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This paper proposes both a formal and a functional theory of aspect splits, analyzing the 
ergative Case split in Hindi-Urdu, an agreement split in Yucatec Maya, and a split 
involving preposition insertion in Palauan. Aspect splits have a function: they mark 
aspect indirectly, by manipulating the distribution of an independent element to reflect 
aspect. The formal grammar produces aspect splits with contextually restricted 
faithfulness constraints within Optimality Theory. The combined effect of two such 
constraints produces a cross-cutting split, where the faithful environments are added 
together, as shown here in Nepali and Chontal.  
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1.  Introduction 
 

The term aspect split is used in the typological literature to refer to a situation in 
which a grammatical element such as a particular Case or agreement pattern is restricted 
to one aspect. A well-known example occurs in Hindi-Urdu and related languages, where 
ergative Case is restricted to the perfective aspect. We see this in the minimal pair below 
from Butt and Deo (2005) where the external argument is marked with ergative Case only 
in the perfective aspect, as in (1), but not when the aspect is imperfective, as in (2):  
 

(1) Ram-ne   gari cala -ta     (hai).   [Hindi-Urdu] 
  Ram-ERGATIVE car  drive-PERFECTIVE  be.PRES 
  ‘Ram has driven a/the car.’    
 

(2) Ram  gari cala -yi      (hai).  
 Ram  car  drive-IMPERFECTIVE  be.PRES  

  ‘Ram drives/is driving a car.’      (Butt and Deo 2005) 
 

Aspect splits are not limited to Case, nor do they have any inherent connection to 
ergativity. In this paper, we will see aspect splits involving agreement (Yucatec Maya 
and Chontal), and preposition insertion (Palauan). Moreover, such splits are not limited to 
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aspect; in this paper we will examine cross-cutting splits involving negatives in Chontal 
and stage- versus individual-level predicates in Nepali.  

There is no standard theory of aspect splits. The goal of this paper is to develop a 
general theory of aspect splits, one which addresses not only the question of how such 
splits are produced in the formal grammar, but also the functional question of why they 
occur at all. 

Taking the functional question first, I argue that aspect splits have an interesting 
and important function. Aspect splits provide an economical way of marking (or 
sometimes redundantly marking) aspect, without adding anything to the clause. Instead, 
they mark aspect indirectly, by blocking the use of an otherwise expected element in one 
aspect but preserving it in the other. I call this phenomenon Parasitic Marking, given that 
it involves manipulation of the distribution of an unrelated element (such as ergative 
Case) to indicate aspect. A real life example of Parasitic Marking is the ‘shirts and skins’ 
method that boys use to mark team membership when they play sports informally without 
uniforms: the boys on one team remove their shirts, while the boys on the other team 
keep their shirts on. The presence of an ordinary shirt thus comes to mark one team, 
while its absence marks the other team. 

Parasitic marking in language is not as perfect as in the shirts and skins example, 
where the distribution of shirts is manipulated for both teams. In linguistic examples, it is 
as if one team removes their shirts, but the members of the other team do nothing (and 
may or may not happen to be wearing a shirt). That is, in parasitic marking in language, 
an element is blocked in one context (e.g. one aspect), but unaffected in the opposite 
context. For example, in Hindi, ergative Case is prohibited in the imperfective aspect, but 
the distribution of ergative subjects in the perfective aspect is unaffected. 

Although not perfect, parasitic marking is cheap since it never involves adding 
anything. Instead it involves not using some element, often a marked element. Sometimes 
one aspect is only marked parasitically, with no aspect morpheme present, as we will see 
in Palauan. In other situations, parasitic marking of aspect occurs even if an aspect 
morpheme is present, and only redundantly marks aspect. This is what occurs in Hindi-
Urdu. 

Turning now to the formal grammar of aspect splits, I argue that the formal means 
for producing aspect splits already exists in the phonological literature. Although not 
called splits, similar contextual restrictions are observed in phonology. A well-known 
example is the situation in which [+voice] consonants are prohibited in codas but allowed 
in syllable onsets. This contextual restriction is analyzed by Beckman 1998 within 
Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky 1993, 2004) as involving positional 
faithfulness. The marked feature on consonants, [+voice], is protected in syllable onsets 
from the effect of a general constraint against [+voice] consonants that applies elsewhere. 
However, the contexts in which an element can be protected are not limited to positions, 
according to Smith 2001, and this is certainly true with respect to aspect splits. Thus I 
will use a more general term, contextual faithfulness, to refer to this phenomenon. In 
contextual faithfulness, a contextually restricted version of an independently motivated 
faithfulness constraint protects a marked element from an opposing markedness 
constraint that would otherwise eliminate it.1 
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The aspect split in Hindi-Urdu is produced by a contextually restricted version of 
the faithfulness constraint IDENT(ergative) which preserves an ergative Case feature once 
it has been licensed/valued on an argument by little v (Woolford 2001, 2007). Ergative 
Case is preserved in the perfective aspect in Hindi-Urdu, but is eliminated elsewhere by 
the general markedness constraint *ERGATIVE in favor of the less marked nominative 
Case (section 1). Supporting evidence for the contextual faithfulness approach comes 
from the additive nature of the overlapping split involving individual and stage-level 
predicates in Nepali, described in Butt and Poudel 2007 (section 2). In this section, we 
also see why other approaches such as contextual markedness and Case licensing 
parameters fail to predict the Nepali pattern. In section 3, we turn to a very different sort 
of aspect split that occurs in Palauan, where aspect is parasitically marked in terms of 
whether clitic doubling or preposition insertion is used in differential object marking 
constructions. Here the relevant contextual faithfulness constraint is a DEP constraint, 
prohibiting preposition insertion in perfective contexts. An aspect split involving 
agreement in Yucatec Maya is the topic of section 4. Here we see the effect of a 
contextually restricted version of the last of the three types of faithfulness constraints in 
OT, a Max constraint. The relevant Max constraint bars deletion of one of the two 
agreement series in the perfective aspect. This aspect split is produced at the syntax/PF 
interface, where the effect of the Max constraint is to require spell-out of the relevant 
agreement morpheme. A cross-cutting split in the related Mayan language, Chontal, 
involving positive versus negative contexts manifests an additive pattern, as predicted 
when the effects of faithfulness constraints are added together. Section 5 is a discussion 
of some of the typological predictions of the contextual faithfulness approach to aspect 
splits proposed in this paper. 
 
1. The Ergative Aspect Split of Hindi-Urdu 
 

In Hindi-Urdu and related languages, ergative Case is restricted to the perfective 
aspect (Bhatt 2005, Butt and Deo 2005), as shown in the examples above in (1) and (2) 
and in the similar minimal pair below in (3) and (4) from Bhatt (2005): 

 
(3) Rahul-ne   kitaab  par:h-ii      thii 

Rahul-ERGATIVE book.FEM read-PERFECTIVE.FEM be.PAST.FEM.SG 

‘Rahul had read the book.’ 
 

(4) Rahul   kitaab   par:h-taa     thaa 
Rahul.MASC  book.FEM  read-HABITUAL.MASC.SG be.PAST.MASC.SG 

‘Rahul used to read a/the book.’       (Bhatt 2005) 

 
Because it is restricted to the perfective aspect, the presence of ergative Case in Hindi-
Urdu is a reliable indicator of perfective aspect. This is an example of what I call 
parasitic marking, where manipulating the distribution of an unrelated element (ergative 
Case) can be used to indicate aspect. Now, aspect is also marked in Hindi-Urdu by an 
actual aspect morpheme suffixed to the verb, and one may wonder what the potential 
benefit is of redundantly marking aspect by means of the distribution of ergative Case. In 



addition to the general benefit of redundancy in insuring message transmission in noisy 
situations, it provides an early processing cue as to the presence of perfective aspect in 
this SOV language. Without this early cue, listeners would have to wait until the end of 
the clause to see the aspect morpheme suffixed to the verb. 

The primary focus in this section is on the question of how the formal grammar 
produces this aspect split. The short answer to this question is with a contextually 
restricted version of the independently motivated faithfulness constraint that preserves 
ergative Case. For this answer to be comprehensible, we need to see it in the context of 
the Optimality Theoretic approach to Case typology developed in Woolford 2001. 

Let us begin with the basic question of why some languages use particular Cases 
such as the ergative Case and others do not. We cannot assume that this is simply the 
result of a lexical gap, e.g. the lack of an ergative Case morpheme in the lexicon. We 
know this because English has nominative Case, although it has no morpheme in its 
lexicon to spell out this Case, and many languages have morphologically unmarked 
Cases whose identity can be deduced only from the agreement pattern. Instead, if a Case 
is not used in a language, the reason is to be found in the grammar of that language. In 
the Minimalist Program, for example, a possible answer to the question of why some 
languages have ergative Case and others do not would be to posit a parameter such that 
the head that licenses ergative Case, little v, carries an ergative Case licensing feature in 
some languages, but not in others. However, we will see below that such an approach, 
which essentially turns ergative Case licensing ‘on’ or ‘off’ in a language, does not easily 
extend to languages with ergative splits where ergative Case is available in some 
environments, but not others. 

In the alternative approach to Case typology that I began to develop within 
Optimality Theory in Woolford 2001, there are no language-specific differences in the 
Case licensing abilities of heads2. The little v that theta-licenses external arguments 
always carries an ergative Case feature (Woolford 2006, 2007). However, all of the Cases 
that could potentially be licensed on any particular argument compete with each other. 
Two Cases compete to license an external argument, ergative licensed by little v and 
nominative licensed by T. This competition is regulated in the usual OT manner, by 
ranked markedness and faithfulness constraints. Ergative is a rather marked Case, and it 
will be ruled out by a markedness constraint, *ERGATIVE, unless it is protected by a 
higher ranked faithfulness constraint, IDENT (ergative). 
 

(5) *ERGATIVE    NO ergative Case. 
 
(6)   IDENT (ergative)  Preserve ergative Case 
 

The idea that inherent Cases (e.g. dative, ergative) are licensed at a level before structural 
Cases, and cannot later be replaced by a structural Case, goes back at least to Chomsky 
1981:242; we keep this idea here, but change it from an inviolable assumption to a 
violable constraint. 

The ‘parameter’ under this approach is the language particular ranking of these two 
constraints. In English, the markedness constraint is ranked higher, eliminating any 
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instances of ergative Case. The opposite ranking produces an ergative language where all 
external arguments are marked with ergative Case. 

 
(7) *ERGATIVE    >>    IDENT (ergative)     [English ranking] 
 
(8)  IDENT (ergative)   >>   *ERGATIVE     [Basque ranking] 

 
With only these two constraints, this approach would only have the capacity to 

always preserve or always eliminate ergative Case in a language. To capture the fact that 
languages such as Hindi-Urdu preserve ergative Case in the perfective aspect, but 
prohibit it elsewhere, we need to add a contextually restricted faithfulness constraint, 
modeled after work in OT phonology (e.g. Beckman 1998). To capture phenomena such 
as the fact that consonant voice distinctions are preserved in onset position but not in 
coda position in some languages, Beckman argues that faithfulness constraints (but not 
markedness constraints) can come in contextually restricted versions. Building on this 
work, I propose that the aspect split in ergative Case in Hindi is the result of a 
contextually restricted version of the IDENT (ergative) constraint, shown in (9): 
 

(9) IDENT perfective (ergative)   Preserve ergative Case in the perfective aspect. 
 
This faithfulness constraint will have no effect if it is ranked below the unrestricted 
version of this constraint in (8), which preserves all ergatives, or below the markedness 
constraint in (7) that prohibits all ergatives. An aspect split will emerge only in the 
ranking in (10) where the contextually restricted faithfulness constraint is ranked above 
the markedness constraint which eliminates all (remaining) ergatives, which is in turn 
ranked above the unrestricted version of the faithfulness constraint that would otherwise 
preserve all ergatives: 
 

(10) Hindi-Urdu constraint ranking 
  

IDENT perfective (ergative)  >>  *ERGATIVE   >>  IDENT (ergative) 
 
These constraints apply in syntax (the CP phase), whose input is the earlier level where 
theta-marking and inherent Case licensing occurs (the argument structure level or vP 
phase).3 As the tableau below shows, the high ranking contextually restricted faithfulness 
constraint eliminates the (b) candidate, which does not preserve an ergative Case from the 
input in this perfective context, leaving the (a) candidate which does preserve ergative as 
the winner (indicated here with →): 
 

(11) An external argument in the perfective aspect in Hindi 
input: DP-ergative   
perfective aspect 

IDENT perfective (ergative) *ERGATIVE IDENT (ergative) 

→a. DP-ergative  *  
    b. DP-nominative *!  * 

                                                 
3 This model is an updated version of the model in Chomsky 1981 where inherent Case is licensed at D-
structure and preserved at the level of S-structure where structural Case is assigned. 



 
In the imperfective aspect, shown in tableau (12) below, the contextually restricted 
constraint has no effect because the context is not perfective. Thus the next constraint, 
*ERGATIVE, applies and eliminates the (a) candidate containing an ergative Case. This 
leaves the (b) candidate with nominative Case as the winning candidate. 
 

(12) An external argument in the imperfective aspect in Hindi 
input: DP-ergative  
 imperfective aspect  

IDENT perfective (ergative) *ERGATIVE IDENT (ergative) 

    a. DP-ergative  *!  
→b. DP-nominative   * 

 
I maintain that UG will not allow a constraint that restricts ergative Case to the 
imperfective aspect. This follows if constraints cannot make reference to the least marked 
element in a hierarchy (Gouskova 2003), and [+perfective] is more marked than 
[-perfective]. Alternatively, this would follow if perfective is a privative feature and there 
is no feature [-perfective] in the formal grammar. 

Perfective is not the only context that can be referred to in a contextually restricted 
faithfulness constraint, as we see in Nepali in the next section. 
 
2. Nepali and Overlapping Splits  
 

Nepali also has the aspect split just described in Hindi-Urdu, but Nepali also has 
another, cross-cutting split involving ergative Case: Nepali preserves ergative Case with 
an individual-level predicate (Butt and Poudel 2007). In (13), the fact that Ram knows 
English is a property of Ram; not an event confined to a particular stage of time. With 
this individual-level predicate, Ram has ergative Case, even though the aspect is 
imperfective. 
 

(13)  Raam-le  (#aajaa) angreji  jaan-da-cha.      [Nepali] 
  Ram-ERG  (#today) English  know-IMPF-NONPAST.3MASC.SG 

‘Ram knows English (#today).’   (individual-level predicate) 
 
In contrast, the event of Ram speaking in (14) will occur in one particular stage of time 
and thus the predicate is stage-level. Here Ram does not take ergative Case. 
 

(14)  Raam  (aajaa)   angreji  bol-da-cha. 
Ram  today   English  speak-IMPF-NONPAST.3MASC.SG 
‘Ram will speak English (today).’ (stage-level)   (Butt and Poudel 2007 (16)) 

 
Thus Nepali has two overlapping ergative splits and the effects of these splits are 

additive, in that ergative Case is preserved in both contexts, perfective aspect and with 
individual-level predicates: 
 



(15)  Additive Pattern of Overlapping Ergative Splits in Nepali 
 perfective aspect imperfective aspect
individual-level Ergative Ergative 
stage-level Ergative no ergative 

 
This additive pattern is just what we expect if such splits are the result of 

contextually restricted faithfulness constraints. These constraints specify a context in 
which ergative Case must be preserved. When two such constraints are active, as in 
Nepali, we expect preservation in both contexts. In Nepali, the constraint we saw above 
in Hindi-Urdu preserving ergative Case in the perfective is active, plus a similar 
constraint preserving ergative Case in clauses with individual-level predicates: 
 

(16) IDENT perfective (ergative)   Preserve ergative Case in the perfective aspect. 
 

(17) IDENT individual-level predicate (ergative)  Preserve ergative Case with individual- 
            level predicates. 

 
As noted above for Hindi-Urdu, these contextually restricted faithfulness constraints will 
not produce the overlapping split of Nepali in Error! Reference source not found. 
unless both constraints are ranked above *ERGATIVE, which is in turn ranked above the 
contextually unrestricted version of the faithfulness constraint: 
 

(18) Nepali constraint ranking 
  
  IDENTperfective (ergative), IDENTind-level pred (ergative) >> *ERGATIVE >> IDENT (ergative) 
 
The constraint preserving ergative in the perfective applies as shown above in section 2 in 
Hindi-Urdu. The effect of the constraint preserving ergative with individual-level 
predicates is similar, eliminating candidate (b) where the ergative in the input is replaced 
by a nominative, as shown in (19): 
 

(19) An individual-level predicate in Nepali 
input: DP-ergative   
ind-level predicate 
imperfective aspect 

IDENT 
ind-level pred (erg)

IDENT 
perfective (erg)

*ERG IDENT (erg) 

→a. DP-ergative   *  
    b. DP-nominative *!   * 

 
In the perfective aspect, candidate (b) would violate both of these IDENT constraints.  

The only context in which neither constraint preserves ergative Case is one with a 
stage-level predicate in the imperfect aspect. Here, the lower constraint, *ERGATIVE, 
makes the decision by eliminating the (a) candidate containing an ergative Case. This 
leaves the (b) candidate with nominative Case as the winner. 
 



(20) A stage-level predicate in the imperfective aspect in Nepali 
input: DP-ergative 
imperfective aspect 
stage-level predicate 

IDENTperfective(ergative), 
IDENTind-level pred(ergative)

*ERGATIVE IDENT(ergative) 

    a. DP-ergative  *!  
→b. DP-nominative   * 

 
2.1 Why a Contextually Restricted Markedness Approach Fails for Nepali 
 

An alternative OT approach which places the context restriction on the markedness 
constraint, *ERGATIVE, instead of on the faithfulness constraint, IDENT (ERGATIVE), would 
work for Hindi-Urdu, but in this section we will see why such an approach would fail for 
Nepali. In Nepali, using two contextually restricted markedness constraints would make 
the wrong prediction for the distribution of ergative Case. The subtractive pattern 
produced by *ERGATIVE/STAGE-LEVEL PREDICATE plus *ERGATIVE/PERFECTIVE is shown 
in (21) below. The prediction is that ergative Case would only survive in clauses with 
individual predicates in the perfective aspect: 
 

(21)  Incorrect Subtractive Prediction of Two Contextually Restricted Markedness 
Constraints for Nepali 
 

 perfective aspect imperfective aspect
individual-level Ergative    no ergative 
stage-level    no ergative    no ergative 

 
We see the problem when we contrast this incorrect prediction with the actual Napali 
pattern repeated below: 
 

(22)  Actual Pattern of Overlapping Additive Ergative Splits in Nepali 
 

 perfective aspect imperfective aspect
individual-level Ergative Ergative 
stage-level Ergative no ergative 

 
The failure of contextual markedness here supports the contention of Bechman 1998 that 
only faithfulness constraints, and not markedness constrants, can be restricted to special 
contexts. 

In the next section, we will see that a non-OT approach involving restricting the 
licensing of ergative Case fails for the same reason: it incorrectly predicts a reduction of 
the contexts in which ergative Case can appear when two such restrictions are combined. 
 
2.2 Against a Restricted Licensing Approach to Nepali 
 

In this section, we explore and reject another alternative approach to Nepali. The 
basic premise of this approach is the popular idea that if a language does not use a 
particular Case, it is because that language cannot license that Case. Such an approach is 



proposed in Davison 2004 to account for the aspect split in Hindi. Davison proposes that 
it is the aspect head which licenses ergative Case in Hindi, and only if that head carries 
the [+perfective] feature.4 Such an approach essentially introduces parameters governing 
Case licensing, since ergative languages without an aspect split can license ergative Case 
in either aspect. The problem with a parameterized Case licensing approach emerges 
when we try to extend it to the overlapping splits in Nepali. Since Nepali manifests the 
same aspect split that we find in Hindi, we expect Davison’s restriction to hold for 
Nepali: 

 
(23) Hindi: ergative is only licensed by [+perfective] aspect (Davison 2004) 

 
But this restriction does not hold in Nepali, since ergative Case is also licensed in the 
imperfective aspect in Nepali when the predicate is individual-level as we saw above in 
(22), repeated below:  
 

(24) Additive Pattern of Ergative Splits in Nepali 
 

 perfective aspect imperfective aspect
individual-level Ergative Ergative 
stage-level Ergative no ergative 

 
Under a restricted licensing approach, it would be possible to add a feature that must be 
present in order to license ergative Case. For example, ergative Case licensing might 
require a head that carries both the [+perfective] feature and the [+individual level] 
feature. The problem is that this would only have the effect of further reducing the 
contexts in which ergative can be licensed, incorrectly predicting the same reduced 
pattern that the contextual markedness approach produced, shown above in (21). Instead, 
what we need in order to account for the additive pattern in Nepali is a way of expanding 
the contexts in which ergative is licensed, compared to Hindi. Under a parameterized 
licensing approach, this would require a disjunctive Case licensing parameter, allowing 
ergative Case to be licensed by the perfective aspect AND/OR by a stage-level predicate 
in Nepali. While such a pattern is unexpected when parameters are involved, it is just 
what we expect when faithfulness constraints are involved, as we saw above. 

To fully see the advantage of the idea that aspect splits result from contextual 
faithfulness constraints, we need to consider other types of splits which do not involve 
ergative Case. In the next section we turn to Palauan, a language which manifests a very 
different sort of aspect split involving the possibility of preposition insertion. 
 
3. The Aspect Split in Marked Objects in Palauan 
 

Palauan (Austronesian) also manifests an aspect split between the perfective and 
imperfective aspect; but the Palauan aspect split is very different from what we see in 

                                                 
4 As formulated, Davison’s 2004 proposal would allow clauses without an external argument to have 
ergative Case. One might correct this problem by revising Davison’s proposal so that, while little v alone 
can license ergative Case in many languages, in Hindi it is necessary for little v to raise to the aspect head, 
so that the combined forces of little v and the feature [+perfective] can license ergative Case. 



Hindi and Nepali. The Palauan aspect split involves two different ways of marking 
‘marked objects’: with an inserted preposition in the imperfective aspect, but clitic 
doubling in the perfective aspect. Marked objects or differential object marking is a well-
known typological phenomenon wherein objects with particular features (e.g. specific, 
human) are ‘marked’ in some way, e.g. with Case, agreement, a clitic or an inserted 
preposition (Comrie 1989, Woolford 1995, Aissen 2003). 5 

In Palauan, human objects must be marked, but there is an aspect split as to how 
they are marked. In the perfective aspect, human objects are clitic-doubled.6 The 
pronominal clitic is suffixed to the verb: 
 

(25)  Ak   mils-terir    a retede  el sensei.  [perfective aspect] 
 I  saw-3PL.CLITIC    three      teacher 
 ‘I saw three teachers.’        (Josephs 1975: 43) 

 
In contrast, in the imperfective aspect, human objects are marked with an inserted 
preposition: 7 
 

(26)  A sensei  a mengelebed   er   a rengalek.  [imperfective aspect] 
 teacher     hit    P     children 
 ‘The teacher is hitting the children.’      (Georgopoulos 1991:35 (27a)) 

 
The same aspect split pattern occurs with objects that are individuated (specific and 
singular), even if they are not human (Georgopoulos 1991). In the perfective aspect, such 
objects are marked by clitic doubling:8 

                                                 
5 There are two formal proposals within OT for the analysis of marked objects. Building on Diesing 1992, I 
argue in Woolford 1995 that objects with certain features (which vary cross-linguistically) are prohibited 
within the VP, paralleling the fact that consonants with certain features are disallowed in coda position in 
some languages. In that paper, I argued that objects that are ‘marked’ with a Case or agreement change 
have moved out of the VP and that the Case or agreement change is a secondary effect of that movement. 
To drive that object shift, I proposed what are essentially contextual markedness constraints to prohibit 
objects with such features in their base position inside VP, although these constraints might preferably be 
reformulated as contextual faithfulness constraints. Aissen 2003 takes a more traditional approach to 
marked objects, formalizing the iconic approach of Silverstein 1976 wherein morphological Case serves as 
a flag to mark an object with features that are atypical for objects. Aissen uses constraint conjunction to 
penalize objects with certain features if those objects lack morphological Case (where Case is interpreted 
broadly to include prepositions). 
6 It is likely that the clitic doubled objects have moved out of the VP, paralleling many Romance languages 
and Chichewa (Bresnan and Mchombo 1986) where objects in situ are not clitic doubled. If so, the verb has 
raised above the shifted object as in Icelandic (Holmberg 1986), given the lack of a change in the surface 
word order. 
7 The a morpheme which precedes all arguments and some predicates in Palauan is not glossed in the 
original sources. 
8 Subject and object pronouns are null in Palauan (not spelled out at PF). Null object pronouns that are 
human and/or specific and singular are also clitic-doubled in the perfective aspect: 
 (i) te-′illebed-ii 
 3pl-hit   -3sgclitic 
 ‘They hit him/her/it.’    (Georgopoulos 1991:43 (39c)) 
Pronoun objects without these features are also null, even though they are not clitic doubled: 



 
(27) Te-'illebed-ii     a bilis  a rengalek.   [perfective aspect] 

3p-hit -3SG.CLITIC     dog     children 
‘The kids hit the dog.’       (Georgopoulos 1991:30 (15a))  

 
In the imperfective aspect, such objects are marked by an inserted preposition:9 
 

(28) Ng-milengelebed   er a bilis.       [imperfective aspect] 
3s- IMPERF -hit             P    dog 
‘S/he hit the dog.’        (Georgopoulos 1991:29 (14a))  

 
In contrast, objects that are neither human nor individuated (specific and singular) 

remain ‘unmarked’: 
 

(29) Ng-milengelebed  a bilis.         [imperfective aspect] 
3S-IMPERF.hit     dog 
‘He/she hit a dog /the dogs /some dogs.’  (Georgopoulos 1991:29 (14b)) 
 
The analysis of this aspect split proposed here captures the idea that preposition 

insertion is a ‘last resort’ operation, in that when it is not needed, it does not occur. Any 
insertion violates a DEP constraint. DEP constraints, developed in OT phonology 
(McCarthy and Prince 1995), require that the output depend on the input; nothing can be 
inserted in the output that is not already present in the input. DEP constraints are another 
kind of faithfulness constraint. Preposition insertion violates the DEP constraint, DEP (P). 

 
(30)   DEP(P)  No preposition insertion.   

A preposition in the output must be present in the input. 
 
However, what we need for Palauan is a contextually restricted version of this dep 
constraint, a version that blocks preposition insertion only in the perfective aspect 
 

(31)  DEPperfective(P)  No preposition insertion in the perfective aspect. 
 
This DEP constraint prevents preposition insertion in the perfective aspect. Note that  
base generated prepositions are not affected by this DEP constraint because the constraint 
does not block prepositions per se, but only the insertion of a preposition in the perfective 
aspect. Base-generated prepositions occur in both aspects in Palauan. In the following 
example, we see a base-generated preposition on the locative in a clause with perfective 
aspect: 

                                                                                                                                                 
 (ii) te-′illebed 
 3pl-hit 
 ‘They hit them/something.’  (Georgopoulos 1991:46 (15)) 
Georgopoulos calls these suffixes object agreement to emphasize that Palauan is not a pronominal 
argument language. The distinction is not crucial here, but I gloss these as clitics because their distribution 
is not typical of agreement. (The distinction here is what Bresnan and Mchombo 1986 term anaphoric 
agreement versus grammatical agreement.) 
9 Pronouns must be overt following a preposition in Palauan (Georgopoulos 1991:30). 



 
(32)  Ak   mils-a     a Droteo  er  a party.   [perfective] 

 I  saw-3SG.CLITIC     Droteo  at    party. 
 ‘I saw Droteo at the party.’       (Josephs 1975: 324) 

 
Preposition insertion is not used to mark the human object in the above example because 
preposition insertion is prohibited in the perfective aspect in Palauan. Instead, the human 
object is clitic doubled. We also see the contrast between base generated and inserted 
prepositions in the pair of examples below: 
 

(33) Ak  ousbech  er a bilas   er a klukuk.   [imperfective aspect] 
I  need  P    boat   P    tomorrow 
‘I need the boat tomorrow.’      (Josephs 1975: 49) 

 
(34) Ak ousbech a bilas  er a klukuk. 

I   need    boat  P    tomorrow 
‘I need a boat /the boats tomorrow.    (Josephs 1975: 49) 

 
Now we turn to the question of why clitic doubling is not also used to ‘mark’ 

objects in the imperfective aspect. Here, all we need is the independently motivated 
markedness constraint against clitics, *CLITIC (e.g. Bresnan 2001). We do not need a 
contextually restricted version of this markedness constraint because the pattern falls out 
of the constraint ranking. The intuitive idea is that in Palauan, preposition insertion is 
actually the preferred way of ‘marking’ an object (and we set this preference by ranking 
*CLITIC above DEP(P)), but preposition insertion is prohibited in the perfective aspect. 

To force object marking in Palauan despite violating either *CLITIC or DEP(P), we 
need a higher constraint that requires an object with ‘marked’ features to be ‘marked’. I 
will refer to such constraints for our purposes here simply as MARK constraints: 
 

(35) MARK (human)    A human object must be ‘marked’. 
 

(36) MARK (individuated)  An object that is both specific and singular  
        must be ‘marked’. 

 
The aspect split in how objects are marked in Palauan results from the following ranking 
where the two MARK constraints are at the top: 
 

(37) Palauan Constraint Ranking 
 
 MARK (human), MARK (individuated) >> DEPperfective(P) >> *CLITIC >> DEP(P) 
 
In the perfective aspect, the contextually restricted DEP constraint blocks preposition 
insertion, leaving clitic doubling as the only option for marking an object. In the 
imperfective aspect, that constraint has no effect. Instead, the ranking of *CLITIC above 
the unrestricted DEP(P) constraint in (37) has the effect of making it worse to clitic double 
an object than to ‘mark’ it by preposition insertion in the imperfect aspect. 



Let us look at some tableaux to see how these constraints in this ranking produce 
the Palauan pattern. Let us begin with a human object in the perfective aspect. A human 
object must be ‘marked’ in some way in order to obey MARK (human). The tableau in 
(38) compares candidate (a) where the object remains unmarked, candidate (b) with an 
inserted preposition and candidate (c) with clitic doubling. Candidate (a) is eliminated 
because its unmarked human object violates MARK(HUMAN). In the perfective aspect, 
insertion of a preposition in candidate (b) is barred by DEPperfective (P), which prohibits 
preposition insertion in the perfective aspect. This leaves candidate (c) as the winner: 
 

(38)  Pattern for a human object in the perfective aspect 
input:     V    DP 
perfective   [+human] 

MARK(HUMAN) DEPperfective (P) *CLITIC DEP(P) 

    a.   V        DP *!    
    b.   V   [P DP]  *!  * 
→c.   V-cl   DP   *  

 
In the imperfective aspect, the MARK constraint again eliminates candidate (a) with 

the unmarked human object. Here the next constraint, DEPperfective(P), has no effect. The 
decision thus passes to the next constraint, *CLITIC, which rules out candidate (c) where 
the object is marked by clitic doubling. This leaves candidate (b) with an inserted 
preposition as the winner. 
 

(39)  Pattern for human objects in the imperfective aspect 
input:        V    DP 
imperfective  [+human] 

MARK(HUMAN) DEPperfective(P) *CLITIC DEP(P) 

    a.   V        DP *!    
→b.   V   [P DP]    * 
    c.   V-cl   DP   *!  
 

The tableaux for non-human, but individuated (specific and singular) objects would 
be the same, except that the MARK(INDIVIDUATED) constraint would rule out the (a) 
candidate. In clauses where the object is neither human nor individuated, the two mark 
constraints have no effect. The tableau in (40) shows that regardless of the aspect, the (a) 
candidate wins, because *CLITIC rules out candidate (c) because of its clitic and DEP(P) 
(or DEPperfective(P) in the perfective aspect) rules out candidate (b) because of its inserted 
preposition. 

 
(40) Pattern for non-human, non-individuated objects 
input:  V    DP 
      [-human],[-ind] 

MARK(HUMAN) 
MARK(INDIVID)

DEPperfective(P) *CLITIC DEP(P) 

→a.   V        DP     
    b.   V   [P DP]    *! 
    c.   V-cl   DP   *!  
 

The aspect split in Palauan is like the aspect split in Hindi in that both result from 
contextually restricted versions of an independently motivated faithfulness constraint 



where the restricting context is [+perfective]. The languages differ in which type of 
faithfulness constraint is involved, IDENT or DEP, and what these constraints apply to, 
ergative Case or prepositions.  

Moving from the formal to the functional, this aspect split functions to parasitically 
mark aspect in Palauan. Preposition insertion redundantly marks aspect in the 
imperfective aspect. Because Palauan has no overt perfective aspect morpheme, clitic 
doubling is the only overt mark of perfective aspect in Palauan (Georgopoulos 1991:25).  
 
4. Yucatec Maya 
 
In this section, we turn to an aspect split involving agreement in Yucatec Maya. This split 
is unusual because it is limited to intransitive clauses (Nida and Romero 1950, Bricker 
1981, Krämer and Wunderlich 1999, Bohnemeyer 2004). In transitive clauses, the cross-
referencing pattern is identical in the two aspects: the subject of a transitive clause is 
cross-referenced with an agreement series traditionally labeled ‘Set A’, while the object 
is cross-referenced with the suffixing series traditionally labeled ‘Set B’:10 

 
(41)  Táan uy-   il -ik    -en      [imperfective aspect] 

 DUR 3RDSETA- see-IMPERFECTIVE-1STSETB 
 ‘He is seeing me.’       (Bricker 1981 (1)) 

 
(42)  T-  inw-  il- ah    -eč      [perfective aspect] 

 COMPL-1STSETA- see-PERFECTIVE -2NDSETB 
 ‘I saw you.’        (Bricker 1981 (2)) 

 
The cross-referencing pattern in intransitive clauses shows the aspect split. Intransitive 
subjects are cross-referenced with Set A in the imperfective aspect, but with Set B in the 
perfective aspect: 
 

(43)  Táan in-   k’uč -ul.       [imperfective aspect] 
 DUR 1STSETA- arrive -IMPERFECTIVE 
 ‘I am arriving’      (Bricker 1981 (4)) 

 
(44)  H-  k’uč  -eč          [perfective aspect] 

 COMPL-arrive -2NDSETB 
 ‘You arrived.’      (Bricker 1981 (4)) 

 
This aspect split is not limited to unaccusatives, but also occurs with intransitive verbs 
that take an agentive subject (external argument): 
 

(45)  K-  u-   meyah        [imperfective aspect] 
 IMPERF-3rdSETA- work 
 ‘He works.’     (Bohnemeyer 2004 (3a)) 

                                                 
10 The identity of Set A and Set B forms which I will assume in the analysis below is that Set A (which 
only cross-references subjects) is agreement, while Set B (which cross-references objects in some clauses 
and subjects in others) is a pronominal clitic that is not morphologically marked for Case. 



 
(46)  H-  meyah -nah   -ih      [perfective aspect] 

 PERF- work -COMPLETIVE -3rd
SGSETB 

 ‘He worked.’       (Bohnemeyer 2004 (3b)) 
 
In the account presented here, I identify Set A as ordinary subject agreement and Set B as 
a series of pronominal clitics (head clitics in the sense of Marantz 1988, which adjoin to 
V in syntax). In syntax, these forms are only bundles of features; the decision as to which 
features or feature bundles to spell out (by morpheme insertion) is made at the syntax/PF 
interface. I propose that both are generated in syntax even in intransitive clauses. Both 
must be spelled out in a transitive clause because they encode the features of different 
arguments. In intransitive clauses, the two series cross-reference the same argument. 
Since only one set of cross-referencing features needs to be spelled out, the choice of 
which to spell out at PF is available to be manipulated by contextual faithfulness to 
parasitically mark aspect.  
 
5.1 Background on Cross-referencing in OT Syntax 
 

The idea that different cross-referencing series compete with each other is proposed 
in earlier work in Optimality Theory in various forms. In Legendre and Rood 1992, 
violable mapping constraints compete. In Bresnan 2001, clitics and affixes compete to 
realize an argument. In Woolford 2003, I argue that languages differ with respect to 
whether they prefer to use agreement or pronominal clitics to cross-reference arguments; 
this preference is determined by the relative ranking of the two markedness constraints 
prohibiting these elements: 

 
(47)  *CLITIC  No pronominal clitics.  (Bresnan 2001) 
 
(48)  *AGR   No agreement    (cf. Bresnan’s  *affix) 

 
(49)  Constraint Ranking and Cross-referencing Preference (from Woolford 2003) 

 
a. *CLITIC  >>   *AGR   [language prefers to use agreement] 
 
b. *AGR    >>   *CLITIC  [language prefers to use a clitic] 

 
I revise this proposal slightly here, in order to maintain a more restrictive theory under 
which there is a universally fixed ranking of *CLITIC >> *AGR because clitics are the 
more marked cross-referencing form.11

 I assume here that both clitics and agreement are 
generated in syntax in some languages, and that what is actually responsible for the fact 
that some languages prefer to use clitics is a faithfulness constraint that preserves clitics 
at the syntax/PF interface, MAX (CLITIC). Max constraints are faithfulness constraints that 

                                                 
11 Alternatively, these constraints are formulated following de Lacy 2002 to target sections of the hierarchy 
anchored at the marked end, so that the two constraints are *(clitic, agreement) and *(clitic). The *(clitic, 
agreement) constraint incurs a violation if either a clitic or agreement is present. De Lacy shows that this 
formulation will produce the empirical effect of a fixed ranking, without an actual fixed ranking. 



block the deletion of an element (McCarthy and Prince 1995). At the syntax/PF interface, 
when applied to morphemes, they have the effect of requiring a morpheme to be spelled-
out.12 
 

(50)  MAX(CLITIC)   Spell-out pronominal clitics. 
 
When ranked above *CLITIC, MAX(CLITIC) will force all pronominal clitics from syntax to 
be spelled out at PF: 
 

(51)  Revised Constraint Ranking and Cross-Referencing Preference  
 
a. *CLITIC  >>  *AGR  >>  MAX(CLITIC)  [language prefers to use agreement] 
 
b. MAX(CLITIC)  >>  *CLITIC  >>*AGR   [language prefers to use a clitic] 

 
As in Woolford 2003, there is a constraint, XRef, which requires that each argument be 
cross-referenced. When this constraint applies at PF, it requires that a cross-referencing 
morpheme be spelled out for each argument. XRef is violable, like the other constraints 
discussed here. If it is ranked above both *CLITIC and *AGR, all arguments will be cross-
referenced; if it is ranked below *CLITIC, no argument will be cross-referenced by a 
pronominal clitic, and if it is ranked below both of these markedness constraints, no 
argument will be cross-referenced at all. 

Although some languages allow clitic clusters, other languages limit pronominal 
clitics to one per clause, e.g. Chichewa (Bresnan and Mchombo 1986). In Woolford 
2003, I show that a language that has subject agreement, but prefers to use clitics will use 
a clitic to cross-reference intransitive subjects. With a limit of one clitic per clause, 
transitive clauses will have the more familiar pattern where agreement cross-references 
the subject and a clitic is used to cross-reference the object. That pattern is characteristic 
of Selayarese and of many Mayan languages, where the pronominal clitic series is 
unspecified for Case, and can potentially cross-reference any argument, including the 
subject. Let us look at a tableau showing the competition for spelling out a cross-
referencing form for an intransitive in the typical Mayan language. The constraint 
ranking for most Mayan languages is as in (52): 

 
(52)   XREF, MAX(clitic) >> *CLITIC >>*AGR 

 
I will assume here that in syntax, both agreement (Set A) and one pronominal clitic 
(Set B) are always generated in Mayan languages, and when there is only one argument 
present, they both cross-reference that same argument. 13 This is the input to the PF 

                                                 
12 Phonologists often use a Morph Real constraint to require morphemes to be spelled out. That is 
essentially a MAX (MORPHEME) constraint. Here we need a MAX constraint targeting a specific morpheme. 
13 Although such double cross-referencing of the subject is usually filtered out at PF (by the markedness 
constraints against clitics and agreement), there are languages where it survives to the surface, because both 
forms are needed in order to fully cross-reference the features of that subject. For example, in Kashmiri, 
where agreement cross-references gender and number, but not person, and pronominal clitics cross-
reference person and number, but not gender, both agreement and a nominative clitic are spelled out so that 
all three features are spelled out in the surface morphology: 



competition to determine which of these cross-referencing forms is spelled out. The top 
two constraints in tableau (53) do not conflict and are therefore treated here as tied in the 
ranking. XRef eliminates the candidate in (d) where no cross-referencing element is 
spelled out for the intransitive subject. MAX(CLITIC) eliminates that candidate and also the 
one in (b) where the pronominal clitic from syntax is not spelled out. The remaining 
candidates (a) and (c) tie on the next lower constraint, *CLITIC, and thus neither is 
eliminated at this point. The decision thus passes to the lower ranked *AGREE constraint, 
which eliminates the (a) candidate, leaving the (c) candidate with just a pronominal clitic 
as the winner. 14 
 

(53) Intransitives in many Mayan languages 
Input:  agr-verb-clitic 
 

 XREF MAX(CLITIC) *CLITIC *AGREE

    a. agr-verb-clitic        *    *! 
    b. agr-verb   *!     * 
→c. verb-clitic       *  
    d. verb  *! *!   

 
In transitive clauses, the cross-referencing pattern in Mayan languages has a Set A 

form cross-referencing the subject (which I assume is agreement) and a Set B form cross-
referencing the object (which I assume is a pronominal clitic). I assume here that Mayan 
languages have only subject agreement, and no true object agreement (as opposed to 
object clitics) and thus I will not include candidates with true object agreement in the 
tableaux.15 Under the above constraint ranking, where the high ranking MAX-(CLITIC) 
requires the spell out of all pronominal clitics generated in syntax, we might expect a 
candidate with two clitics to win, one cross-referencing each argument in a transitive 
clause. However, Yucatec Maya is one of the languages mentioned above where 
pronominal clitics are limited to one per clause, and I will include in the tableaux only 
candidates with one clitic. 16 Considering only the four candidates in tableau (54) below, 
XRef eliminates every candidate except the one in (a) with both agreement and a clitic, 
because the other candidates do not cross-reference both arguments: 

                                                                                                                                                 
(i) BI  ch -u    -s     gatsha:n.    [Kashmiri] 
  I(NOM) be -AGR(MASC.SG) CLITIC(NOM.1SG)  go-PRESENT PARTICIPLE 
  ‘I am going.’             (Wali and Koul 1997:152) 

14 The surface pattern of agreement in most Mayan languages thus fits the description in the typological 
literature of an ergative pattern: intransitive subjects and transitive objects are both cross-referenced with 
the same series (a head clitic), while transitive subjects are cross-referenced with a different series, subject 
agreement. It has been assumed in much of the Mayan literature that this pattern must be caused by the 
presence of a covert ergative Case system, although there is no evidence for this from Case morphology in 
any Mayan language, to my knowledge. The covert ergative approach does not easily extend to Yucatec 
Maya, as Krämer and Wunderlich 1999 and Bohnemeyer 2004 point out. Under the approach here, it is 
unnecessary to postulate a covert ergative Case system in any Mayan language. 
15 The evidence that any language has true object agreement, as opposed to participle agreement or cross-
referencing by a head or phrasal pronominal clitic, is not strong in my opinion. 
16 In Woolford (2003) I argue that clitic clusters are prohibited in some languages because two clitics 
cannot simultaneously align to the same edge, and thus an alignment constraint requiring this would be 
violated. I will assume that this or some other high ranking constraint bars clitic clusters in Mayan 
languages. 



 
(54) Transitives in Mayan languages 
Input:  agr-verb-clitic  XREF MAX-(CLITIC) *CLITIC *AGREE

→a.  agr-verb-clitic   * * 
    b.  agr-verb *! *!  * 
    c.  verb-clitic *!  *  
    d.  verb **! *!   

 
This tableau is also correct for Yucatec Maya. However, intransitives in Yucatec 

Maya are different, manifesting an aspect split, to which we now turn. 
 

5.2 An Account of the Aspect Split in Yucatec Maya 
 
The aspect split in Yucatec Maya is produced at the syntax/PF interface by a contextually 
restricted version of the Max(CLITIC) constraint defined above. This contextually 
restricted version requires the spell-out of pronominal clitics in the perfective aspect: 
 

(55) MAXperfective (CLITIC)  Spell out pronominal clitics in the perfective aspect. 
 
In the following constraint ranking, applying at the syntax/PF interface, this constraint 
produces the aspect split in Yucatec Maya by forcing spell out of the clitic in the 
perfective aspect, but not in the imperfective: 
 

(56)  Yucatec Maya Constraint Ranking17 
 
XRef , MAXperfective (CLITIC)  >>  *CLITIC  >>  *AGREE >>  MAX(CLITIC) 

 
XRef requires each argument to be cross-referenced in the surface pattern. MAXperfective 
(CLITIC) requires that the pronominal clitic (Set B form) be spelled out at PF. Nothing 
other than XRef requires agreement (Set A) to be spelled out. 

The tableau below in (57) shows the competition at spell-out for an intransitive in 
Yucatec Maya. The input from syntax has agreement and a pronominal clitic, both cross-
referencing the subject. Only one of these cross referencing elements is needed to satisfy 
Xref, but XRef is not what eliminates this redundancy. As the tableau below shows, 
candidates (a) through (c) all satisfy XRef; XRef eliminates only candidate (d) where 
neither agreement nor the clitic is spelled out. We start in this tableau with what happens 
in the imperfective aspect. Here, the contextual faithfulness constraint, MAX-perfective 
(CLITIC) has no effect, and thus the decision is made by the next lower constraint, 
*CLITIC, which eliminates candidates (a) and (c) which contain a pronominal clitic. This 
leaves candidate (b), with just agreement, as the winner. 
 

                                                 
17 Yucatec Maya differs from the other Mayan languages in ranking *CLITIC above MAX(CLITIC). As a 
result, other Mayan languages always spell out a clitic (a Set B form), whereas Yucatec Maya does so only 
to satisfy XRef and/or MAXperfective (CLITIC). 



(57) Intransitives in the Imperfective Aspect 
Input:       agr-verb-clitic 
imperfective 

 XREF MAX-perf (CLITIC) *CLITIC *AGR MAX(CL) 

    a.   agr-verb-clitic    *! *  
→b.   agr-verb     * * 
    c.   verb-clitic   *!   
    d.   verb     *!    * 

 
This is why Yucatec Maya does not spell-out a clitic in intransitives in the imperfective 
aspect. 
 

In the perfective aspect, shown in the tableau below, the contextually restricted 
Max constraint, MAX-perfective (CLITIC) alters the outcome. It eliminates candidates (b) and 
(d) because they do not spell out the pronominal clitic. The remaining candidates (a) and 
(c), which both have clitics, tie with respect to the next lower constraint, *CLITIC. The 
decision thus passes down to *AGREE, which eliminates the (a) candidate because it has 
agreement. This leaves the (c) candidate with just a pronominal clitic as the winner.  

 
(58) Intransitives in the Perfective Aspect 
Input:  agr-verb-clitic 
perfective aspect 

 XREF MAX-perf (CLITIC) *CLITIC *AGR MAX(CL) 

    a. agr-verb-clitic   * *!  
    b. agr-verb  *!  * * 
→c. verb-clitic   *   
    d. verb *! *!   * 

 
In the next section, we see this same aspect split co-occurring with a cross-cutting 

negative split in the Mayan language Chontal. 
 
6. A Negative Split in the Related Language Chontal 
 
Chontal is a related Mayan language that manifests the same aspect split in intransitives 
that Yucatec Maya has, in that agreement (Set A) is not used in the perfective aspect. 
However, Chontal also has a cross-cutting negative split, which is also limited to 
intransitive clauses (Knowles-Berry 1987). This negative split is shown in the following 
pairs of examples in the imperfective aspect, where agreement is used in the positive 
form, but a clitic is used in the negative: 
 

(59)  Kɨ  t  -e.             [Chontal] 

 1ST
AGR come -IMPEFECTIVE 

 ‘I come.’       (Knowles-Berry 1987 (67)) 
 

(60)  Mač ʔu   t  -on. 

 neg  particle come -1ST
CL 

 ‘I don’t come.’     (Knowles-Berry 1987 (68)) 



 

(61)  Kɨ  wan -e 

 1ST
AGR jump-IMPERFECTIVE 

 ‘I jump.’       (Knowles-Berry 1987 (63)) 
 

(62)  Mač ʔu   wan -on. 

 NEG particle jump -1ST
CL 

 ‘I don’t jump.’      (Knowles-Berry 1987 (65)) 
 
The cross-cutting pattern that the two agreement splits produce together in Chontal is 
shown in the table below. Agreement (Set A) is reduced in intransitives to positive 
contexts in the imperfective aspect: 
 

(63) The Intransitive Pattern in Chontal 
 Positive  Negative 
     Perfective syntactic clitic syntactic clitic
     Imperfective agreement syntactic clitic

 
This intransitive pattern is the result of the additive effect of the following two 
contextually restricted MAX constraints that preserve syntactic clitics at the syntax/PF 
interface. One preserves clitics in the perfective aspect while the other preserves 
pronominal clitics in negative clauses: 
 

(64) MAXperfective (CLITIC)  Spell out pronominal clitics in the perfective aspect. 
 
(65) MAXnegative (CLITIC)   Spell out pronominal clitics in negative clauses. 

 
The two MAX constraints that preserve clitics in Chontal are both ranked above the 

markedness constraint *CLITIC. Like Yucatec Maya, Chontal requires all arguments to be 
cross-referenced; and the high ranked XREF constraint enforces this. 

 
(66) Chontal Constraint Ranking 

 
XRef, MAXperfective (CLITIC), MAXnegative (CLITIC)  >> *CLITIC  >> *AGR 
 
The tableau in (67) below shows the competition in negative clauses in the 

imperfective aspect. XREF eliminates candidate (d) with no cross-referencing morpheme. 
Since the aspect is imperfective, the MAXperfective (CLITIC) constraint does nothing. The 
MAXnegative (CLITIC) constraint eliminates candidate (b) because it has no clitic. This leaves 
candidates (a) and (c) in the running, and these tie on the next constraint, *CLITIC. The 
decision passes down to *AGREE, which eliminates candidate (a) because it has 
agreement. This leaves candidate (c) with just a clitic as the winner. 

 



(67) Chontal intransitives (negative, imperfective aspect)  
 input: neg agr-verb-clitic

  imperfective  
XRef MAX perf (CL) MAX neg (CL) *CL *AGR

 a.  neg  agr-verb-clitic    * * 
 b.  neg  agr-verb   *!  * 
→ c.  neg  verb-clitic    *  
 d.  neg  verb *!  *!   

 
The tableau for a negative intransitive in the perfective aspect is similar, except that the 
MAXperfective (CLITIC) constraint also rules out candidates (b) and (d). This does not alter 
the outcome: 
 

(68) Chontal intransitives (negative, perfective aspect)  
 input: neg agr-verb-clitic

  perfective  
XRef MAXperf (CL) MAXneg(CL) *CL *AGR

 a.  neg  agr-verb-clitic    * * 
 b.  neg  agr-verb  *! *!  * 
→ c.  neg   verb-clitic    *  
 d.  neg   verb *! *! *!   

 
It is only in positive intransitives in the imperfective aspect that neither of these 

Max constraints applies. Instead, the decision is made by the lower ranked *CLITIC, which 
eliminates the candidates with a syntactic clitic in (a) and (c), leaving the candidate in (b) 
with agreement as the winner: 
 

(69) Chontal intransitives (positive, imperfective aspect)  
 input:  agr-verb-clitic

  imperfective  
XRef MAX perf (CL) MAX neg (CL) *CL *AGR 

 a. agr-verb-clitic    *! * 
→ b. agr-verb     * 
 c. verb-clitic    *!    
 d. verb *!     

 
The competition in transitives in Chontal is exactly as in Yucatec Maya. Because 

there are two arguments to cross-reference, and only two cross-referencing forms 
available, agreement (restricted to subjects) and a pronominal clitic (restricted to one per 
clause), there is no choice. Only the candidate in (a) above, with subject agreement and 
an object clitic can satisfy XRef. 

In the next section, we consider how these bits of information might be conceived 
of by someone used to thinking about cross-linguistic differences in terms of parameters.  
 
7. Parameters and Constraint Ranking 
 

For those who work in the Minimalist Program, one can think of the information 
about constraint ranking as parameters that set the priority relations among economy 
constraints. What children learn when they acquire language, according to the OT 



approach, is bits of information about constraint ranking. Under this view, the parameters 
that a child must set when learning Chontal are the relative ranking of the following pairs 
of constraints: 
 

(70)  Parameter Settings of Crucial Priority Relations Among Constraints in Chontal 
 

*CLITIC  >>  *AGREE 
 
XREF  >>  *CLITIC   
 
MAXperf (CL)  >> *CLITIC   
 
MAXneg (CL)  >> *CLITIC   
 

Using this method of expressing the parameter settings makes it easy to compare the 
settings for complex patterns in related languages. For example, the parameter settings 
for Yucatec Maya are just like those for Chontal, except that MAXneg (CLITIC) is ranked 
below *CLITIC instead of above it. 
 
8. The Limits of Parasitic Marking 
 

Parasitic marking is possible only when the grammar independently allows a choice 
of elements in a particular context. Parasitic marking can not add anything; it can only 
manipulate the distribution of independently available elements, so that one element 
comes to mark one context, e.g. perfective aspect, while another element marks the 
opposite context. In Hindi, parasitic marking manipulates the choice between ergative 
and nominative Case for a subject, in order to (redundantly) mark aspect. With verbs that 
do not license ergative Case, such parasitic marking is impossible. In Palauan, parasitic 
marking marks aspect by manipulating the choice between two ways to ‘mark’ an object 
with marked features. However, in clauses where there is no object, or the object has 
unmarked features, parasitic marking of aspect is not possible. In Yucatec Maya, parasitic 
marking manipulates the choice between cross-referencing a subject with agreement or a 
pronominal clitic in intransitives, and the presence of agreement (Set A) reliably indicates 
the imperfective aspect, while the presence of a pronominal clitic (Set B) reliably 
indicates the perfective aspect. However, parasitic marking of aspect does not occur in 
transitive clauses in Yucatec Maya because other constraints eliminate the possibility of 
using a clitic to cross-reference the subject. 

If parasitic marking is formally implemented by contextually restricted faithfulness 
constraints, as argued here, the types that occur are limited by the types of such 
constraints that are available in UG. We have seen in this paper an example of a 
contextually restricted version of all three of the types of faithfulness constraints in OT, 
IDENT, DEP and MAX. The question now is what range of contexts such faithfulness 
constraints can refer to. Since this paper has focused on aspect splits, there has been no 
attempt to explore the full range of such contexts. However, the restricting contexts in 



this paper are limited to properties of the verb (individual-level predicate) and the 
functional heads projected above the verb (aspect and neg).18  
 
9. Conclusion 
 
This paper proposes both a formal and a functional account of aspect splits, 
demonstrating this theory with respect to the ergative split in Hindi, the split in Palauan 
with respect to whether ‘marked’ objects are marked with an inserted preposition or clitic 
doubling, and the split in Yucatec Maya as to whether agreement or a pronominal clitic 
cross-references intransitive subjects. The function of an aspect splits is to mark aspect in 
an indirect way that is parasitic on other element of grammar, manipulating their 
distribution in order to (redundantly) indicate aspect. Such parasitic marking is 
economical because it never adds anything; it only suppresses an element in one aspect, 
while preserving it in the other aspect. 

Aspect splits are produced by grammatical settings that prohibit an element (e.g. a 
particular Case, an inserted preposition, agreement) everywhere except in the perfective 
aspect. This is accomplished within Optimality Theory by a constraint ranking that places 
a contextually restricted faithfulness constraint preserving that element above the 
markedness constraint that would otherwise prohibit it. This approach builds on work in 
phonology such as Beckman 1998 who proposes that faithfulness constraints (but not 
markedness constraints) can be restricted to hold only in a special context such as the 
onset position of a syllable. In this paper, we have seen that aspect splits can be produced 
by a contextually restricted version of each of the three types of faithfulness constraints 
that exist in Optimality Theory: IDENT constraints which preserve a marked feature, DEP 
constraints which prohibit the insertion of an element, and MAX constraints which 
prohibit the deletion of an element. Two of these constraints apply in syntax in the data 
discussed here, preserving an ergative Case licensed at vP structure at the CP phase, and 
prohibiting preposition insertion at the CP phase. The third constraint applies at the 
syntax/PF interface, requiring spell-out (by morpheme insertion) of a pronominal clitic. 

The aspect splits discussed in this paper are all produced by such faithfulness 
constraints restricted to apply only in the perfective aspect. It is hypothesized here that 
such constraints are never restricted to the context of the imperfective aspect. Evidence 
for this view comes from the pattern produced by two cross-cutting splits involving 
negatives in Chontal and stage-level predicates in Nepali. The effect of two active 
contextual faithfulness constraints is additive: they increase the contexts in which the 
relevant element is preserved. This evidence also provides further support for Beckman’s 
contention that it is only faithfulness constraints, and not markedness constraints that can 
be restricted to special contexts; the operation of two active contextually restricted 
markedness constraints would be subtractive, reducing the surface distribution of the 
relevant element. Cross-cutting split patterns also provide evidence against a more 
conventional, non-OT approach involving restricted licensing of certain elements. 

What remains to be determined is the range of contexts that can restrict faithfulness 
constraints. The contexts we have seen here all involve the verb or verbal projection 
(perfective aspect, negative, individual-level predicate).  

                                                 
18 A reviewer wonders whether the relevant contexts might be related to the set of c-commanding heads; 
this possibility remains to be investigated. 
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