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NOTES ON AGREEMENT IN ITELMEN*
Jonathan David Bobaljik and Susi Wurmbrand
McGill University
To Ken Hale
Agreement in Itelmen is represented by means of both prefixes and suffixes. While the
prefixes reference subjects (of both transitive and intransitive verbs), the suffixal
agreement morphemes on a given verb may reference the subject, the object, or an oblique
argument, or some combination of these. We propose that the proper characterization of
the factors that determine which arguments control suffixal agreement involves a division
of labour between morphology and a notion of discourse prominence/salience. In essence,
we propose that the suffixal agreement morpheme is an object agreement marker, but the
features of the subject are reflected in this position when the object lacks the relevant
features (for example, we treat third person as the lack of a person feature), or is absent
altogether (thus, intransitive verbs agree twice with their subjects). When a verb occurs
with an oblique as well as a direct object, discourse salience will determine which of these
non-subject arguments will control object agreement. In addition to providing a
description of a complex range of facts from Itelmen, the paper sheds light on the nature of
“multiple exponence” and the role of “competition” among affixes for a particular position
in the verbal agreement system.

1. Introduction
One of the major goals of morphological analysis is to identify and account for
cooccurrence restrictions among morphemes. Once an instance of competition among
morphemes or features is identified, it is not obvious a priori what component of the
grammar is responsible for the account. In this paper, we examine a complex system of
agreement suffixes on verbs and ultimately come to the conclusion that some of the
*
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cooccurrence restrictions observed arise from certain interactions between syntax/discourse
and morphology, while other restrictions are the result of formal morphological
considerations.
The example of competition we will focus on here is taken from the verbal agreement
suffixes in Itelmen, a Chukotko-Kamchatkan language spoken on Russia’s Kamchatka
peninsula. As will be shown presently, the suffixal agreement morpheme on a given
Itelmen verb may cross-reference (i.e., agree with) the subject, the object, or an oblique
argument (and sometimes a combination of these). Competition arises when there is more
than one potential antecedent or controller for agreement, but where not all features of each
controller may find expression on the verb. To take a concrete example (to which we return
in detail below), the sentences in (1)-(2) illustrate four forms of the verb zl- ‘give’. (Here
and throughout, the verb is indicated in boldface.) 1
(1a)

isx-enk

n-zl-a-in

kza

kma-nk?

father-LOC

IMPRS-give-FUT-2SG.OBJ

you

me-DAT

isx-enk

n-zl-a-um

kza

kma-nk?

father-LOC

IMPRS-give-FUT-1SG. OBJ

you

me-DAT

‘Will father give you to me?’
(1b)

‘Will father give you to me?’

(S3:80)

(S3:80)

In (1a), the suffix agrees only with the direct object (underlined in the English paraphrase).
The example in (1b) is minimally different, in that the verb shows 1SG agreement with the
indirect object, i.e., the dative marked goal. Note in particular that there is no change in
case-marking, word order or argument (theta-) structure in these examples.

1

Except as noted, the data in this paper were collected by the first author on two extended
trips to Kamchatka (1993-94, Spring 1996) and by both authors on two subsequent trips
(1996, 2001). Examples are for the most part from the Northern (Sedanka) dialect of
(Western) Itelmen, though there are no differences between the dialects which affect the
analysis presented here (see Moll 1960 for discussion). For some important background
information on Itelmen, see section 2.1 below.
The following abbreviations are used in this paper: ABSolutive, ACCusative, ADJective,
AGReement, ASPect, AUXiliary, DATive, DIMinutive, DISTRIButive, EMPHatic, ERGative,
FUTure, HABITual, HORTative, IMPRS=impersonal, INFinitive, IRRealis mood, LOCative,
NEGative suffix, NOMinative, OBJect, OBLique, PL=plural, POSSessive, PRESent,
SG=singular, SUBject, TNS=tense, VOCative, II=class II conjugation.
Discrete morphemes are separated by hyphens in the examples and the glosses; a dot in
the glosses separates distinct features expressed on a single portmanteau morpheme. Where
a gloss has the form, e.g., 2PL>3SG it indicates a portmanteau for second person plural
subject acting on third person plural direct object.
Examples are broadly transcribed (i.e., various allophonic alternations such as automatic
palatalization of /¬, l, n/ before /c&/ are not indicated so as to increase readability). We have
used IPA except /c&/ (=IP [tS], also for typographic reasons, underdots have been omitted
on s, z, which in Itelmen are apical, post-alveolar fricatives. Note also, that sequences
written as a glottal stop plus nasal or “/l” correspond to a single, glottalized segment. Note
finally that certain uncertainties in the transcription (e.g., vowel quality) have been
regularized where they do not bear on the segmentation or the analysis here.

(2a)

kza

te-ank

qzl-x

ac

you.SG

them-DAT

2(IRR)-give-2SG>3SG.IRR

knife

it

te-ank

n-zl-nen

ac

they

them-DAT

3PL-give-3>3SG

knife

‘(You.sg) Give them the knife!’ (S3:74)
(2b)

‘They1 gave them2 the knife!’ (S3:74)

The pair in (2) involve the same direct and indirect objects; the change in person and
number of the subject (and mood) in this case controls the shape of the suffix. Taken
together, these examples show that the features of all three arguments (subject, direct and
indirect object) are potentially expressible in the agreement suffix, but that at the same time
they compete for expression: in no case are the features of all three arguments ever
simultaneously expressed.
Our focus in this paper is to identify the factors determining which argument(s) will
control agreement and to understand in what way these factors interact. To some degree,
our primary goal in this paper is therefore descriptive. However, the generalizations which
we bring to light have implications for current morphological theories and for theories of
the interaction of morphology and syntax.
In a nutshell, the analysis we will propose is as follows. First, we will argue that the
competition between the direct object and the subject (e.g., (1a) vs. (2a-b)) is entirely
morphological in nature. That is, the outcome is determined solely by consideration of the
feature arrays and by appeal only to morphological principles. Specifically, we propose that
the exponence of features of the subject at the suffix position is secondary, arising in two
cases: (i) when there is no object (intransitives) or (ii) when the object is deficient in its
features (3rd person direct objects). By contrast, the competition between direct and
indirect object (as in (1a) vs. (1.b)) is—we suggest—not morphological in nature but rather
governed by discourse-pragmatic considerations such as salience.
The paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we provide some brief background
about Itelmen and an overview of the general agreement facts. In section 3, we look more
carefully at the nature of the agreement suffixes and argue for the morphological treatment
of the object-subject competition noted above. We also note implications of our analysis for
current theories of morphology. In section 4, we turn to the alternation in agreement
between direct objects and indirect objects or oblique arguments. Section 4.2 focuses on a
striking difference between Itelmen and the related languages Chukchi and Alutor regarding
the role of a person hierarchy in the account. In addition to providing a description of an
intricate and complex set of facts from Itelmen, the present paper fits into a broader
investigation of the possible bounds of morphology—an inquiry into how much of the
paradigmatic aspect of agreement systems is idiosyncratic and how much is systematic.
Though we offer this paper as a contribution to a more general understanding of the nature
of agreement, we have refrained from working out the details of the analysis in any specific
framework. Given the nature of the topic, we feel that it is more beneficial to state as clearly
as possible the generalizations that emerge from the data, rather than to force the data into
the mould of any particular formalization.

2. Background on Agreement in Itelmen
Before turning to the relevant data and the proposed analysis, it is perhaps useful for the
uninitiated to provide a few pieces of background information about Itelmen grammar.
2.1. Itelmen

Itelmen2 (formerly known also as Kamchadal) is spoken natively by fewer than a hundred
people scattered throughout a handful of villages on the west coast of Russia’s Kamchatka
peninsula. The language is undoubtedly related to its northern neighbours Chukchi,
Koryak, Alutor, and Kerek; together, these five languages constitute the ChukotkoKamchatkan group (details of the relationship of Itelmen to the others remain to be worked
out). Of the three varieties of Itelmen identified by S.P. Krasheninnikov in the 18th
century, (Krasheninnikov 1755/1994:137) only the Western variety has survived, itself
divided into two major dialect groups, the Northern (spoken in Sedanka and Tigil) and the
Southern (spoken in other villages, of which only Kovran and Khairiuzovo remain).
Except as noted, the data in this paper is primarily from the Northern dialect; we are not
aware of any differences between the dialects that affect the analysis presented here.
There are currently two monograph-length descriptions of Itelmen (both based on the
Southern dialect group): Volodin (1976) and Georg & Volodin (1999). Some aspects of
Itelmen grammar which will be useful in understanding the examples discussed below
include the following:
(3)

a.

b.
c.
d.
e.

Word order of the major constituents (subject, verb, object, etc.) is
essentially free although (i) there appear to be constraints internal to these
constituents and (ii) certain word order alternations affect scope and other
hierarchical relations (see Bobaljik, to appear, for an example).
Subject and object arguments (including pronouns) bear no overt case
marking and are not distinguished morphologically from each other.3
Obliques (including datives) are distinguished morphologically from subject
and object (though dative and locative cases are systematically distinguished
from one another only in the Southern dialect group).
Arguments may be freely omitted (pro-drop). In addition, finite auxiliaries
(which are the only bearers of inflectional morphology in compound tenses)
are regularly omitted.
Both prefixes and suffixes form integral parts of the derivational and
inflectional morphology, and occur in the nominal as well as verbal
domains.4

The basic Itelmen verb consists of a verb stem, various inflectional material, and—most
peripherally—agreement affixes: a prefix (sometimes null) and one or more agreement
suffixes. See (4):
(4)

AGREEMENT.1

— MOOD — VERB STEM — ASPECT — TENSE — AGREEMENT.2

In addition, it should be noted that Itelmen has no passive on the Indo-European model
(i.e., demotion of subject to adjunct and concomitant promotion of object to subject). The
closest analogue in Itelmen is what we term the “impersonal” construction illustrated in (1).
The characteristics of this construction are as follows. The agent (if expressed) bears
locative case. The verb takes an invariant prefix n- (realis) or xn- (irrealis), regardless of
the number of the agent. The sole caseless argument (patient) nevertheless continues to
trigger object agreement (not subject agreement as one would expect in a true passive), but
Also written itel’men, from Russian, which is in turn from the ethnonym it´nm´n
(Volodin 1976:5).
3
This distinguishes Itelmen from the other Chukotko-Kamchatkan languages, which all
have (partial) Ergative-Accusative case systems. The other languages also have noun
incorporation, which Itelmen lacks.
4
On some phonological asymmetries between inflectional prefixes and suffixes, see
Bobaljik & Wurmbrand (2001).
2

the forms of the object agreement affix are not those which are conditioned by a third
person subject (where such forms exist, see below). The impersonal construction is
frequently—though not obligatorily—used when the agent of the action is third person and
the patient (or goal) is first or second person, and is hence sometimes called “inverse”.
As our focus in this article is the feature content of the agreement affixes, and the factors
determining their distribution, we turn to these issues now.
2.2 The agreement affixes
In Itelmen, as in the other Chukotko-Kamchatkan languages, agreement is expressed by
means of obligatory prefix-suffix combinations.5 The basic pattern is illustrated for
transitive verbs in (5) and for intransitive verbs in (6) (fuller paradigms are given below).
(5a)

(5c)

kma

t’-lcqu-[]in

I

1SG-see-2SG.OBJ

‘I saw you.’

n-lcqu-[]in
3PL-see2SG.OBJ

‘They saw you.’
(6a)

(S1:71)
(5d)

kma

t-k’o-kicen
1SG-come-1SG.SUB

(S3:13)

q-lcqu-um

kma

2.IRR-see-1SG.OBJ

me

‘Look at me!’

(S1:75)

n-lcqu-z-um
3PL-see-PRES-1SG.OBJ

(S1:77)

I

‘I came/arrived.’

(5b)

‘They see me.’
(6b)

(S1:77)

q-k’o-xc
2.IRR-come-2SG.SUB

‘Come!’

(S3:20)

Cursory inspection of these examples shows that the prefix clearly indicates the features of
the subject (and mood), remaining constant across transitive and intransitive constructions
(for example: /t-/6 indicates a first person singular subject, regardless of the transitivity of
the verb).7 The suffix in these examples indicates the features of the object of the transitive
verbs (as in (5)) but the subject of the intransitive verbs (see (6)). Note that as a result, the
subject is referenced twice in intransitive verbs—once by the prefix and again by the suffix.
This double agreement is a curious and often commented upon aspect of all of the
Chukotko-Kamchatkan languages, and has led some previous researchers (to greater or
lesser degrees) to describe the Chukotko-Kamchatkan agreement system as manifesting a
unique type of “split” ergativity: the prefixes showing a nominative (i.e., vs. accusative)
alignment while the suffixes are taken to show an absolutive (vs. ergative) bias (see
Nedjalkov 1979, Comrie 1979b, 1981, Spencer 1996, Halle & Hale 1997).8 In section 3
we will argue that the apparent absolutive alignment is epiphenomenal and does not reflect
any deep property of the language; presupposing this argument, we will at this point
5

As noted by Comrie (1983), the intricate parallels and cognates in this agreement system
constitute one of the strongest arguments for a genetic Chukotko-Kamchatkan grouping.
6
Prefixes t- and q- have ejective allomorphs before vowels and (possibly) sonorant-initial
stems.
7
This is not true of third person plural subjects, see below.
8
A nominative-accusative system (syntax, agreement or case) groups transitive and
intransitive subjects together, treating objects as the marked category. An ergativeabsolutive system groups objects and intransitive subjects together, treating transitive
subjects as the marked category (see Dixon 1994 for a survey). While some theories
(notably Bittner & Hale 1996) hold that nominative and absolutive are identified at some
level of abstraction, we continue to use the descriptive terms, whereby ‘nominative’ and
‘absolutive’ refer to distinct ways of grouping grammatical functions.

continue to refer to the prefixes as subject agreement and the suffixes as (primarily) object
agreement markers.
The full intransitive agreement paradigm for Itelmen is given in (7). Each of the cells in
this table has two forms; in each case, the higher form is the realis (i.e., indicative) mood
and the lower form is the irrealis mood. The solid underline indicates the position of the
verb stem relative to the prefix and suffix.9
(7) Table 1

Intransitive Agreement

SUBJECT

SUBJECT NUMBER

PERSON

sg
1
2
3

t- __-k(icen)
m- __-k(icen)
__-c
q- __-xc
__-n
xn- __-n

pl
nt- _ -k(icen)
mn- _ -k(icen)
_ -sx
q- _ -sx
_ -n
xn- _ -n

The transitive agreement paradigm for Itelmen is far more intricate and is given in two
tables. At first blush, the tables seem quite complex, and the reader is invited not to try to
absorb all of the details at this point. As we proceed, we will illustrate each of our points by
highlighting the relevant affixes in the main text. Thus, we include the tables primarily for
the sake of reference, and to give a sense of how the various pieces of inflection fit
together.
The table in (8) (=Table 2) gives the paradigm for verbs agreeing with all first and
second person objects and with third person obliques. The irrealis/realis distinction is
indicated in the same manner as in (8). Since third person direct objects add substantial
9

Note that the effects of various phonological processes are obscured by the presentation
here. Also, the forms in the tables are from the Northern dialect (though the differences do
not affect the analysis in any way that we can detect, see below). Certain forms also show
inter- and intra-speaker variation. For example, the first person intransitive suffix (in both
dialects) alternates (apparently freely) between -kicen/-kicen and -k (sg. and pl.). The
string /icen/ is not deletable in the transitive paradigm, nor is the apparent optionality of this
portion of the suffix a recent phenomenon (e.g., attributable to language attrition); both
forms occur throughout the texts collected by Waldemar Jochelson (Vladimir Iochel’son) in
the early 1900s (Worth 1961). Moreover, Skorik (1977:.20, fn.11) notes that the first
person plural intransitive suffix is also optional in Chukchi (see also Dunn 1999:80) Why
this should be is a mystery. The form for [3pl.OBLIQUE] also shows a good deal of
variation: Volodin (1976) gives -(ki)pnen, -(ki)pnen, and -(ki)pnen; we also have at
least -(ki)penen and -(ki)nen attested in our notes.
For the record, the differences between the dialects in the agreement morphology are
noted here: The [1pl] realis prefix in the Southern dialect group is n- rather than nt- (for
transitives and intransitives alike). In both dialects, the prefix xn- may be used for
[1pl.irr] in place of mn- for transitive and intransitives alike. Note that the initial /x/ in the
this prefix (in all its uses) can be omitted in the Northern dialect. In the transitive paradigm,
the form of the first person object suffixes is also different in the Southern dialect groups: m [1sg], -m [1pl].

complexity to the paradigm they are listed separately in Table 3 ((9) below).10 Note also
that Itelmen transitive verbs are divided into two (arbitrary) conjugation classes (see
Volodin 1976:205). With the exception of the highlighted forms in Table 3, conjugation
class II markers are in parentheses—they alternate with zero in class I. Though interesting
in their own right, the class markers are somewhat orthogonal to the main thread of the
analysis, and they are not discussed here. See Bobaljik & Wurmbrand (1997) for an
overview and Bobaljik (2000) for remarks on the theoretical significance of the class
markers.

Both Volodin (1976) and Moll (1960) suggest -()omnen as a portmanteau for first
person objects with third person subjects. Based on our material, we prefer to treat this as a
sequence of first person object suffix -um followed by an independent third person
subject (en)clitic. This clitic is attested in our material as =nin, =nen or =in/=in. While its
exact distribution remains unclear, we have found that this clitic (in contrast to agreement
suffixes) can be omitted, and need not be adjacent to the verb.
10

(8) Table 2

TRANSITIVE AGREEMENT I

SUBJECT

OBJECT
1sg

1pl

1sg
1pl
2sg

__-(xk)um
q-__-(xk)um

2pl

__(xk)umsx
q-__(xk)umsx
__-(xk)um
xn- (xk)um
n- _-(xk)um
xn- (xk)um
n- _-(xk)um
xn- (xk)um

3sg

3pl

Imp

2sg
t- __-(xk)in
m- __-(xk)in

2pl
t- __-(ki)sxen
m-__-(ki)sxen

3sg oblique
t- __-(ki)nen
m-__-(ki)nen

nt- __-(xk)in
mn- -(xk)in

nt-__-(ki)sxen
mn- -(ki)sxen

nt-__-(ki)nen
mn--(ki)nen

-(ki)nensx
q--(ki)nensx

t-___ m-__ nt-__ mn--(
___ q- __ ___ q- __ -

__-(ki)nen
q- __-(ki)nen

__-(xk)um
q-__-(xk)um
__-(xk)umsx
q-__-(xk)umsx

3pl

__-(xk)um
xn- -(xk)um

__-(xk)in
xn-_-(xk)in

__-(ki)sxen
xn- -(ki)sxen

__-(ki)nen
xn- -(ki)nen

___ xn- -

n-__-(xk)um
xn- -(xk)um

n- __-(xk)in
xn-_-(xk)in

n- __-(ki)sxen
xn- -(ki)sxen

n- __-(ki)nen
xn- -(ki)nen

n- __ xn- -

n-__-(xk)um
xn- -(xk)um

n- __-(xk)in
xn-_-(xk)in

n- __-(ki)sxen
xn- -(ki)sxen

n- __-(ki)nen
xn- -(ki)nen

n- __ xn- -

(9) Table 3 3rd person direct object agreement
SUBJECT

DIRECT OBJECT
3sg

1sg
1pl

2sg
2pl
3sg
3pl
Impersonal

t-_-(ki)cen
m-_-(ki)cen
nt-_-(ki)cen
mn-_-(ki)cen
Class I Class II
__-n__-cin
q-_-x_q-_-xcik
__-sx(ik)
q-_-sx(ik)
__-(ci)nen
xn-_-(ci)nen
n-_-(c)nen
xn-_-(c)nen
n-_-(ki)cen
xn-_-(ki)cen

3pl
t-_(ki)cen
m-_-(ki)cen
nt-_-(ki)cen
mn-_-(ki)cen
Class I Class II
-n__-cin
q-_-xin_q--cin
__-sxin__-xkin
q-_-sxin_q-_-xkin
__-(ci)nen
xn-_-(ci)nen
n-_-(c)nen
xn-_-(c)nen
n-_-(ki)cen
xn-_-(ki)cen

Having presumably overwhelmed the reader with data, we will now begin to examine
various pieces of the paradigm in an attempt to answer the question: what conditions the
form of the affixes, in particular the agreement suffixes, in Itelmen?
3. What do the Agreement Affixes Agree with?
In this section, we present our analysis of the factors that govern agreement, especially in
the suffix position of the Itelmen verb. First, we will argue that the apparent “absolutive”
nature of the suffixes mentioned above is epiphenomenal and that there are no arguments
for treating the suffixes in this manner. In section 3.1, we report the observation of
Volodin & Vakhtin (1986) that there are no individual affixes which can be said to have an
absolutive distribution. We then turn to a more intricate concern, namely, third person
direct objects. Exactly where one might have expected the paradigm to be simplest turns out
to be where it is most complex. Nevertheless, we will argue that there is order in this part
of the paradigm; in brief, we will demonstrate that exactly when the direct object is third
person, the features of the subject must be consulted in order to determine the correct form
of the agreement suffix. We suggest that this is due to a featural deficiency of third person
objects (they have number features only). More importantly, we submit that the
assumptions needed to provide an account of the third person direct objects will carry over
straightforwardly to provide an account of the apparent double exponence of subject
agreement in intransitive constructions.
3.1

Against absolutive agreement

When considering the examples in (5) and (6) it is easy to see the motivation for analyzing
the prefixes as reflecting a nominative alignment (transitive and intransitive subjects), while
treating the suffixes as markers of absolutive agreement (direct objects and intransitive
subjects). Nevertheless, there is a difference between the two groups of agreement affixes,
first noted by Volodin & Vakhtin (1986). For the prefixes, the nominative alignment is
quite clear. For example, comparing (5a) with (6a), we see that the prefix t- indicates a first
person singular subject in the indicative mood, regardless of the transitivity of the verb.
Similarly, q- represents a second person subject in what we will call the irrealis mood
(Volodin 1976’s “imperative mood” (pobuditel’noe-povelitel’noe naklonenie); its functions
include imperative, exhortative, negative future, and potential future). Turning to the
suffixes, Volodin & Vakhtin (1986) point out that at the level of the individual affixes, the
putative absolutive alignment of the suffixes breaks down. Despite the apparent alignment
of the suffix position along absolutive lines (grouping together intransitive subject and
transitive object, to the exclusion of transitive subjects), there are no truly absolutive
suffixes. For instance, the suffix corresponding to a [1sg] intransitive subject (=“S”) is
–kicen, while that corresponding to a [1sg] object (=“O”) is -β um. The unity of transitive
subject (=“A”) and intransitive subject prefixes—and the lack of a corresponding unity of
intransitive subject and object suffixes—is quite general as can be seen from the more
complete paradigm in (10).11

11

This is true of Chukchi to a lesser degree, see Dunn (1999:180). For discussion of the
apparent exceptions, see Bobaljik (1998). Note that Fortescue (1997) reaches a similar
conclusion about the Chukotko-Kamchatkan agreement paradigms from a diachronic
perspective.

(10)

Table 4.

person-number
1sg. realis
irrealis
2sg. R

Itelmen Agreement (Class I)

A
tm-

S
tm-

q-

I

q-

3sg. R
I

xnntmn-

1pl. R
I

2pl. R
qnxn-

I

3pl. R
I

xnntmn-sx
-sx

qxn-

O

-k(ice n)
-k(ice n)

-um

-c
-xc
-n
-n

-[]in

-k(icen)
-k(icen)
-sx
-sx
-n
-n

[see above]
-um
-sxen
[see above]

Not only are there no parallels between the shape of the affixes indicating a given
person/number combination across S and O functions, to the extent there are parallels to be
made across these columns (including the third person object suffixes), these in fact
represent a subject-object alignment. For example, the suffix –(kicen occurs in both the
intransitive paradigm and the transitive paradigm (see (9), above). In the intransitive
paradigm, this suffix indicates a first person subject. In the transitive paradigm, it does not
indicate a first person object, but rather indicates a third person direct object, in the
environment of a first person subject. Similarly, the bare suffix -sx (i.e., as opposed to the
complex form -sxen) indicating a second person plural subject in the intransitive paradigm
occurs in the transitive agreement paradigm indicating a second person plural subject (see
especially the form with a third person singular direct object in (9)), again a nominative
patterning, rather than an absolutive one. To the extent these observations have any
synchronic significance, it is as further support for the observation that the distribution of
the individual affixes is best described by the functions of subject versus object rather than
absolutive.12
That the similarities between the intransitive and transitive paradigms arise most clearly
when the object is third person singular is surely no accident. This brings us to the next set
of observations which lead us to reject the characterization of the agreement suffixes as
“absolutive.”
A second reason not to treat the suffixes as simply displaying absolutive agreement
comes from an examination of a broader array of forms. Consider first examples of
transitive verbs with third person objects, as in (11), (cf., Table 3, above):
(11a)

kma

mi

knin

i

t’-il-a-c e n

I

all

your

water

1SG-drink-FUT-1>3SG

In addition to the suppression of the class marking, there are two ways in which the data
in the table deviate from the general characterization given in the text. First, the suffix –sx
occurs with all [2PL] subjects—the only instance of true suffixal agreement with a transitive
subject. Note, though, that –sx occurs peripheral to the other suffixal agreement
morphology, e.g., q-tφli-xk-um-sx [2:SU-bring-CLASSII-1S:OB-2P:SU] ‘bring me!’, and is
strange within C-K morphology in other ways as well. Second, the prefix for a [3PL]
subject varies for transitivity (n-~Ø). See Bobaljik (1998) for a comparison to Chukchi.
12

(11b)

(11c)

‘I will drink all your water.’

(AS: 3)

e:
t-tao-cen
yes
1SG-try-1>3PL
‘Yes, I tried them [=wings].’

(AS: 4)

[Ø]-tao-en

sise-n-c ?

2SG-try-2SG>3PL

wing-PL-DIM

‘Did you try the little wings?’
(11d)

(AS: 4)

q-sop-x 
2.IRR-shut-2SG>3SG.IRR

‘Shut it [=the window]!’

(S3: 17 (49))

As these examples illustrate, when the direct object is third person, various factors conspire
to determine the shape of the agreement suffix. The contrast between (11a) and (11b)
shows that the number of the object is relevant (a plural object triggers glottalisation of the
final n); but the contrast between (11b) and (11c) shows that the person of the subject is
also relevant. The form in (11d) shows that it is not possible to systematically segment the
suffixes into two pieces, e.g., treating the -c- in (11a-b) as a first person affix. The
agreement suffix for a third person singular object in the context of a second person
singular subject in the irrealis mood is the not plausibly segmentable -x(). The examples in
(12) further illustrate the relevance of features other than those of the direct object in
determining the shape of the agreement suffix when the direct object is third person (again,
see Table 3, above).
(12a)

t’ai

q’-nsii-sxin

(u-en).

go

2.IRR-chop-2PL>3PL

(wood-pl)

‘You (pl.) go chop firewood.’
(12b)

q’-lc q u-sx

na.

2.IRR-see-2PL.SUB

him

q’-lc q u-x

na.

2.IRR-see-2SG>3SG.IRR

him

‘Look at him.’
(12c)

‘Look at him.’
(12d)

kza

lcqu-n

na.

you

see-2SG>3SG

him

‘You saw him.’

(S3:49)

(S3:88)

(S3:88)

(S1:75)

In (12a), the complex suffix –sxin [2pl>3pl] references features of both the subject and
(direct) object. In (12b), only the features of the transitive subject [2pl] are expressed by
the suffix -sx. And finally, in (12c-d) we have a minimal pair in which mood affects the
choice of agreement suffix with a [2sg] subject and [3sg] object.
Abstracting away from the complication posed by class II marking when the subject is
second person singular (see section 2.2 and footnote 12), we may extract the agreement
suffixes for third person singular objects from Table 3 (and examples (11)-12)) Doing so

yields (13). Note that the one robust generalization over these forms is that the form of the
suffix expresses the number of the object (i.e. by the glottalization of “n”, or a glottalized
“n”—written n—the regular nominal plural throughout the language) but is otherwise
conditioned by the (person, number) features of the subject.
(13)

Table 5. AGREEMENT SUFFIXES : 3 PERSON D O
SUBJECT

DIRECT OBJECT

3sg
1sg, pl
& impersonal
2sg r e a l i s
irrealis

2pl
3sg, pl

3pl

-cen

-cen

-(i)n
-x(c)

-(i)n
-(x)in

-sx

-sxin

-nen

-nen

The distribution of the agreement suffixes for third person direct objects adds another
challenge to the notion that the agreement suffixes follow an absolutive alignment. The
absolutive function by definition includes the subject only when the verb is intransitive, but
these examples show that the expression of the features of the subject in the suffix position
is not restricted to intransitive subjects. The features of the transitive subject also condition
the suffix agreement exactly when the direct object is a third person. Once again, we find
evidence that the fundamental alignment of the Itelmen agreement morphology (like Itelmen
syntax) follows a subject versus object orientation, and the absolutive pattern in the
suffixes turns out to be only apparent.
3.2 Analysis
Our interpretation of the facts just discussed is that they arise from the combination of two
considerations. First, we stipulate that the suffix (i.e. object) agreement position is
obligatory in Itelmen finite verbs.13 Second, we assume that third person direct objects lack
person features, and are characterized only by a singular vs. plural distinction.14 These two
considerations yield a conflict in transitive clauses where the direct object is third person.
As the object (by assumption) lacks person features, the first requirement must be satisfied
by features from elsewhere. We suggest that this is exactly what the forms in (11)-(13)
illustrate; the number features of a plural direct object find expression in the glottalized
nasal, but the person features in (13) are contributed by the subject argument.
On the surface, this leads to apparent multiple exponence. The features of the subject
are simultaneously expressed by a prefix and by a suffix. On our analysis, the primary
exponent of the subject features is always the prefix. The appearance of subject features
conditioning the form of the suffixes in (11)-(13) is secondary, in the sense that the
13

This may be expressed, for example, as a “morphological EPP” effect as proposed in
Phillips (1993) for Yimas, or as a requirement of the Autonomous Morphological Structure
of Itelmen in the framework proposed by Noyer (1997).
14
It is not immediately obvious that third person lacks person features throughout the
language. While the third person intransitive subject suffixes appear to reflect number only,
the indirect object forms and the 3>3 allomorphs of the Class II markers appear to require
reference to third person. In terms of agreement, Murasugi (1994) has observed that it is a
general pattern of languages that object agreement makes fewer distinctions than subject
agreement, and that direct objects are poorer than indirect objects. This is an area which
clearly requires further cross-linguistic research.

features are copied from a higher position. This approach to the third person direct objects
predicts (all else being equal) that whenever there are no person features of a direct object to
fill in the obligatory suffix slot, the features of the subject will be copied in this way. This
approach leads straightforwardly to an account of the apparent “absolutive” bias of the
suffix agreement system. Intransitive clauses by definition lack (direct) objects; hence, the
features of the subject must be copied to fill in the suffix agreement slot. As opposed to the
forms in (13), though, in the intransitive suffixes (7) even the number features expressed
are those of the subject as there is no object to supply them. For example, -kicen (with a
final, glottalized n) in intransitives marks the plurality of the first person subject, while the
same form in the (class II) transitive paradigm marks the plurality of the object, indicating
of the subject only that it is first person.
Before closing this section, we note that there are in principle sources other than the
subject for providing features to the object slot when the object is deficient. For example,
an indirect object could provide features. Mark Baker (personal communication) has
suggested that the description of direct-indirect object agreement competition in Nahuatl
may be looked at in this way. According to the brief discussion in Launey (1979: 172174), if the direct and indirect object of a ditransitive verb are both definite, only one of the
two may have its person features expressed by a verbal prefix. However, the plural feature
of a third person direct object may be expressed, even if the person features expressed are
those of the indirect object (see also the discussion around (31), below). In addition it
should be noted that copying is not the only possibility for satisfying the obligatory features
requirement assumed here. Languages could also resolve the conflict by supplying default
features, for example. We have no principled account to offer for why in Itelmen the
subject is privileged in the feature copying (or sharing) process, and we hope the topic will
provide a starting point for subsequent cross-linguistic exploration.
In sum, what we have attempted to show here is that regardless of the details of the
account, it is clear that any analysis of the transitive agreement suffixes must make
reference to the features of the subject just in case the direct object is third person (i.e.,
lacks person features). Whatever mechanism is employed to do so (e.g., feature
copying/sharing as proposed in Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 1997, contextual allomorphy, as in
Bobaljik 2000, or syntactic agreement as in Adger, Béjar & Harbour 2001), that
mechanism can plausibly be extended to the intransitive cases as well. Importantly, the fact
that the features of the transitive subject are necessary for determining the shape of the
agreement suffix in some cases provides additional prima facie evidence against treating the
suffixes as absolutive agreement.
4. OBLIQUE AGREEMENT IN ITELMEN
In the previous sections, we have been concerned with showing that the object agreement
suffixes are not a part of an absolutive agreement system, but are rather primarily (direct)
object agreement markers. To this point, we have avoided an additional complexity,
mentioned in the introduction and indicated in the two rightmost columns of Table 1,
namely, the complementarity between the direct object agreement suffixes and those
agreeing with an indirect object or other dative element (expressed or otherwise), such as
goals, benefactives, and possessors. Some examples of agreement with such obliques are
given in (14) (underlining in the paraphrase indicates the element the verbal suffix agrees
with):
(14a)

enu

jimsx-in

p’ec

this

woman-ADJ

child

‘This (his) daughter is coming (to him).’

k’o-s-ki-nen.
come-PRES-II-3SG.OBL

(TN:38)

(14b)

isx-enk

n-zl-a-um

kza

kma-nk?

father-LOC

IMPRS-give-FUT-1SG. OBJ

you

me-DAT

‘Will father give you to me?’
(14c)

=(1b)

kma

ipl-enk

t--nen

pq-n.

I

friend-DAT/LOC

1SG-take-3SG.OBL

flyagaric-PL

‘I took fly agaric (mushrooms) from my friend.’

(S3:67)

In (14a), the suffix -nen [3sg.oblique] agrees with an (implicit) goal or possessor (the
former would bear dative case, if expressed overtly). In (14b), the suffix -um [1sg] agrees
with the overt dative-marked indirect (goal) object. In (14c), the suffix -nen [3sg.oblique]
agrees apparently with a locative-marked indirect (source) object.15 Note that (14b)
contrasts minimally with (1a), repeated here as (15):
(15)

isx-enk

n-zl-a-in

kza

kma-nk?

father-LOC

IMPRS-give-FUT-2SG.OBJ

you

me-DAT

‘Will father give you to me?’

=(1a)

The only overt difference between (14b) and (15) is in the choice of agreement suffix. As
indicated by the English paraphrases, the two sentences are (nearly) synonymous and in
particular have the same ditransitive argument structure. This can be seen clearly in the
forms of the overt pronouns: regardless of which argument triggers agreement, the caseless
[2sg] pronoun is interpreted as the direct object (patient) and the dative-marked [1sg]
pronoun is interpreted as the indirect object (goal). Since the argument structure is reflected
only in the pronouns, the verbs are in principle ambiguous: if the pronouns are
omitted—which the language freely permits—a sentence consisting only of the verb in (15)
could mean ‘will he give (someone/something) to you?’ or ‘will he give you to
(someone/something)?’16
Example (14c) is like (14a-b) and (15) in that the suffix -nen expresses the features of
only one of the verb’s two internal arguments. In this case, -nen references a [3sg] indirect
object, but makes no reference to the features of the direct object, which must be inferred
from the lexical NP or from context. Again, the same argument structure combination could
be expressed by means of a different suffix on the verb, referencing only the features of the
direct object (see (16)-(17), below). One difference between (14d) and the previous
examples is that there are discrete suffixes for third person indirect objects (as opposed to
third person direct objects), while first or second person object suffixes do not distinguish
between direct and indirect objects. In this respect, the inventory of Itelmen object
agreement suffixes is reminiscent of object clitics in, e.g., French or Italian. Third person
clitics in French have distinct forms for direct object (le [m.sg], la [f.sg], les [pl]) versus
indirect (dative) object (lui [sg], leur [pl]), while first and second person clitics are the same
for both direct and indirect objects (me [1sg], te [2sg], nous [1pl], vous [2pl]).
15

It is not clear whether agreement is directly with the locative marked source or whether
this is more accurately described as agreement with a covert dative affectee or possessor,
‘e.g., I took my friend’s mushrooms from him.’ See section 4.3 below.
16
Bogoras (1922) and Volodin (1976) (see also Georg & Volodin 1999:145) claim that
indirect object agreement is possible only with third person (singular and plural) and
second person plural arguments. However, agreement with first and second person indirect
objects is robustly attested in our material, from both dialects and from many speakers
(examples (Error! Bookmark not defined.c) and (Error! Bookmark not
defined.b) are representative of a larger range of data in our corpus). We leave the reason
for the discrepancy between our corpus and those of Bogoras and Volodin as a mystery for
the present time.

Oblique Agreement (as we will call this) is important to an understanding of Itelmen
agreement for a number of reasons. For one, oblique agreement adds yet another prima
facie counter-example to the notion of suffixal agreement as absolutive. There is no
evidence (that we are aware of) to support a Dative-Shift (i.e., raising to object or 3 ! 2
advancement) analysis of examples in which the Dative shows agreement (see the
discussion of (14b)-(15) above). Another characteristic of oblique agreement that is
relevant in the present context is its apparent optionality. In section 3.1 we discussed an
interaction between the features of the subject and those of the direct object which may be
described as a form of competition for expression. The competition is resolved
deterministically by grammatical principles: if the object has features to express (i.e., if the
direct object is not third person), then the features of the object ‘win out’ over those of the
subject. The features of the subject are expressed in the suffix position only when the
object has no features to contribute (including as a special case, intransitives, where there is
no object). For oblique agreement, the existence of minimal pairs such as those in (14b)(15) shows that a different explanation must be sought, and it is to this that we now turn.
4.1 Goals and discourse salience
To begin with, we will restrict the discussion to ditransitive verbs, i.e., verbs with two
internal arguments, a direct object bearing no overt case marking and a dative marked
indirect goal argument. Other instances of oblique agreement will be discussed in section
4.3.
The examples in (14) indicate the possibility of the suffix agreeing with an argument
other than the direct object (or subject, via the mechanism sketched above). When we
examine sentences in isolation, we find many cases of minimal pairs where agreement with
either the direct or the indirect object is apparently grammatical. One such minimal pair we
have seen above in (14b-c), others—with only third person internal arguments—are given
in (16)-(17). Recall from the discussion of (14d) that Itelmen has distinct third person
indirect object suffixes (sg.: -nen, pl.: -penen).
(16a)

kma

te-ank

t-inti-ce n

peal-en

I

them-DAT

1SG-put.on-1>3PL

hat-PL

‘I put hats on them.’
(16b)

kma

te-ank

t-inti-penen

peal-en

I

them-DAT

1SG-put.on-3PL.OBL

hat-PL

‘I put hats on them.’
(17a)

(S3:75)

te-ank

xenc

m-zl-ce n

them-DAT

NEG.FUT

1SG.IRR-give-1>3SG

‘I will not give them my basket.’
(17b)

(S3:75)

kmman
my

(S3:109)

oromx.
basket

te-ank

xenc

m-zl-pe()nen

kmman

oromx.

them-DAT

NEG.FUT

1SG.IRR-give-3PL.OBL

my

basket

‘I will not give them my basket.’

(S3:109)

Restricting the discussion for the moment to cases like (16) and (17) with two third person
internal arguments, speakers consulted accept both the (a) and (b) forms, and offer similar
minimal pairs as translations of Russian prompts. Adding contextual information,
however, the variation disappears to a large degree. When we set up a topic in the
preceding sentence, agreement is almost exclusively with this argument. This is illustrated
in (18)-(19).

(18a)

Gde

moj

noz?

Komu

ja

ego

otdal?

where

my

knife

who.DAT

I

it.ACC

gave

‘Where is my knife? Who did I give it to?’
(18b)

ma

kman

ac?

k’e-nk

t-zl-ce n?

where

my

knife

who-DAT

1SG-give-1>3SG

Brat

usël.

‘Where is my knife? Who did I give it to?’
(19a)

brother

Itelmen
(S3:75)

cto

ja

emu

otdal?

Russian

left.

What.ACC

I

him.DAT

gave

‘My brother left. What did I give to him?’
(19b)

Russian

zlatumx

piki-in.

qa

nna-nk

t-zl-nen?

brother

go-3SG.SUB

what

him-DAT

1SG-give-3SG.OBL

‘My brother left. What did I give to him.’

Itelmen
(S3:75)

Speakers were presented with pairs of Russian sentences as in (18a) and (19a) and asked to
translate these into Itelmen. In (18), the question ‘Where is my knife?’ establishes a context
with ‘my knife’ as the topic (or most salient argument) for the next sentence. The
continuation, ‘Who did I give it to?’ has a ditransitive verb ‘give’ which in principle could
agree with either internal argument in Itelmen (see, e.g., (14b,c)). Interestingly, in this and
similar contexts, speakers regularly prefer direct object agreement, i.e. with the (null)
pronominal corresponding to the topic ‘knife’ (see 6b). In (19) on the other hand, the first
sentence sets up ‘my brother’ as a topic. Again, the verb in the continuation ‘What did I
give to him?’ potentially allows agreement with either object. In contrast to (18b),
however, agreement in (19b) is with the indirect object nna-nk ‘to-him’, which is the topic
of the discourse fragment. While the particular examples above involve wh-questions, this
is not a factor at play in the pattern; the agreement alternation is replicated when neither
argument is an interrogative pronoun, as in (20).
(20a)

ma

ac?

qenu

zlatumx-enk

t-zl-ce n?

where

knife

really

brother-DAT

1SG-give-1>3SG

‘Where is the knife? Didn’t I give it to my brother?’
(20b)

Itelmen
(S5:62)

zlatumx

k’o-in.

i

kma

nna-nk

ac

t-zl-nen.

brother

come-3SG.SUB

and

I

him-DAT

knife

1SG-give-3SG.OBL

‘My brother came. And I gave the knife to him.’

Itelmen
(S5:62)

Note also that the presence or absence of overt pronominals in the clauses of interest is
orthogonal to the determination of agreement. As already mentioned, Itelmen freely allows
pro-drop (i.e., null arguments); more to the point, the presence or absence of overt
pronouns or NPs does not correlate in any way with the choice of agreement suffix. This
can be seen already in (18) and (19) where the topic pronoun is omitted only in the former.
The relevance of the discourse topic to agreement is very clear in the data when both
internal arguments are third person. When only one argument is third person, however,
and the other first or second person, the situation is less clear. Consider the following
examples:
(21a)

Gde

moj noz?

Ja

tebe

ego

ne

otdal?

where

my knife

I

you.DAT

it.ACC

not

gave

Russian

‘Where is my knife? Didn’t I give it to you?’
(21b)

ma

kman

ac?

kna-nk

qam

zl-aq

t’-i-in. 17 Itelmen

where

my

knife?

you-DAT

not

give-NEG

1SG-AUX-2SG.OBJ

knin

lasx

k’o-a-in,

qne

i

t-zl-a-in.

your

mother

come-FUT-3SG

then

and

1SG-give-FUT-2SG.OBJ

‘Where’s my knife? Didn’t I give it to you?’
(22)

‘When your mother comes, I will give you to her.’

(S3:66)

Itelmen
(S3:78)

The topic is set up in the same way in (18) and (21). In both examples, ‘the knife’ is the
logical direct object of the verb ‘give’ in the continuation. While in (18b) the verb agrees
with this direct object, in (21b) agreement is preferred with the second person indirect
object. Likewise, comparing (19) and (22), the third person indirect objects in each case
correspond to the previously set up topics, but in (22) the verb agrees instead with the
second person direct object. Thus, in both examples (21b) and (22) the verb fails to agree
with the topic set up in the preceding sentence. This pattern is systematic in Itelmen; the
relevance of topic prominence seems to disappear when one of the internal arguments is not
third person.
In the next sub-section we will suggest a partial account of the effect of first and second
person arguments on the relationship between prominence and agreement. The account
relies on the investigation of the effects of a person hierarchy on agreement in the related
languages Alutor and Chukchi. While the person hierarchy applies deterministically in these
languages, in Itelmen the person hierarchy and the prominence hierarchy interact, leading to
the type of pattern seen in (21) and (22).
4.2 Person Prominence
Alutor and Chukchi, as mentioned in the introduction, have agreement systems quite
similar to Itelmen, with most prefixes and suffixes clearly cognate. As described by Comrie
(1979a) and Mel'cuk (1988), one crucial factor in determining which of a ditransitive
verb’s internal arguments governs suffix agreement in these languages is the person
hierarchy in (23a). Consider first the agreement system in Alutor. In his description of the
morphosyntax of agreement in this language, Mel'cuk (1988) reports that only one
verb—jl-ekki ‘to give/give as a wife’—allows agreement with an indirect object.
Moreover, he observes that whether the verb agrees with the direct or indirect object is
determined as follows:
(23)

a.
b.

If the direct and the indirect objects ... are of different persons, then the verb
agrees with one of the objects in the following order of preference:
1 > 2 > 3
If the direct and indirect objects are [both 3 person], then the verb exhibits
agreement [i.e., in number -B&W] with its direct object. (Mel'cuk 1988:294)

The conditions in (23) yield the following pattern for Alutor: If there is a first person
object—direct or indirect—then it will trigger suffix agreement. In the absence of a first
17

In Itelmen, negation in the present and past tense are expressed by means of a compound
construction in which the lexical verb takes a negative participial form (varying only for
transitivity) and the inflectional morphology is expressed on an auxiliary verb. The
auxiliary may be freely omitted.

person object, a second person object—again, direct or indirect—will trigger suffix
agreement. Finally, only if there is no first or second person object, then the verb will agree
with the third person direct object. According to Comrie (1979a) and Mel'cuk (1988), the
same is true for Chukchi except that in this language the direct and indirect object cannot
both be first or second person; at least one internal argument has to be third person. Forms
from Chukchi illustrating (23a) are given in (24) [some glosses and paraphrases added or
altered].18
(24a)

nan

nk

nqen

ne-j-t

3SG.ERG

2SG.DAT

something

3-give-2SG.OBJ

‘She/he gave you something.’
(24b)

(V.P. Nedjalkov, p.c., 3/1999)

ne-j-mk

trec

kante-t

3-give-1PL.OBJ

only

lollies-PL.ABS

‘They gave us lollies (i.e., candies).’

(Dunn 1999:207)

Examples from Alutor illustrating the same point are given in (25)19
(25a)

ll-a

{[ne]-jl-t /*jl-nin }

nk-

sjininkin

avakk.

father-ERG

3-give-2SG.OBJ / *give-3>3SG

you-DAT

his

daughter.ABS

‘Father gave his daughter (as a wife) to you.’
(25b)

(Mel'cuk 1988:295)

nann

nk

n-j-tkni-t

mir

he

you.SG.DAT

3SG.HORT-give-TNS/ASP-2SG.OBJ

gun

‘Let/have him give you the gun.’

(Mel'cuk 1973:26)

The following examples from Chukchi and Alutor respectively illustrate(23b), where plural
agreement is with the direct object, not the indirect:
(26a)

… en

ama-taqo

ama-ramk-et

n-j-qin

… really

EPMH-food.ABS

EMPH-guest-DAT

HABIT-give-3SG

ll-a

jl-nina-wwi nk-

sjininkina-wwi avakka-wwi.

father-ERG

give-3>3-PL

his-PL

‘…they only gave [this] special food to special guests.’
(26b)

18

him-DAT

Chukchi

(Dunn 1999:207)
Alutor

daughter-PL

In particular it should be noted that our gloss of the prefix ne- in these examples as
subject agreement departs from Dunn (1999) where the prefix is held to be an inverse
marker (pp. 181ff). See Comrie (1980) for general discussion, and Bobaljik (2000:52ff)
for explication of the analysis assumed here (though for the present argument, nothing
actually hinges on this point).
19
An important caveat is in order regarding the (a) example. We have added a prefix to the
example that is not reported in Mel'cuk (1988:295). Available descriptions indicate that the
form should have a prefix and I. Mel’cÿuk (personal communication, 11/1998) confirms that
the absence of the prefix in this particular form is anomalous among the data he has
collected. We have continued to include this example as it forms illustrative minimal and
near minimal pairs with other examples given here; in addition, the presence or absence of
the prefix is not relevant to the issue at hand, what is important is which argument controls
agreement.

‘Father gave his daughters (as wives) to him.’

(Mel'cuk 1988:294)

Finally, as noted, only Alutor allows both internal arguments to be participants in the
speech act (1 or 2 person), displaying the effects of the hierarchy 1>2, as shown in (27).
(27)

ll-a

{ ina-jl-i /*jl-t }

mk-

tt.

father-ERG

1SG.OBJ-give-3SG.SUB /*give-2SG.OBJ

me-DAT

you

‘Father gave you (as a wife) to me.’

Alutor

(Mel'cuk 1988:295)

In (24)-(25) and (27), the verb has to agree with the indirect object since in each case, it
outranks the direct object (2>3 and 1>2) according to the person hierarchy in (23). In (26)
on the other hand, there are no first or second person arguments, and so the verb
obligatorily agrees with the direct object and not with the indirect object, as evidenced by
the plural marking in (26b) and the absence thereof in (26a).
An important issue that arises at this point is whether the effects of this person hierarchy
are morphological or extra-morphological (e.g., syntactic or discourse-related). As we see,
the person hierarchy in Alutor and Chukchi uniquely determines agreement in these
cases.20 As we have seen, Itelmen differs from these languages sharply in this regard.
First, when there are two third person internal arguments, it is discourse prominence (not
grammatical function or thematic role) that determines which argument controls agreement,
and second, when one argument is a speech act participant (first or second person), the
discourse saliency effects seem to still play a role in Itelmen, at least to the extent that
person alone does not rigidly determine the outcome of the competition to control
agreement. Thus in (15), we find agreement with a second person argument despite the
presence of a first person potential controller. Similarly, in (28) the verb agrees with a third
person object even in the presence of a second person oblique.
(28)

kma

xejnc

kn-ank

nnc

I

not

you-DAT

fish

‘I won’t give the fish to you.’

m-zl-ce n.
1SG-give-1>3SG

(S4:25)

Though we don’t yet have a statistical count of the frequency of examples that violate the
person hierarchy, our impression is that examples such as (28)—agreement with a third
person over a first or second person—are quite rare, at least with ditransitive verbs. It is
20

That the person hierarchy is more morphologized in Chukchi, Koryak and Alutor is also
shown in the domain of inverse constructions. Thus, in certain configurations in which the
agent is lower on the hierarchy than the patient in a transitive construction, special inverse
(or “spurious” antipassive) morphology is required (see Comrie 1979a, 1980, Spencer
1996, Halle & Hale 1997, Dunn 1999). Note that the inverse construction in these
languages in certain contexts is marked by antipassive (i.e., detransitivizing) morphological
changes on the verb, but syntax (as evidenced by case marking) is not affected; this makes
the construction reminiscent of deponent constructions in, e.g., Latin and Greek.
Itelmen also differs from its related languages in the extent to which the person hierarchy
is involved in forcing inverse constructions (including those discussed in the previous
footnote, and the impersonal construction in Itelmen). First, while inverse/spurious
antipassive morphology is obligatory with certain person/number subject/object
combinations in Alutor and Chukchi, in Itelmen, despite perhaps a tendency to find
impersonal constructions when a third person acts on a first person, this is by no means
obligatory. Second, while the inverse construction does not affect case marking in Alutor
and Chukchi, in Itelmen there is a change of subject case in the impersonal construction, as
mentioned in section 2.1 above.

even more difficult to make convincing generalizations about examples where both internal
arguments are first and second person, since contexts for such sentences are themselves
quite uncommon.21
Summing up, we have purposely left the notion topic or prominence rather vague in the
discussion. It is evident in (18)-(19) that an argument introduced into the discourse in one
sentence constitutes some form of topic—i.e., old information—in the next. However, it is
not necessarily the case that only arguments introduced in this way will constitute old
information. For instance, it is plausible that first and second person arguments are
inherently at least as prominent as third person discourse topics (and thus the person
hierarchy might ultimately be reduced to a more carefully refined notion of topic or
prominent argument). Nonetheless, it may be that exceptional violations of the person
hierarchy arise from other strategies that can increase the prominence of a third person
argument even to the point where its prominence surpasses that of a second person
argument. For the purposes of this paper, we have kept the two prominence factors
distinct, in part because in the related languages only the person hierarchy seems to play a
role.
Ultimately, the important observation is that only one of a ditransitive verb’s two
internal arguments is ever visible in the morphology for the determination of suffixal
agreement. This differs from the cases with third person direct objects in which features of
both the object and the subject were relevant to determining the form of the agreement
suffix. We have shown in addition that the correct account of the indirect versus direct
object competition appears not to be morphological in nature, but that extra-morphological
considerations conspire to select one of two internal arguments as prominent for the
purposes of agreement. We now turn to examples of oblique agreement with other verb
classes and will then turn to a minor refinement of the characterization of the direct versus
indirect object competition.
4.3 The extent of oblique agreement
The preceding section discussed agreement with oblique (dative) arguments from the
perspective of verbs with multiple internal arguments (i.e., ditransitive verbs). Our
conclusion was that, in contrast to the purely morphological effects (section 3), the
apparent optionality regarding the choice of whether or not to agree with an oblique
argument is a matter of two (presumably connected) discourse-related hierarchies: one
which we have loosely called “topic-prominence” and the other a person hierarchy. Itelmen
differs from its neighbors in that it allows oblique agreement with an apparently wide range
of verb classes (although there is significant speaker variation about which we have nothing
to say). Examples of oblique agreement with verbs other than ditransitive ‘give’ include
lexical causatives of transitive verbs, such as inti- ‘to put X (clothing) on Y’ (<inCAUSATIVE and t()(i)- ‘to put on, to wear, to bring/carry’) in (16b), above, and verbs
with an optional goal argument such as ntxla- ‘to bring’ and a-/la- ‘to say, tell’:
(29)
21

te-ank

t’-la-kipenen

There may be a difference between interactions of first and second person arguments on
the one hand, and between interactions of these with a third person on the other. We have a
handful of examples such as (27) showing agreement with a third person in the context of a
first or second person. Example (14) is the one reliably clear example of agreement with
second person taking precedence over agreement with a first person that we have doublechecked. One reason for the apparent rarity of such examples may be the paucity of relevant
contexts (to elicit these, we set up contexts in which, for example, an adult and a child
converse).

them-DAT

1SG-tell-3PL.OBL

‘I will tell (it) to them.’

(S1: 79)

Labile (i.e., alternating) verbs also seem to allow oblique agreement, sometimes with a
shift in meaning. For example, the verb lcqu- ‘to see’, normally taking transitive
agreement, can occur with oblique agreement with the sense ‘to look at, to watch’:
(30)

c’amzanx

tzu-z-in

i

na-nk

lcq u-s-kinen

person

stand-PRES-3SG

and

her-DAT

look-PRES-3SG.OBL

‘A man stood there and was looking at her.’ (lit: stands… is looking) (TL: 35)
In the remainder of this section—which represents ongoing work—we would like to
turn briefly to cases of oblique agreement with intransitive verb stems. Examples of oblique
agreement with intransitive stems differ from the examples discussed above in three ways,
which we note below. Given the differences, we leave open in this paper the question of
whether or not our analysis should extend to these cases, however, in section 4.4 we
briefly discuss one way in which the theory could be refined to accommodate the
intransitive cases.
The first point where intransitive verbs differ from the transitive and ditransitive stems
above is that intransitive verbs appear to allow (oblique) agreement with the possessor of
the subject (as noted by Bogoras 1922 and Volodin 1976, 1984). Example (14a) might be
interpreted in this way, as may those in (31).22
(31a)

jesli

xajen,

nan

qzanom

-qz-a-kinen

if

wolf

his

traces

be-ASP-FUT-3.OBL

‘If there was a wolf, then there should be tracks/traces of him.’
(31b)

sit-enk

em

alac-en

ceqol-inc

tenal-at-es-kinen

belt-LOC

only

duck-POSS

head-PL.DIM

hang-DISTRIB?-PRES-3.OBL

‘At (his) belt, only the duck heads are hanging.’
(31c)

(TN:45)

(TL:31)

nan

p’ec

kma-nk

k’o-it-s-kinen

his

son

me-DAT

come-DISTRIB?-PRES-3.OBL

‘His son keeps coming to me.’

(S5:62)

Volodin (1976:260-1) gives 12 examples similar to the ones in (31), with a range of
intransitive verb classes, of which we repeat two here:
(32a)

tizin

p’ec

kansa-s-kisxen

your.(2.PL)

child

smoke-pres-2pl.IO

‘Your child smokes.’
(32b)

22

(Volodin 1976:260)

da

qusknaqu

li

ploxo

le-in,

INTERJ.

NAME

very

bad

become-3SG.SUB

Caution is in order with these examples, as the apparent pluralizing glottalization in the
suffixes is not expected from our perspective. The (b) example occurs twice consecutively
in a narrative, and the context favors an affectee reading (see below) for the singular
possessor of the belt. The protagonist (who is possessed of enormous speed) runs home
from hunting ducks for food, but the speed of his passing tears the bodies of the ducks
away from his belt and he is left foodless.

ktxi

qat

ite-s-kinen

head

already

split-PRES-3SG.OBL

‘And Q. began to feel very bad, already his head is splitting’

(ibid.)

It is of course difficult to conclusively determine whether these constitute agreement with a
possessor directly (perhaps via some form of possessor raising), or whether these involve
agreement with an implicit dative “affectee” argument (e.g., benefactee or malefactee) on
the model of, e.g., Hebrew, or the English construction represented by ‘My child was
crying on me all night’ (see Borer & Grodzinsky 1986, Landau 1999 for some discussion
of this issue with respect to dative clitics in Hebrew; see also Takehisa 2001 for general
discussion of possessor raising versus affectee). Note that even if the examples in (31)(32) involve agreement with possessors, oblique agreement with intransitive verbs is
certainly not limited to possessors, as shown by (33):
(33)

nna-nk

nt-caja-kinen
1PL-drink.tea-3SG.OBL

‘We had tea at/by him.’ (i.e., ‘at his place’)

him-LOC

(S5:60)

A second point of difference between the manifestations of oblique agreement with
transitive and intransitive stems concerns the range of permissible participants. Regarding
oblique agreement with transitive verbs as discussed throughout this paper, the oblique
argument controlling agreement may be any person (1, 2 or 3) and any number (contra
earlier descriptions, see fn. 16). Nevertheless, in cases of oblique agreement with
intransitive stems, what we have found to date is that agreement is only possible with third
person possessors/oblique arguments. Consultants (in Sedanka at least) consistently reject
examples such as Volodin’s (32a) with a second person plural possessor. The following
examples are representative.
(34a)

tiin

neneke-c

caca-z-in

their

child-DIM

cry-PRES-3SG.SUBJ

‘Their child is crying.’
(34b)

tzin

neneke-c

caca-z-in

your(pl)

child-DIM

cry-PRES-3SG.SUBJ

‘Your(pl) child is crying.’

/

caca-s-kipinin
cry-PRES-3PL.OBL

/

* caca-s-sxin
cry-PRES-2PL

(S5:94)

Example (34a) shows that either intransitive agreement or (apparent) possessor agreement
with a third person plural is possible with the verb caca- ‘cry’, but (34b) shows that a
second person plural subject cannot control oblique agreement in such cases.
While there is clearly fertile ground for continued investigation of the conditions on
oblique agreement in Itelmen intransitives, the two points just considered do not seem (to
us) to bear on the analysis presented in this paper. There is a third aspect of Itelmen
intransitive oblique agreement which does, perhaps, necessitate a refinement of the account
we have presented above, if indeed these cases of agreement are to be subsumed under the
theory we have developed. We examine this in the next section.
4.4 A possible refinement: oblique, if prominent.
Our treatment of the apparent optionality of oblique agreement with (di-)transitive verbs
may yield the impression that it is simply the “most prominent” argument which is selected
as the controller of agreement. To the extent that intransitive verbs, such as k’o- ‘come,

arrive’, allow agreement with an oblique, such a characterization might have undesirable
consequences when taken together with our suggestions regarding suffix subject agreement
in intransitives. For concreteness, consider again (14a), repeated here.
(14a)

enu

jimsx-in

p’ec

k’o-s-ki-nen.

this

woman-ADJ

child

come-PRES-II-3SG.OBL

‘This (his) daughter is coming (to him).’

(TN:38)

Recall that we have treated the agreement with an intransitive subject at the suffix position
as parasitic or secondary. Extending the analysis of the third person direct objects, we
claimed that the agreement with the subject in the suffix position was the result of a copying
or sharing mechanism, invoked to satisfy the requirement that the suffix have features.
This feature copying/sharing is necessary when the direct object has no person features, or
when there is no direct object (as in the case of intransitives). Now, intransitive verbs quite
generally are able to occur (displaying regular intransitive agreement) with datives or with a
possessed subject. An example was given in (34a), repeated here.
(34a)

tiin

neneke-c

caca-z-in

their

child-DIM

cry-PRES-3SG.SUBJ

‘Their child is crying.’

/

caca-s-kipinin
cry-PRES-3PL.OBL

Given that this verb is in principle capable of bearing oblique agreement, and given
moreover that it has no direct object, it would seem that the presence of a dative element (or
possessor) should make that element the most prominent non-subject member of the clause.
(Recall that the topicality of the subject played no role in the analysis of section 3.1.)
Accordingly, an analysis strictly along hierarchical lines (i.e., “the most prominent internal
argument”) would lead one to always expect agreement with the dative (or possessor) in
such cases, since in the absence of another internal argument, the dative would always be
“most prominent”. Rather, what such examples force is an account under which the
Oblique agreement facts are stated as favoring the dative, if it is prominent (in whatever
sense turns out to be relevant), with the “normal” agreement pattern obtaining otherwise.
5. Summary and Conclusion
In this paper, we have identified and attempted to account for a set of cooccurrence
restrictions among the agreement suffixes in Itelmen. The main empirical observations are:
(35)

(i) the agreement suffixes on a given verb agree either with an oblique (e.g., dative)
or with a core argument (subject and/or direct object), but in general not with both
simultaneously, and
(ii) when agreeing with core arguments, the suffix may reflect features of the
subject, the direct object, or a combination of these.

We have argued that there are distinct phenomena at work in Itelmen, and that the burden of
the account of each of these observations is divided among different modules of grammar.
In section 3, we argued that the proper account of the observation in (35ii) lies squarely
in the morphology. When the verb does not agree with an oblique (either because there is
none, or because the oblique is, by hypothesis, not sufficiently prominent) then the
resulting agreement pattern is uniquely determined for each given combination of subject
and object features. If the object is first or second person, then the person and number of
the object alone determine the shape of the agreement suffix. If there is no direct object,
then the person and number of the subject determine the shape of the agreement suffix.
Finally (and central to the understanding of the pattern), when the object is third person, the

number features of the object act in consort with the features of the subject to determine the
agreement pattern at the suffix position. We take this deterministic nature of the core
agreement patterns (unlike those of the oblique versus core alternation) to be important
evidence that the two observations in (35) reflect the workings of different parts of
grammar.
In section 4, we presented evidence that determination of whether a given verb will
agree with an oblique or a core argument requires appeal to contextual or discourse factors,
and we have loosely identified an interaction between “topic prominence” and a person
hierarchy as the relevant factors. One observation which we take to be important is that
Itelmen differs from Chukchi and Alutor in that the variation in agreement between an
oblique and a core argument in Itelmen is determined strictly neither by the person
hierarchy nor by thematic role or grammatical function. Thus in Itelmen, but apparently not
in Chukchi, we find the apparent optionality (i.e., from a morphosyntactic perspective) of
minimal pairs like (1) in which the syntax can be held constant, yet the morphology can
vary.
Though this paper is still preliminary in many respects, the generalizations presented
here have certain implications for current theories of morphology. In particular, our
analysis addresses an issue which is typically left open in position-class approaches to
morphology (both traditional and more theoretically-inclined, such as Inkelas 1993). While
the identification of ordered “slots” allows a statement of which morphemes are in
complementary distribution, such templatic or position class analyses typically do not
provide insight into why, in any given context, one particular morpheme wins out over
another of the same class. For instance, a position class analysis of Itelmen (such as
Volodin 1976) recognizes that direct and indirect object suffixes are in complementary
distribution and that there is a range of allomorphs of putative third person direct object
suffixes. However, we have gone a step further, attempting to elucidate the reasons for the
choice of one morpheme over another to fill a given position.
Our analysis furthermore sheds light on the nature of multiple exponence in agreement
systems, i.e., instances in which a single feature appears to be expressed by more than one
morpheme. We have argued that the most concise account of Itelmen agreement
morphology takes the expression of subject features in the suffixes to be secondary, in
essence, the reflex of a mechanism which copies features from their primary locus of
exponence (in the case of Itelmen, the prefixes) to provide features for an obligatory
position which would otherwise be unfilled.
We have for the most part refrained from committing ourselves to any specific
framework. Doing so would have required making numerous arbitrary assumptions, the
more so if one is to integrate the remainder of the inflectional morphology not discussed
here. Needless to say, this will be an important undertaking, however, we felt that at this
stage it was more useful to focus on bringing to light the relevant generalizations. As a
general point of methodology, we believe that the generalizations which surface in our
analysis must be compared with generalizations about other complex agreement systems
before one begins to draw any firm conclusions about morphological and morphosyntactic
universals.
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