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M O R P H O S Y N T A C T I C  F E A T U R E S :  
T H E  S P E C I A L  C O N T R I B U T I O N  O F  T H E  S L A V O N I C  

L A N G U A G E S 1

1. Introduction 
This paper is concerned with the typology of features, particularly that of morphosyn-
tactic features. This is a topic which has been often discussed in Slavonic linguistics. 
And this is with good reason because, as we shall see, the Slavonic languages provide 
key data for making progress in this area. From the considerable literature on the subject 
we shall take one major concept, obligatoriness (§2) and then discuss one important 
body of work, that of the Set-theoretical School (§3). Then we consider a way forward, 
based on the canonical approach in modern typology (§4). And then we shall examine 
three sets of Slavonic data (§§5–7) for what they show us for a typology of features. We 
shall treat gender, number and so on as ‘features’ – they are often called ‘categories’ in 
the Slavonic tradition, but the latter term is used increasingly for lexical categories 
(parts of speech). When we deal with particular genders (like feminine), or numbers 
(like dual) we shall term these ‘values’.  

2. Obligatoriness 
A notion which has an important place in the discussion of features, and in the distinc-
tion between inflectional and derivational morphology, is obligatoriness. The well-
known quotation belongs to Jakobson: “Thus the true difference between languages is 
not in what may or may not be expressed but in what must or must not be conveyed by 
the speakers.” (1959[1971]:492). The point is this: it is not remarkable that, for exam-
ple, Russian can make a distinction between žurnal ‘magazine’ and žurnaly ‘magazines, 
more than one magazine’. The interesting thing is that speakers of Russian are forced to 
make this distinction. There is no natural way to avoid number in Russian. We say 
therefore that number is inflectional in Russian. Moreover, since both morphological 
and syntactic rules (agreement) have access to it, we say that it is a morphosyntactic 
feature, on the strict definition of morphosyntactic. 

Jakobson made the point in discussing Boas, and he gives Boas (1938:132) as the 
source. The idea surfaces at different times. For instance, Mel’ uk (1960[1974]) dis-
cusses this criterion and in (1974:111) points out that he, Mel’ uk, wrote the article in 
1958, before seeing Jakobson’s article. It has been suggested that there is an earlier 
source, in Maspero’s work on Chinese (see Maspero 1934:35). It is Percov (1996:40, 
2001:71) who drew attention to Maspero’s early discussion of obligatoriness. However, 
I think Jakobson is right to give precedence to Boas, since Boas discusses the notion in 
the Introduction to the Handbook of American Indian languages (1911:35–43, especial-
ly 40–43). Some of the difficulties with the notion are raised in Corbett (1999). In what 
follows we consider two of these in §5 and §6.  
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3. The Set-theoretical School  
At various places in the literature, for instance in Zwicky (1986:988–989) there is the 
suggestion that natural languages have a restricted inventory of features on which they 
can draw, and that these features in turn have a restricted inventory of values. Progress 
towards validating this claim has been limited. However, we should note the interesting 
and valuable work done by members of the loose grouping sometimes known as the 
Set-theoretical School. There is interesting material on the beginnings of the group in 
Uspenskij (1957), notably on the early discussions which were stimulated by questions 
posed by Andrej Kolmogorov: see van Helden (1993:138) for sources. This work in the 
Set-theoretical School led to important contributions by Zaliznjak (1967; 1973), which 
are of continuing value. Indeed, some substandard work in typology might have been 
avoided if Zaliznjak’s contribution had been more widely known. One reason for his 
continuing relevance is his modern approach to morphology (see Krylov 2002:705). 
Several of the issues raised by Zaliznjak are taken up by Mel’ uk (1986[2006]). An 
extensive and sympathetic technical survey of the work of the Set-theoretical School 
can be found in van Helden (1993). In turn there is an insightful review of van Helden 
(1993) by Meyer (1994).  

4. The canonical approach in typology 
A typical result from set-theoretical approaches is that the expected values are 
confirmed, and that in additional other values, of less clear standing emerge. How can 
we go further in this situation? One way forward is to adopt a ‘canonical’ approach. We 
extrapolate from what there is to what there might be, to set up a consistent theoretical 
schema. And within that theoretical space we can situate the real instances we have 
found. One effect of this canonical approach is to separate out coincidental overlappings 
in the examples that exist; we may then ask which characteristics coincide by chance 
and which cooccur of necessity. 

Consider the Russian form mal’ ika ‘boy’. According to context this could be an in-
stance of the accusative or of the genitive. If every form were like that, we would have 
no evidence for distinguishing genitive from accusative. And if we go along that route 
to the logical end point, if we had no means of distinguishing cases we would have no 
case system. Contrast that with a form like mal’ iku ‘boy’. Irrespective of context this 
must be an instance of the dative case. It is easy to recognize that the situation found 
with mal’ iku ‘(to a) boy’ is canonical. It shows a unique mapping from form to func-
tion, which is canonical. If we found a system in which every form of every nominal 
were like mal’ iku in this respect, we would have no difficulty in agreeing that this was 
an instance of a case system, and we could readily establish the number of values. It is 
immaterial at this stage in the argument whether such a system exists: the essential thing 
is that we can define it, we could recognize it with certainty if we found it, and so it 
gives us a measure of canonicity according to which we can calibrate the instances of 
values in the system which we are examining.  

Having looked at the form side of the issue we can consider the function side in the 
same way. Imagine a language whose case values were all determined by simple syntac-
tic rules equivalent to: ‘the direct object of a transitive verb stands in the accusative 
case’. We could recognize and agree about such a system, and it would indeed be ca-
nonical. It is trickier to analyse the numerous deviations from such simple syntactic 
rules: it is easy to see the deviation, but it is much harder to demonstrate whether we 
have a slightly different syntactic structure, or a semantic condition, and so on. The 
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point is that having the logically possible canonical system in mind as a standard can be 
of value whether or not we find examples of it. 

The canonical approach requires clear definitions. By taking these to their logical end 
points, we construct a theoretical space. The convergence of criteria fixes a canonical 
point from which we can calibrate the phenomena we find. The instances which would 
qualify as canonical according to our definition will almost certainly not be frequent. 
This is fully expected: in the neat formulation by Johanna Nichols (personal communi-
cation): “Canonical constructions are all alike; each non-canonical construction is non-
canonical in its own way.”2 The canonical approach has shown its effectiveness for both 
syntax and morphology (see Corbett 2007 for references). It allows us to handle gra-
dient phenomena in a principled way; particular values can be treated as more or less 
canonical, rather than having an ‘all or nothing’ requirement. 

5. Case in Russian 
Russian case raises numerous difficulties and has deservedly been the subject of numer-
ous studies. A detailed recent study is Corbett (forthcoming), which includes a survey of 
some of the literature. The main points of the article are summarized here. Ten criteria 
for canonicity are proposed. These can be summarized under two overarching prin-
ciples: 

Principle I:  Features and their values are clearly distinguished by formal means (and 
the clearer the formal means by which a feature or value is distinguished, 
the more canonical that feature or value)  

When formal means are ‘clear’ this means that they allow a straightforward and regular 
mapping from form to function. It follows that in the canonical situation we have clear 
evidence both for the case feature and for each of its values.  

Principle II:  The use of canonical morphosyntactic features and their values is deter-
mined by simple syntactic rules 

This principle relates to the interface between syntax and morphology. In the canonical 
situation, the rules of syntax determine the required case value, and the morphology 
realizes this value without further complications.  

Given such a set of requirements, the traditional case values of Russian are 
confirmed, though some are more canonical than others. For instance, the accusative 
case is in many instances not clearly distinguished by formal means. And beyond the 
traditional case values, there are other values of less certain status: the second locative, 
the second genitive, the vocative and the adnumerative. These have various non-
canonical characteristics. Instead of a homogeneous case system which is the way in 
which the Russian case system is sometimes presented, we have rather a set of values of 
differing status, some being close to canonical, and some showing non-canonical and 
sometimes even quite exotic behaviour.  

In terms of obligatoriness too, we find a mixed picture. While case as a feature is in-
deed obligatory in Russian, not all of the values are. For instance, for several nouns 
which have a second genitive its use is facultative. 
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6. Number in Russian 
Number is often treated as a straightforward morphosyntactic feature; however, there is 
a tradition of discussion within Slavonic linguistics, which shows that its status is not so 
clear. If we consider just the notion of obligatoriness, we soon see the difficulty. Taking 
Russian as an example, it is evident that not all nouns distinguish number. There are 
many nouns outside the number distinction, the non-count nouns. This is well known, of 
course. The question is whether the existence of the non-count nouns is as unproblemat-
ic as is often assumed. 

We are used to lexical exceptions of various types. However, here we are dealing 
with something more important and more systematic. It is not just an issue of which 
nouns show or do not show number; in addition we have agreement of various targets. 
In the latter instance we are dealing with contextual inflection, in Booij’s terms (1996). 
Hence we are dealing with a genuine morphosyntactic feature. I suggest that, when 
contextual inflection is involved, splits in the lexicon must be ‘principled’. Thus we find 
nouns like sani ‘sledge’, which are inherently plural, and so control plural agreement. 
But we do not find the converse, which would be a noun which had the full range of 
morphological distinctions but arbitrarily controlled only plural agreement.  

The fact that the number opposition is not available for a substantial part of the no-
minal lexicon is indeed principled. It is constrained by the Animacy Hierarchy (see 
Smith-Stark (1974), Corbett (2000)): 

(1) The Animacy Hierarchy  

speaker > addressee > 3 person > kin > human > animate > inanimate 

The basic claim from the Animacy Hierarchy concerning number is that the items which 
distinguish number must form some top segment of the hierarchy. Thus if in a language 
the nouns denoting (non-human) animates distinguish number, then all the items to the 
left on the hierarchy will also distinguish number. The cut-off point varies dramatically 
from language to language. The Animacy Hierarchy is thus the basis for splitting the 
noun lexicon into count and non-count nouns. This is a simplification since, as Allan 
(1980) points out, number is a property of noun phrases rather than of nouns. He goes 
on nevertheless to point out that nouns have number preferences (and it is these which 
are constrained by the Animacy Hierarchy). 

For Slavonic languages the boundary comes within the inanimate nouns, and there 
has been interesting work on the treatment of nouns denoting fruit and vegetables. 
Simplifying somewhat, we may say that Russian kartofel’ ‘potatoes’, vinograd ‘grapes’, 
kljukva ‘cranberries’, gorox ‘peas’, izjum ‘raisins’, and many more like them, do not 
distinguish singular and plural (in some cases there are derived forms which do). On the 
other hand, frukt ‘fruit’ has singular and plural forms. Russian then sets the boundary 
for number-differentiability somewhat higher than English, and indeed a little higher 
than some other Slavonic languages (see Ivi  1982). There is interesting detail on this 
topic, for which see Mel’ uk (1979; 1985:257–64), Polivanova (1983), Jarvis (1986) 
and Wierzbicka (1988:503–506). 

Beyond the simple split between nominals which distinguish number and those 
which do not, there is the interesting phenomenon of what Kulikov (2004:127) calls 
‘number-orientedness’, referring to work by Polivanova (1983). The latter paper is 
significant; further data can be found there and in Ljaševskaja (2004). Consider these 
data:
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Russian (Kulikov 2004:127, following Polivanova 1983) 

(2) rep-a doroža-et 
turnip-SG.NOM get_dearer-3SG
‘turnips are getting dearer’ 

(3) ogurc-y dorožaj-ut 
cucumber-PL.NOM get_dearer-3PL
‘cucumbers are getting dearer’ 

Both repa ‘turnip’ and ogurec ‘cucumber’ are count nouns. They have singular and 
plural forms available, particularly for contexts where a quantity of items is specified. In 
more general contexts, however, these and similar nouns have a number preference: for 
repa ‘turnip’ it is the singular, while for ogurec ‘cucumber’ it is the plural. These exam-
ples are again at the boundary of count and non-count, which is in accord with the Ani-
macy Hierarchy. Whether this is always the case is a question worthy of further research.  

Before leaving the Animacy Hierarchy we should note that it determines the distribu-
tion of meaning, too. Number values are not fully consistent in semantic terms. Some-
times, for instance, we find associative readings. These are found particularly at the top 
of the Animacy Hierarchy. And more generally, the different possible readings are 
determined by the hierarchy (Corbett 2000:83–87). Thus, though number in Russian is 
far from straightforward, the complications we find are not mere quirks, but are prin-
cipled, in that they are constrained by the Animacy Hierarchy.  

7. Number in Slovene 
Slovene has grammatical number which is comparable to that of Russian in being obli-
gatory, and as in Russian it is relevant both to morphology and to syntax (through 
agreement) and hence is a genuinely morphosyntactic feature. It differs from Russian in 
having a dual value, and this third value allows much fuller insight into the feature. 
While number is obligatory, it might be argued that not all values are. Consider this 
example:  

Slovene (Priestly 1993:440–441) 
(4) nóg-e  me bolijo 

foot-PL 1SG.ACC hurt.3PL
‘my feet hurt’ 

One solution is to say that number is indeed obligatory, but that the dual value is facul-
tative. That is essentially the solution proposed in Corbett (2000:93–94). The dual, like 
the other number values, is involved in agreement (it has contextual uses). We predict 
that any limitations on its lexical range (that is, which nominals control which agree-
ments) will be principled. That is, there will not be arbitrary lexical restrictions. This 
appears to be the case here: the dual is facultative for nouns lower on the Animacy 
Hierarchy: 

(5) Ranges of number values in Slovene (Corbett 2000:94):3

         1   >   2   >   3   >   kin   >   human  >   animate   >   inanimate 

range of plural 

range of dual 

                                                
3 Speaker and addressee are represented as ‘1’ and ‘2’ for reasons of space.  
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This is a reasonable solution. We have a split on the Animacy Hierarchy, in terms of 
number availability for the plural. There is a second split, involving the obligatory ( )
or facultative ( ) nature of the dual.

There is an alternative solution, which involves giving the dual a slightly more com-
plex semantics. Since the semantics of number is generally relatively transparent, we 
may tend to assume that we know what a dual is. While we have no expectation that the 
neuter gender or genitive case will be identical from language to language, we may 
expect number values to coincide. In contrast to this view it may be that the Slovene 
dual, besides referring to two entities, also has an element ‘newsworthy’. In other 
words, it means not just ‘two’, but rather ‘two – and it matters’. We would have to 
explain the effect of (5) by saying that the items at the top of the Animacy Hierarchy are 
so significant that the number involved is always newsworthy. Lower on the hierarchy, 
this is not the case, and in examples like (4) the fact of there being two is not newswor-
thy at all, and so the dual is not used. For most instances, the two accounts yield the 
same predictions. However, the second predicts more variability according to situation 
than does the first (which implies a stronger link to specific lexical items according to 
their position on the Animacy Hierarchy). The evidence available does not allow us to 
choose between them; we must hope for further research on Slovene, which would help 
us to take the issue further. There are pointers in Derganc (2003) which could be taken 
as favouring the latter interpretation. For instance, she shows that the noun starši ‘par-
ents’ was previously typically used in the plural (2003:174); in the modern language, 
the dual is also commonly used. The earlier use was an instance of number oriented-
ness, between dual and plural, of a kind we could understand as an interaction of lexical 
meaning with the ‘newsworthy’ element of the feature value. This orientedness is wea-
kening for this noun in the modern language. While such a line of reasoning looks 
promising, we are in danger of heaping too much theorizing on too few examples. 

Conclusion 
Our discussion has highlighted the importance of Slavonic in making progress in under-
standing morphosyntactic features. In particular, we have seen the significance and 
difficulty of the notion ‘obligatoriness’, the value of a canonical approach, the interest 
of the idea of ‘orientedness’, and the possibility that number values should be given a 
more complex semantics than is usually allowed. Given the resources available for 
research into Slavonic languages, we may hope for further progress in these areas.  
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