
Infixes really are (underlyingly) prefixes/suffixes: Evidence from
allomorphy on the fine timing of infixation

1. Introduction: Both allomorphy and infixation introduce complexity into morphological sys-

tems, in different ways: allomorphy involves a many-to-one correspondence between form and

meaning/function, and infixation disrupts the linear integrity of forms. Both are found across the

world’s languages, and have been the subject of much empirical inquiry and theorizing—on in-

fixation, see e.g. Ultan 1975, Moravcsik 1977, 2000, Halle 2001, Yu 2007, Samuels 2009; on

allomorphy, see e.g. Carstairs 1987, Paster 2006, Veselinova 2006, Mascaró 2007, Bobaljik 2012.

These studies present a plethora of ideas about how, when, and why infixation and allomorphy take

place, and they make (unstated) predictions about how the two phenomena should interact.

This paper presents the results of the first cross-linguistic study of allomorphy involving

infixation, considering 49 case studies from 40 languages (13 language families). Allomorphy

and infixation interact in consistent, systematic ways, suggestive of a universal architecture of the

morphosyntax-phonology interface. The findings support the type of serial architecture proposed

by Distributed Morphology and related approaches (Halle and Marantz 1993, 1994, Embick 2010,

Bye and Svenonius 2012), and run counter to fully parallel models (e.g., McCarthy and Prince

1993a,b) and those that take infixation to be “direct” (e.g., Inkelas 1990, Yu 2007, Wolf 2008).

2. Preliminaries: Allomorphy describes a situation where a single morpheme has more than one

phonological realization. The present study differentiates two types of allomorphy, suppletive (re-

placive; corresponding to distinct underlying phonological forms) and non-suppletive (derived via

(morpho)phonological processes from a single underlying form). An infix is defined as “a bound

morpheme [...] preceded and followed in at least some word-types by non-null segmental strings

which, together, constitute a relevant form-meaning correspondence” (Blevins 2014).

The study includes 49 morphemes that have at least one infixal allomorph—31 case studies in-

volve suppletion, and 33 involve an infix with non-suppletive variants. (The two are not exclusive.)

3. An illustrative case study: Consider the two suppletive allomorphs of verbal plural in Hunzib

(NE Caucasian; van den Berg 1995:81-82), (1); the allomorph in (1b) is infixal (precedes the last

consonant in its stem) and has several non-suppletive variants (not exhaustively demonstrated here).

(1) a. -baa / aa-final stems e.g.: Pãqa-baa ‘be thirsty (pl)’ (stem: Pãqaa)

b. -ά-1 / elsewhere e.g.: α<ά>hu ‘take (pl)’ (stem: αhu); u<wά>ĉ’e ‘cut (pl)’

(stem: uĉ’e); e<yά>k ‘fall (pl)’ (stem: ek)

This case of allomorphy is illustrative of the study’s broader findings in a number of ways. Both

suppletive allomorphs are oriented towards the right edge of the stem.2 The right edge is also

crucial for allomorph choice: the stem-final segment (namely, whether it is aa or not aa) conditions

which suppletive allomorph is chosen; notably, when the stem is vowel final, the infixal allomorph

(in its pre-consonantal infixed position) is not immediately local to this conditioning environment.

In addition, suppletive allomorph choice must be made based on the underlying form of the stem,

as suffixation of -baa results in (predictable) shortening of stem-final aa, creating opacity. Note that

there is no clear optimization-based motivation for choosing between the suppletive allomorphs.

Non-suppletive allomorphy of the infix, unlike suppletive allomorphy, is determined stem-

internally and is optimization-driven: when -ά- ends up after any vowel other than α, glide in-

1This allomorph is underlyingly stressed. Nb. α is “lower and more retracted than IPA [A]” (van den Berg 1995:21).
2The infix’s position is underdetermined by the data strategically presented here, but clear from a larger data set.
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sertion is triggered, based on the first vowel in hiatus (y after front vowels, w after back vowels).

The final segment of the stem has no influence on the infix’s non-suppletive alternations.

Finally, though a verb inflected for plural can take further affixes, (2), the infix can’t look

outwardly to less embedded material (-n here) to satisfy its positional need to precede a consonant.

(2) r-i<yά>ňe-n

PL.CLASS-kill<V.PL>-PRET.GER

(nb. *r-iňe<yά>-n)

‘killed (iterative, plural object)’

Even though -ά- could satisfy its positional need without infixing, it still moves into its stem (iňe).

4. Overall findings and their implications: Suppletive allomorphs share an edge orientation, e.g.,

a left-edge infix may only be in a suppletive relation to a prefix or another left-edge infix. Further, it

is the edge identifiable from edge orientation—and only this edge (and in particular, only its under-

lying form)—that can constitute the conditioning environment for phonologically- or prosodically-

conditioned suppletion. The surface (infixed) environment of an infix cannot condition suppletion.

Suppletion involving an infix is often non-optimizing, and may be opaque, like in Hunzib.

Implication 1: Infixes really are (underlyingly) prefixes/suffixes—affixal morphemes are

linearly concatenated with respect to their stem (as preceding it, as a prefix, or following it, as a

suffix) prior to suppletive allomorph choice and infixation. If infixation were “direct” (without a

step of prefixation/suffixation), there would be no explanation for the edge effects. Implication

2: The choice among suppletive allomorphs is made from a morpheme’s prefixal or suffixal

position, prior to both infixation and the phonological computation. If suppletive allomorph

choice could be made at a derivationally later point, then (i) the surface (infixed) environment of

an infix should be able to influence suppletive allomorph choice, and (ii) there should be cases of

suppletive allomorphy that are not analyzable via conditioning at the stem edge. Neither type of

case is found. (I argue that apparent counterexamples (e.g., Yu 2017) do not hold up to scrutiny.)

In contrast to suppletive allomorphy, non-suppletive allomorphy of an infix is determined only

by the infix’s surface (infixed) environment (which may of course include the stem edge, if the stem

edge is in the infix’s surface environment). Implication 3: Infixal allomorphs take their infixal

position immediately after suppletive allomorph choice, prior to (or perhaps sometimes simul-

taneous with) (morpho)phonological operations, which in turn derive non-suppletive alternations.

Finally, infixes must satisfy their need for a particular placement with respect to a pivot by

looking/moving inward into their stem, and never outward. Infixation (like suppletive allomor-

phy) may be non-optimizing, and may involve opacity. Implication 4: Exponence, infixation,

and (morpho)phonology are cyclic, applying in that order within each cycle, starting from the

most embedded morpheme. At the point when a particular morpheme is exponed, material that is

more embedded than that morpheme must itself have already been exponed and prosodified: both

phonological form and prosodic structure are robust conditioning factors in suppletive allomorphy

involving infixes, and infixes may have phonological or prosodic pivots. If infixation were not im-

mediate, and/or outer morphemes could be exponed before or simultaneous with inner morphemes,

we’d expect infixes that could stay at the edge of their stem when an outer morpheme supplies their

pivot (cf. (2)), or even move away from their stem to find their pivot. No such cases are found.

6. Conclusions: The intersection of infixation and allomorphy affords a uniquely informative win-

dow into the inner workings of the morphosyntax-phonology interface. In particular, the patterns

found (and not found!) differentiate among theoretical approaches to morphology and phonology.
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