Borrowing Verbs into Russian: A Usage-Based Approach
Russian is famous for its aspectual distinction between Perfective (the marked value, signaled by a superscript “p”) and Imperfective (signaled by a superscript “i”), obligatorily expressed by all verb forms. A few hundred “biaspectual” verbs lack aspectual markers. Foreign verbs can be borrowed into Russian by means of the suffix –(ir)ovat’, which provides verbal inflectional but not aspectual morphology. Many foreign verbs are biaspectuals, and nearly 95% of all biaspectual verbs in Russian are foreign borrowings (Anderson 2002 based on Zaliznjak 1977), but there are some questions no one has ever asked:

Are all foreign verbs biaspectuals? Data from an empirical study involving foreign verbs with the suffix –(ir)ovat’ will show that fewer than 50% of foreign borrowings enter as biaspectuals. Most verbs enter as Imperfectives and interact with Perfectivizing prefixes much like native Imperfective base verbs. 
Why do some foreign verbs enter as biaspectuals and others as Imperfective base verbs? I will argue that the lexical semantics of the borrowed verb determine whether it will enter Russian as a biaspectual or as an Imperfective. A semantic distinction crucial to the whole aspectual system is Completability (Janda forthcoming). A Completable action heads toward a result, whereas a Non-Completable action is something that can be engaged in without heading toward a result. Completability is motivated by the metaphor: A COMPLETABLE ACTION IS TRAVEL TO A DESTINATION.
What is the relationship between biaspectuals and the Russian aspectual system? Most native Russian Imperfective base verbs, like pit’i ‘drink’, are ambiguous, construable as either Completable when describing a single portion Sestra p’eti kofe, kotoryj ona kupila ‘My sister is drinking the coffee she bought’, or Non-Completable as in Sestra p’eti kofe ‘My sister drinks coffee/is a coffee-drinker’. Only verbs construable as Non-Completable form prefixed Aktionsarten Perfectives that combine activity with boundaries. The prefix po-, for example, creates verbs meaning ‘do X for a while’, as in popit’p ‘drink for a while’. Biaspectuals are construable only as Completable, whereas other foreign verbs are construable as Non-Completable. Improvizirovat’i ‘improvise’ is a typical foreign verbs that has entered Russian as an Imperfective construable as both Non-Completable and Completable. One can improvise without heading for a goal, and thus one can form poimprovizirovat’p ‘improvise a while’. This verb interacts with Perfectivizing prefixes and forms, for example, the Natural Perfective symprovizirovat’p ‘improvise’. Likvidirovat’p/i ‘liquidate’ as a typical biaspectual, avoids Non-Completable construal because liquidating is not something one can just do without any goal. Likvidirovat’p/i ‘liquidatep/i’ does not form po- prefixed Aktionsart, nor does it interact with Perfectivizing prefixes. 


I will analyze the aspectual behavior of over 1,000 foreign verbs in Russian, and will show how this behavior comports with the Russian aspectual system as a whole.
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