
A phonological solution to a morpho-syntactic problem in Athabaskan
Morpheme order in Athabaskan verbs presents problems for Distributed Morphology and
the Mirror Principle, the proposal that morphological derivations reflect syntactic deriva-
tions (Baker 1985). We argue that previous syntactic accounts for the morpheme order
have been misguided by ignoring phonology. We show that if phonological factors are
permitted to regulate the syntax-morphology interface, a straightforward account follows.

There is general consensus on the relative ordering of the positions in the Athabaskan
verb (e.g. Rice 2000). There is also agreement that the order of most of the prefixes
(positions 1-8) is the opposite of the expected order relative to the position of the root
(e.g. subj is closer to the root than obj); see the Navajo template in (1). (# marks
disjunct morphemes, which will be addressed in the talk; the arrow explained below.)

(1)
1 # 2 # 3 # 4 5 6 7 8 9 root

Adv Iter Dist Dir Imp Adv Mode Subj Voice/
Pl Obj Pass Trans

We argue that previous analyses of the unexpected morpheme order have mistakenly
either used position 9 as a starting point (Harley 2011) or ignored it entirely (Travis 2011).
Harley analyses 9 as v but this requires having 6, which encodes manner (and is often
part of a verb’s lexical entry (Speas 1990)), unexpectedly in the inflectional domain. We
posit instead that 6 is v, and 9 is Voice (selecting vP) (see arrow in (1)), directly reflecting
their syntactic roles and lexical contribution. This, though, presents a problem. If we
generate the correct morpheme order by having head movement start with prefix 1 low in
the structure, then collecting the other prefixes in the inverse order, 9 would incorrectly
remain between 6 and 7, because it never attaches directly to the root:
(2) ⇤[ 1[ 2[ 3[ 4[ 5[ 6[ 9 [ 7[ 8]]]]]]]]] + [root]

To arrive at the correct position for 9, our analysis involves two elements, (i) one
syntactic and (ii) one phonological. (i) We use the mechanism presented in Travis (2011)
for the morpheme order, where prefixes iteratively attach to the left edge of the root
(rather than the left edge of previously attached material). When position 9 is computed,
it will prefix directly to the root. (ii) We propose that phonology regulates the syntax-
morphology interface at each derivational step and ensures that 9 does not get pushed
leftward by later computed prefixes. Using data from Chilcotin, we show that there
is a conspiracy between the phonological shape of the prefixes that occupy 9 and their
surfacing adjacent to the root. Position 9 a�xes are single consonants in shape and roots
are all consonant-initial. Thus, position 9 a�xes must be phonotactically bound to the
following root-initial consonant. This manifests in two ways. When 9 is [d], it fuses with
the root-initial consonant to its right (see (3)); otherwise, poor syllable contact would
result. When 9 is [l] or [ì], it is bound as a coda to the root-initial onset that follows (see
(4)). Both operations create a tight phonological bond with the root, one which cannot be
severed when higher a�xes are later computed. Thus, these a�xes do not attach directly
to the root, but instead, to the voi/tr + root complex, as shown in (5).
(3) s

˙
æ
mouth

## næ-
adv

s-
1sg

d-
voi/tr

Pæn
˚

root

[s
˙
A næst’æn

˚
] (Krauss 1975:8)

‘I put it (round object) in my mouth.’

(4) sE-
1sg.obj

Ø-
3sg

ì-
voi/tr

GUs
root

[sEìGw@s] (Krauss 1975:39)
‘He is tickling me.’

(5) [1 + [2 + [3 + [4 + [5 + [6 + [7 + [8 + [ 9 root]]]]]]]]]
We provide further phonological arguments for the structure in (5) including the ob-

servation that 8 is bound to the root when 9 is null. Independent of the incorrect position
for 9, this interaction between 8 and the root would not be expected in (2).


