ce?n I will make them’ m- = 1SG.SUBJ.IRREALIS (MP)
n-txu -0z-nin They are pulling it out’ n- =3PL.SUBJ. RA S(K 1)
n-qzu-z-um  She is waiting for me’ n- = IMPERS. SUBJ. (K 17)

nt’-utu-z-itn ~ We are trying them’ nt-=1pPL.SUBJ(K 1)

/o op

The failure of schwa-epenthesis at the left edge is not a general property of
Itelmen phonology. That is, word-initial clusters are not uniformly exempt from
( ). While quirks of the morphology conspire to prevent us from finding schwa-
zero alternations at the left edge of the word, more subtle evidence that ( ) comes
from the fact that all all attested instances of schwa-initial stems conform to
environments derivable from ( ). For example, of the approximately 7 distinct
stems that begin with a schwa in Volodin & Khaloimova 19 9, 73 are of the form

RC (and in the remaining three the schwa is followed by a geminate
sonorant consonant). The examples in (9) are representative of the general
phonological environments in which schwa occurs stem-initially.

9) 9 (q- hurt’ s- -a -1 n they will hurt’ (MP)
°9 - bear (verb)’ k- nsxt-i n they bore them’ (MP)
9 qa what?’ (SW 17)
an Cpa- teach’ (SW 41) 0 7 you don’t teach her’ (SP39)
9 “qu- see’ n-alcqu-zum they see me’ (S1:77)
on¢é fish’ (S) [noun]

The failure of schwa-epenthesis at the left edge is also not a property of all
Itelmen prefixes. For example, the lexical causative (i.e., transitivizing) prefix
illustrated in (10) (from Volodin 197 :201-2) appears to be subject to schwa
epenthesis.

(10) qop-kes to suffocate, choke’ an-qop- -es to suffocate, choke ( RA S)’
getet-kes to freeze’ an-getet-ef-es to freeze ( RA S)’
k’ol-kes to break’ an-k’ol-es to break ( RA S)’



It is therefore a special property of the agreement prefixes that they are exempt
from the schwa epenthesis rule. There are no exceptions to epenthesis in suffix
positions, hence we suggest that the data point to a phonological domain for
schwa epenthesis, a domain that includes the stem and suffixes (and derivational
prefixes), but which the agreement prefixes fall outside of. If this phonological
domain reflects morphological constituency, then this provides a strong argument
that the prefixes are more peripheral than the suffixes.

rominence
Within the domain identified above, i.e., excluding the inflectional prefixes,
prominence falls on the first syllable (i.e., the first occurrence of vowel or schwa,
even if epenthetic). There is no evidence of metrical structure beyond this—after
the first relevant syllable, prominence tapers off gradually to the right edge.
Prominence is indicated in (11), the corresponding wave forms give a rough sense
of the tapering off effect.

(11) a. t’-_n-t zo-s-Cen d. k_-at-in
1:SUBJ-CAUS-stand-PRES-1 3SG come- U -3SG:SUBJ
I’'m placing it.” (S3: ) e will come.” (S3: 9)

ttan t zos cen



t ski cen



o el armony

The Chukotko-Kamchatkan vowel harmony system is clearly detectable in
Itelmen within living memory, though it is no longer intact for any except the
oldest speakers of the Southern varieties. This is a dominant-recessive system, in
which the presence of a dominant vowel (for Itelmen: a,0) triggers lowering of all
recessive vowels (i,e,u €,a,0) (see Kenstowicz 1979 for a discussion of the
related Chukchi harmony system). Schwa is neutral and transparent, and
morpheme boundaries do not matter. A dominant vowel in the stem will lower a
recessive vowel in a suffix (1 ), and a dominant vowel in a suffix will lower a
recessive stem vowel (17).

(1) ocative: /-enk/  la sx-ank la sx mother’
isx-enk isx father’

(17) isx father’: isx-enk + ocative -enk/-ank
esx-anke + Dative -anke

In particular, it is clear from a study of texts collected in the early 20 century
(published as Worth 19 1) that once quirks of the orthography are controlled for
(such as writing 1’ for schwa, and the indication of excrescent a between a
uvular stop and a voiced sonorant) the vowel harmony system extended to the
inflectional suffixes (Bobaljik 199 ). This was still largely true in the 1970s, as
Volodin 197 :4 reports, giving examples including the following.

(1) a. t-it-kicen I went (out)’ c. k’-umni-knen he stopped’
b. t-lay -al-kecan Iwillsay’ d. k-Cawa-knan  he met him’

In the (a) and (c) examples, the stem contains only recessive vowels (u,i) and the
suffixes surface with recessive vowels, but where the stem contains the dominant
vowel (a), the suffix vowels are lowered. Regarding the inflectional prefixes, the
only candidate for an investigation of vowel harmony is the 3 plural irrealis
prefix x (Volodin’s -) as no other prefixes contain vowels other than
schwa. Volodin does not comment on this prefix specifically, but he gives no
examples in which the prefix triggers vowel harmony, even when examples with
this prefix occur in the section discussing vowel harmony. For example,
illustrating the alternation u o in the root /nu/- eat’, Volodin 197 :49 gives the
following.

(19) a. x n-nu-y en  ethim eat’ c. no-nom food- OMI ALI ER’

b. t-nu-s-kicen I am eating’ d. no-kas eat1 1

The vowel harmony material is far murkier than one would like, and complicated
by loss of harmony as a productive rule among younger speakers. Thus we will



not pursue the topic further, however, what we hope to have shown here briefly is
that—on the assumption that the reduced vowel is not neutral but has the
features relevant for classification as dominant—the one prefix that may have
been expected to participate in the vowel harmony system (when harmony was
still productive) systematically failed to do so, in contrast to the agreement
suffixes, which were subject to the demands of harmony.

he evidence from uncture

In the preceding section, we have examined three areas of Itelmen phonology in
which the agreement suffixes are grouped together with the stem in a single
domain, but this domain excludes the agreement prefixes. We now turn two other
phonological differences between prefixes and suffixes which pick out the left
edge of the stem as being phonologically special (e.g., marking the left edge of
some domain) but for which it is hard to tell where the right edge is. We may
simply say that while the juncture between prefix and stem behaves specially,
there is no evidence for special behaviour at the right edge of the stem.

.1 he distribution of e ectives
The agreement/inflectional prefixes (1sg) and  (participial) have ejective
allomorphs before vowels (and possible before nasals and liquids). The
alternation is illustrated in (20).

(20) a. t-zol-Cen I gave it (to s.0.)” (SW 4)
b. t’- n-t zo-s-Cen I’m placing it’ (S3: )

This alternation is a property of the inflectional prefixes only. Other instances of
t/k do not alternate with ejectives, even at junctures. Thus, (21) illustrates non-
alternating [t] prevocalically and (22) illustrates preconsonantal ejective [t’] and
[k’].

1) a. ? (Demonstrative)(SW )
b. zal-it-en give-distr-2s/3s’(SW 1 )
(22) a. kt xtknen he needed it’ (Georg & Volodin 1999:42)
b. kstk tknan he jumped down’ (Georg & Volodin 1999:42)

Georg & Volodin 1999:4 posit a morphophonemic rule glottalizing /t/ and /k/
before vowel-initial stems (t-,k- t’-k’-/ [V ). They go on to suggest that

This process might find its explanation in that in an earlier stage of the Itelmen
language history vowels in onset position — in contrast to today — were (as for
instance in German) accompanied by an automatic laryngeal stop, and
consequently, the change from simple to glottalized [i.e., ejective -B&W] stops
becomes understandable as a simple cluster formation or (in other words)
phonologization of a phonetic cluster. '' In essence, one can see this as a reflex of



the same process responsible for the insertion of the glottal stop in German
examples such as (23), i.e., the failure of the prefix to (re-)syllabify with the stem.

(23)  ver-antworten [fer.?ant.vo .ton] [fe.rant.vo .ton] (German)

Prefx-answer [syllabification, glottal stop insertion]
to answer for / take responsibility for’

As we have identified no comparable process at suffix junctures, we are tempted
to take this as evidence for a syllabification asymmetry which dovetails nicely
with the schwa epenthesis facts (presumably ultimately connected to
syllabification) discussed in section 2.1 above.

istorical devoicing
Up to this point, essentially everything we have presented holds of both the
Southern and Northern dialects of (Western) Itelmen. There is, however, one
difference between the two dialects which appears to be relevant for present

concerns. Both dialects have a series of voiced 3, z, y( ) and a series of

voiceless , s, () fricatives. While both dialects allow both classes of

fricatives in initial position, there are some cases where a stem-initial voiced
fricative in the North corresponds to a voiceless fricative in the South, (see also
Moll 19 0).

(24) a. Northern (Sedanka) b. Southern (Khairjuzovo, Napana)
zun - to live’ (AS 1) sun {- tolive’ M )
zlatumx sibling” (SW 29)  sol:atumx  sibling’ (Rels)
zin- forest’ (Trees) zin- forest’ (Trees)

[Bit- seal’ (K 1) it- seal’ (VKh)
Batc knife’ (SW 2) afc knife’ (VKh)
yilo net’ (S3: ) xilo net’ (VKh)

These correspondences arise only in stem-initial position, for example in cases of
(full or partial) suffixal reduplication (not synchronically productive) only the
consonant in the stem (and not the one in the reduplicant) is affected.

2) a it-it seal-sG’(K 1 )(No) b. it- it seal-sG’ (VKh) (So)
iz- e?n bushes’ (Trs) (No) iz- -um bushes-collective’ (So)

Intriguingly, sound change devoicing initial fricatives in the Southern dialects
applied only to a domain which excludes the inflectional prefixes. As



(2 ) a. k- un -qzu-kne?n (No) b. k-sun -qzu-knen (So)
PR -live-ASP-PR .PL PR -live-ASP-PR
They lived’ (AS.1) elived M )

It should be kept in mind that the prefix (and suffix) system is cognate throughout
Chukotko-Kamchatkan (constituting of the strongest arguments for the Itelmen -
C-K affiliation, see Comrie 19 3). It is therefore not plausible that the Itelmen-
internal change was word-initial at any point in the language’s history. we
conclude once again therefore that the juncture between prefix and stem marks the
left edge of some special domain.

orphology revisited
In the few pages that remain, we would like to indicate two further morphological
asymmetries between prefixes and suffixes one of which may bear on the issue of
the internal constituency of the verb word.

.1 Agreement in non-finite forms

Agreement suffixes cannot co-occur with infinitival suffixes. This is not
(plausibly) the result of a templatic, position-class effect (on Volodins 197
position class analysis of Itelmen, the infinitive marker s occupies position 12
and the agreement suffixes positions 17 and 1 ). Nor is this cooccurrence
restriction attributable to a syntactic/semantic inconsistency of some sort. Itelmen
does permit agreement morphemes to surface in infinitival verbs, but only at the
prefix position. An example is given in (27).

(27) xac x n-kzi}-kas
let’s (R: ) 1/3SUBJ.IRR-gather-1 RA S.I 1 .
et’s gather our things together.” (M 10)

Such examples are not uncommon in the irrealis mood (which is used to form
imperatives, hortatives/suggestions, potential and negative futures) and indicate
that the non-occurrence of suffixal agreement in infinitives cannot plausibly be
reduced to a ban on agreement in infinitives per se, but is truly a morphological
(or syntactic) fact about Itelmen, one which suggests again a closer connection
between the suffix and the verb root than between the prefix and the verb root.

. Allomorphy once again
There is one final consideration from morphology, in fact from the kinds of
allomorphy relations with which we started this paper, that is suggestive of a
closer relationship between the suffix and the verb root than obtains between the
agreement prefix and the verb root. In the list of allomorphs of the object
agreement suffixes given in (4), there are two which are conditioned by the
conjugation class of the verb (-x [I] -x& [II] and xi?n [I] -i?n [11])."* These
alternations are not reducible to phonology in any obvious way and hence must be



dealt with in terms of an alternation (i.e., allomorphy) sensitive to a diacritic
feature of the verb root. While this is not extensive allomorphy, this contrasts with
the prefixes, where there is no allomorphy whatsoever for the class of the verb
root (i.e., beyond purely phonological alternations such as the glottalization
discussed in section 3.1). From a theoretical perspective, there are various ways of
interpreting this asymmetry, if it is systematic and not merely accidental. (Though
note that the class marker is not always adjacent (linearly or structurally) to the
verb root (e.g., tense may intervene)). Nevertheless, for our purposes, we simply
identify this as another instance of a manner in which the suffixes are more
intimately connected to the verb stem than the prefixes are, adding weak support
to the general body of evidence in favour of the hierarchical ordering of the verb
word given in (1)a.

Summary and conclusions

We have argued in this paper that there is evidence for a hierarchical ordering of
the agreement affixes in the Itelmen verb, such that the prefix is external to the
constituent that contains the verb root, derivational affixes and the inflectional
suffixes, i.e., (1)a. The evidence which we have presented here was the
following. First (section 2.1), inflectional prefixes (but not derivational ones) are
exempt from the rule of schwa epenthesis given in ( ), but the rule does apply to
suffixes. If this is for a principled reason, then it suggests that the domain for ( )
includes the suffixes, but excludes the prefixes. On the (null) hypothesis that the
phonological domains correlate with the morphological constituency, this
supports the organization in (1)a. Prominence (section 2.2) also appears to divide
the word into domains, such that the primary domain for prominence includes the
suffixes but excludes the prefixes (which form their own domain). Again, if these
phonological domains correlate with morphological constituency, we have
evidence for (1)a over (1)b. A third prefix-suffix asymmetry arises with respect to
the vowel harmony (section 2.3) in the recent past to the extent we can deduce
certain patterns of behaviour from the data presented in Volodin 197 , it appears
as if the domain for vowel harmony included the suffixes but excluded the
(agreement) prefixes. We have also examined a morphophonemic alternation
involving glottalization (ejectivization) of certain prefixes (section 3.1). Georg &
Volodin 1999 have offered a suggestion about the source of these ejectives,
which, if they are correct, would indicate that prefixes do not syllabify with the
stem, while suffixes do. Given directional asymmetries inherent in syllabification,
it is not clear how strong this argument is, but it is clearly consistent with the
structure we are advocating here. In section 3.2 we examined a historical process
which can only be described with reference to the left edge of the stem (i.e.,
excluding the prefixes)—this points to the juncture between prefix and suffix as
marking the left edge of some relevant domain. Finally, sections 4.1 and 4.2
presented two types of morphological evidence which again suggest that the
suffixes show a closer relation to the verb stem than the inflectional prefixes do.'



We submit, therefore, that to the extent the various caveats raised in the course of
this investigation may ultimately be controlled for, there is clear evidence for a
hierarchical structure to the Itelmen verb and it is the one in (1)a.
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