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Allomorphy is traditionally defined in terms of all-or-nothing rules that yield categories with sharp boundaries. According to Bloomfield (1935: Chapters 10 & 13) and Matthews (1974: Chapter V), allomorphs are a group of two (or more) morphemes that have the same function, yet are in complementary distribution. Both conditions are normally interpreted as entailing absolute criteria: “the same function” thus means that the function must be identical, and “complementary distribution” requires that there be no overlap in the environments where the allomorphs are found. Russian semelfactive verbs, however, present a compelling case for allomorphy where the function is nearly (but not perfectly) identical and the distribution is strongly skewed, but does admit some overlap. Semelfactive Perfective verbs with the meaning ‘do X once’ are formed from Imperfectives in Russian either by the suffix -nu (as in čixnut’ ‘sneeze once’ derived from čixat’ ‘sneeze’) or the prefix s- (as in sxitrit’ ‘do one clever thing’ derived from xitrit’ ‘be clever’). In an attempt to collect all attested semelfactive verbs in Russian, several dictionaries and grammars of Russian (Isačenko 1960, Švedova et al. 1980, 17 volume Academy Dictionary, Zaliznjak 1980, Zaliznjak & Šmelev 2000) were consulted, along with a native speaker (Anastasia Makarova) and the Russian National Corpus (www.ruscorpora.ru). The resulting combined database of 400 semelfactive verbs (295 suffixed in -nu and 105 prefixed in s-) gives strong evidence for “fuzzy allomorphy”. 

Function: Although scholars do not routinely group the two morphemes together according to function, Isačenko 1960 and Zaliznjak & Šmelev 2000 apply the same term (odnokratnye ‘semelfactive’) to both -nu and s- senelfactives, and Janda 2007 provides theoretical grounds for joining the two morphemes into a single category based on the overall aspectual system of Russian. However, there are slight differences in the meaning of at least some of these verbs: the -nu semelfactives seem more likely to select a single instance of an action done in a series (like the single sneeze), whereas the s- semelfactives might refer instead to the only such action a person ever performs and tend to have a negative nuance. There is, however, one verb, xvastat’ ‘boast’, that can form synonymous semelfactives with both markers, xvastnut’ and sxvastat’ ‘boast once’, and there are five verbs that can combine both markers simultaneously. 

Distribution: It turns out that the suffix of the Imperfective base verb is a strong determiner of which semelfactive marker is applied: some base verb suffixes select -nu exclusively, some select s- exclusively, and those that allow overlap show strong tendencies in one direction. A chi-square analysis of the data yields a value of 259.3 with 5 degrees of freedom. This is an enormous value, with the probability that this distribution could have arisen by chance (p-value) < 2.2e-16. The Cramer’s V calculation of the effect size of this distribution is 0.805, also extremely large. Though one cannot claim a perfect complementary distribution in the case of -nu and s-, statistically we have a distribution that is compellingly robust. 
I will present the data in more detail and argue that the case of Russian semelfactive verbs is atypical allomorphy, but allomorphy nonetheless.

