
In this paper we explore the following question: 

What are the principles that govern the distribution of markers in morphological 
splits? 

By “morphological splits”, we understand diachronic changes where a category that has 
been marked by one marker only, is divided in two, in that a new marker emerges and 
occupies part of the domain. Our main proposals can be summarized as follows: 

• Morphological splits are of two types; in addition to so-called “doughnut” catego-
ries, which have received some attention previously, we identify a type of “inverse 
doughnuts”. 

• A unified explanation for the distribution of markers in both types is possible in 
terms of iconicity. 

• Morphological splits can be modelled as constraint reranking in the sense of Opti-
mality Theory (Prince & Smolensky 1993). 

• OT allows us to formalize insights from Natural Morphology (Dressler et al. 1987), 
and thus provides a valuable tool in the study of historical morphology. 


