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o. Abstract. In this paper, I will define a notion of split plurality, 
presen.t in many of the world's languages, whereby the feature of plurality 
will be shown to divide the class of nouns in a language into two types, 
one for which the opposition of plurality is significant, the other for 
which it is somehow neutralized. The examples given will show that in 
many ways the split does not seem to be arbitrary or language specific, 
but rather seems to follow a well-defined hierarchy of features based on 
likelihood of participation in the speech event. 
l. Split Plurality. Plurality is probably a universal linguistic cate
gory. Consider for example Greenberg's universal number 42 (1968, p. 96): 
"All languages have pronominal categories involving at least three persons 
and two numbers." However,, although plurality seems to be present as a 
category in all languages, it is not always present to the same degree. 
One can say that plurality splits2 a language in that it is a significant 
opposition for certain categories but irrelevant for others. In particular, 
it splits the cate&ory of noun3 such that for some nouns, plurality is 
distinguished from singular, while for others the distinction may be irre
levant {t.i. it becomes neutralized). Such a split may occur with respect 
to any of the mechanisms used to mark plurality, of which verb-argument 
concord, noun-modifier concord, direct marking of a noun, and direct mark
ing of the noun phrase seem to be the four principle types. Where any one 
of the mechanisms for expressing plurality is neutralized for a subset of 
nouns, I will say that a split has occurred. Thus, if one subset of nouns 
contrasts singular and plural by means of verb concord and the remaining 
nouns do not (t.i. they take singular verb concord only), a split is de
fined. If one subset of nouns obligatorily takes plural concord and the 
other optionally takes it, I will consider this another case of splitting, 
where the second subset of nouns manifests optional neutralization of the 
plurality opposition. Is there any pattern in the way plurality splits 
nouns? I think the answer is yes. I will now examine some examples of 
split plurality, illustrating the various definitions I have made so far, 
and attempting to establish just what the unifying pattern is. 
2. The Data 
2.1. Verb Concord Splits. The following are examples of splits defined 
by the facts of number agreement between verbs and their arguments, 
2.1.1. Georgian. (Kartvelian: Caucasia)(Vogt 1938)4. Georgian expresses 
number concord between subject and verb. If the subject is an animate 
being in the plural, then the verb is plural. If the subject is a plural 
thing, then the verb is singular. A plural verb with an inanimate subject 
imputes animacy to the inanimate (X, p.157). The verb also agrees in 
number with the first and second person pronouns (X, p.14ff). Thus, in 
terms of subject-verb concord, Georgian nouns are split by the feature of 
+/-anillate. 
2.1.2. Turkish. (Altaic: Turkey)(Lewis 1967). What follows is at least those nouns which take the native Turkish plural, -ler. 
�rklah situation seems to be very similar to the Georgian. The t 00•1 rule of gr1111111ar ii that "inanimate plural subjects took a 
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ura or 1rst person singular as_a si?n ° mo e�ty (p.247). The second factor at least is probably qu�t e  WLdesp�ea� in the world's languages and no doubt follows certain universal principles. 

2.1.3. Sonsorol. (Malayo-Polynesian: Sonsorol Island in Micronesia) (Capell 1969). There is no formal change to mark number in the noun (p.58) • However, "a verbal pronoun between a subj ect noun and its verb will determine number, provided the noun refers to a living person" (p .59). In addition, "Obje ctive pronouns added to the verb an
ticipate a noun object and give the number through the form of the 
suffix ••• This, again, is limited [to the cases where] the object is 
personal"(p.59). Here one sees a split based on the feature +/
living human. Verbs with first or second person subjects and objects 
also distinguish singular and plural (pp.23,38). 
2.1.4. Classical Greek. (Indo-European: Greece)(Buttman 1833; Jelf 
1861). Classical Greek presents a particularly interesting example of 
split plurality. Normally, a predicate must agree with its subject in 
number and person. There are numerous exceptions to this general rule, 
however one of which is especially pertinent to this discussion. The 
nominative of the neuter plural commonly takes the verb in the singular. 
Ruttman observes however that writers prefer a plural verb when the 
subject is removed from the verb (se e section 2.1.2. f�r a similar fact 
about Turkish) or when the subject denotes animated}ei.ngs �p.354): 
Jelf adds that a plural verb can also be used when the notion of in
dividuality is meant to be prominently brought forward" (p.42). He 
also st.ates that "When the neuter plural �ignif
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. h t surprising to find that agreement regulari· e it 1.s t en no b • d zes 8 gon , 
1 b. ects take plural ver s, as in mo ern Greek5 o 

that all plura su J 
Th f 11 i • • 

2 2 Noun-Modifier Concord Splits. e o ow ng is an example of a • '. h. h . defined by facts of number agreement between nouns spll.t w 1.c 1.s and 
their modifiers• 
2_2_1. �- (Siouan: u.s.A.)�Boa� and Swanto� 1911). In Ponca 
11.., h t distinguish between inanimate and animate articles; and we ave o 

b . • d b • i the latter are differentiated as su Jective an o Jee: ve, singular 
d 1 ral" (p.939). There are some troublesome details; for example an p u 

d . . • h b Th 
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animate subjects in motion do no: isting�i.s num er. ere are also 
examples of inanimates taking animate articles when they are performing 
typically animate acts (pp.941-942). However, most of the exceptions 
seem to involve metaphorical extension of the normal employment of the 
articles in order to impute animacy where it is not normal. 
2.3. Noun Marker Splits. The following are examples of splits defined 
in terms of the overt morphological marking of nouns for plurality. 
2.3.1. Maori. (Malayo-Polynesian: New Zealand)(Krupa 1968; Biggs 1961). 
In Maori, grammatical number is usually expressed by means of particles, 
possessive pronouns, and determinatives (Krupa pp.74-75). However, per
sonal pronouns are marked for number; 11-� is the suffix of the dual 
number, -tou is the suffix of the plural number" (Krupa p. 75) 6. There is 
also a "small group of syntactic nouns" (Krupa p. 75) which are inter
nally inflected for number (Krupa p.75, Biggs p.25): (in the order 
singular/plural 'gloss') wahine/waahine �woman, wife'; tuahine/tuaahine 
'sister of a male'; tuakana/tuaakana 'older sibling of same sex'; 
tungaane/tuungaane 'brother of a female'; matua/maatua 'parent'; tupuna/ 
tuupuna 'grandfather, ancestor'; tangata/taangata 'man, human being'. 
Notice that all but two of these are terms of consanguinal kinship. 
The other two denote 'man' and 'woman' and the term for'woman' apparently 
can mean 'wife' (as in many other languages), an affinal kin relation. 
There is also a set of five adjectives which have special optional plurals 
formed by reduplication: nui/nunui 'big, great'; roa/roroa 'long, tall'; 
kino/kikino 'bad, evil'; pai/papai 'good'; riki/ritiki 'little, small'. 
There seems to be no relationship between this set of adjectives and 
a nominal hierarchy7. 
2.3.2. Orokaiva. (Binandere: East coast of New Guinea)(Healey, Iso
roembo, Chittleborough 1969). The Orokaiva noun is generally not inflec
ted (p.46). There are three groups of exceptions, t.i. nouns for which 
plurality is marked: (a) "A few nouns pluralize by compounding two 
nouns which are near synonyms", a kind of semantic reduplication. The 
examples given are words for 'houses' and 'friends'. (b) "A few nouns 
pluralize by one of various types of reduplication." Here the ·examples 
are 'sins' and 'feasts'. (c) ''Many of the kinship terms have plural 11 
forms. Some use reduplication and some use one of several plural suffixes, 
Examples given are �/na-namei 'my brother' du/du-emone 'sister', 
"""'/ • , h , ' - --,--- , The � a1a-mane mot er , �/mama-ha 'father', and ai/ai-riri 'wife· 
Orokaiva evidence is inconclusive. Unfortunately� complete accoun
��ng of all nouns which �an be pluralized is not ;vailable. However, 

e description does indicate that there is one semantically identifi�!�: 
�

lass which can be pluralized, kinship terms. In the pronouns, 

2 3; va distinguishes number for all persons (p.63). 68) • • • Gudandli. (Wambayan: Northern Territory of Australia)(Aguas 19 • 
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In his discussion of noun morphology Ag ( S) · . ( ) [ 1 ''m 
' uas P • gives the following suffixes. a 

. -.!!!!_ ay mark a noun for plural number. In the present
, 

corpus 1.t was confined to non-human animate things". (b) �manl 'may mark a noun for plural number In th L-J • d h 11 • e present corpus this was co�fin
� 

to �m�ns. Here it is interesting that the marking of plural�ty is subd1.v1.ded first on whether or not plurality is marked (+/-an imate) and second on how it is marked (+/-human). Gudandji pronouns seem to distinguish number for all persons (p.7). 2.3.4. Kpelle. �Mande subgroup of Niger-Congo: Liberia)(Welmers 1969). Kpelle has a suffix, -_!I!, which can be used with most free nouns. The meaning is plural-like, but Welmers stresses the fact that it is not a typical plural. He describes i t  as selective and glosses it as 'here and there' or ' scattered members of a group'. "A few personal nouns, however, have irregular forms which may ultimately be related to forms with -�, but which function more like straightforward plurals ... " (p.77). Four examples are given of these personal nouns, apparently an exhaustive list: n\Iu/nfla 'people', surSn/sin� 'men',n'tnf/n&°y� 'women', Uhon/tftap&l& 'children I. "All other personal free nouns are compounds" 
(p.77). Furthermore, there is a class of dependent nouns which is a 
class of inalienably possessed nouns normally occurring in possessed 
form (p.80). Of these dependent nouns, only those which refer to per
sons (primarily kinship terms) have plural forms (p.82). Thus, whether 
free or dependent, personal nouns have a morphologically mar�ed cate
gory of plurality as opposed to non-personal nouns. Possess1ve �ro� 
nouns distinguish plurality in all persons (p.74). Thus the spl1.t in 
Kpelle seems to be based on the feature +/-personal, which is probably 
equivalent to +/-human. . . 2.3.5. Logbar a. (Central Sudanic subfamily of Chari-Ni�e: �ganda) 
(Crazzolara 1960). "In Logbara, only nouns indica�ing k1.nsh1.p have 
distinctive forms for the plural, and these are fa1.rly r
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if tential verb agreement is used as a guide, the spl· Finally, po it is 
tly at +/-animate. 

apparen 
T (Malayo-Polynesian: Tonga)(Churchward 1953) 0 di 2 3 7 . ongan. . d 

• r -
• : l the plural of a noun (which 1.S oppo se to a dual) is marked b n
:�\��d words such as BY, fanga, ..'.Jl, ngaahi_ (p.28). If plurality 1; 

�le:r from context, the use of these markers 1s optional (p.31). How-
there is a small set of nouns which ha�e special plural forms ever, 

1 'Af' /'Af'f' 'M • ' ( 33). Ten are given as examp es: ---1:£ i 10 aJesty , 'eiki/ 
h

p. 
'ei'k1.· 'chief lord', fefine/fafineNfefine 'woman ' ,  motu'a/matu'a OU ' 

I /f. - I I ld 'parent elderly person', finemotu a inematu a e erly woman' , tehina/ , 
b h f l I • I 

� 
fototehina 'male's younger rot er or ema e s younger sister , tuofefine/ 

I I • I • / t • k. I h. ld I k / tuofiifine 'male s sister , tamasi 1. amai i c i , mo opuna makapuna 
'grandchild', takanga/takanga 'companion' . Several adjectives also take 
special plural forms; I have given them in footnote 7. Notice that all 
the nouns which can be pluralized refer to humans, and that about half 
refer to kin. The subject and obj�ct pronouns all have distinct singu
lar, dual and plural forms (p.126). However, in reference to a duali-
ty or plurality of inanimates, the use of the third person dual or plural 
is optional (p.128). The split in Tongan is sporadic but seemingly based 
on +/-human. 

2.3.8. Bini. (Niger-Congo: Nigeria)(Dunn 1968). Plurality of nouns 
is generally not marked in Bini, but rather "derived either from the 
context or else affected by the use of quantifiers such as 'few' or 
'many"' (p.207). There are a few nouns which have a special plural 
form indicated by vowel change: okpla/1.kpla 'man I. ':>mo/em:> 'child I, 

' kh'' t' '' I I ',. I' I • I I' ' I'\-,-. -,-
� 1.khuo woman ,  �t£n eten relation , - ib1.eka kids . The pro-
nouns distinguish plurality in all three persons. 
2.3.9. Tlingit. (Na-Dene: Southeastern Alaska)(Swanton 1911). There 
is a suffix, _gJ, or q!t which occurs with either "animate or inanimate 
objects, but more often the latter" (p.169), and resembles a plural; 
however, Swanton argues that it is not a true plural since it is not 
obligatory and it can be used in singular contexts. He calls it a 
"collective suffix". In addition there is another method of indicating 
plurality peculiar to terms of relationship. hAs the third person 
plural pronoun, is placed after the noun (example; given are 'aunt' 
and 'uncle'). Some terms of relationship tak e a suffix ��n instead. 
This suffix may cooccur with the collective (examples given are 'bro
ther-in-law', 'younger brother', and 'wife')(p.169). Independent pro
nouns distinguish number in all persons. However verbal pronouns, which 
indicat� agreement with verb arguments, apparently do not distinguish 
plural in the third person (p. 170). Thus there is a split between kin 
and non-kin on the basis of noun marking and between third person and 
non-third person in verb agreement. 
2•3 •10• Hupa . (Na-Dene, Athapaskan subfamily: Northwest coast of the 
�i

.S . A .  )(Goddard l911) • "Only a few Hupa nouns change their form to in-
cate the plural The h ding t th i 

• Y are t ose which classify human beings accor-
o e r sex and state f lif h" " (p 109) Th f 1 

° e, and a few terms of relations 1p 
fo�nd: ·keLt:an/k

l�;l�g �s a list of all such plural nouns Goddard had 
grown woman ' A' 

e
i/

s
d

n virgin, maiden', ts\hmnesLon/tsOmmesLon 'a fully 
hll ' ' xuxa x xaix 'a child' h ---,.-,,.;..;;;.;;;:= -=-==�- d � d ,  nlkkll/nlkkllxal , 

, wittsoi/hwittsoixai 'my gran - . 
hla slater' Numbe 

your younger brother' xoLtistce/xoLtistce� • r seems t b d • 
persona (p,147-148), 0 e istinguished for pronouns of all 
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2,3.11, �- (Penutian: Oregon)(Frachte 
stantives that form a plural by me f 

nberg 1922) • "The only sub-

terms of relationship" (p. 375). 1:
n

:d: a specific plural suffix are the 

also "a number of nouns and adjecti 
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ion to the kin terms, there is 

mation which is distinct from the �
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� 
at show in the plural a for-

is of irregular nature . The follo:i:
gu �r form" (p.374) • This group 

made clear whethe r  or not it is l
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fn though it is not 

hu"ma
1k•e 'woman' to'mtL/tE-"'L

co�p ete: ii'la/h1 'me 'child', hu11 'm1s/ 
, -:----'= ma e old man' d!t, tl/:::x, "'lI , , ma/men 'human being I k' nes /k• - I I 

' ti m u ml man ' 

'smill', tce'xet/tce� nTuet'sh:��•ye
�/�u

���b
:
ck:, ts¥'yux�{tsa

�
a'ne 

aLt'maqa 'big', tc1tc/tttca'ne 'ki
, a 

,
m a  tall , aLf mag 

the adjectives).�the nouns 
nd ' manner (�ee footnote_? concerning 

of tcltc. With this gro f 
� all are human with the possible exception 

--.- . up O irregular plurals, the use of the plural 
form 15 optional (p.375). The pronominal situation is complicated 
There seems to be a dual and pl 1 d. • • • • 

ura 1st1nction in the personal pronouns 
�p.321). �owever, number of the subject as indicated in verbal suffixes 
is neutralized (p.351). 
2.3.12. Tamil. (Dravi�ian: Southern India)(Arden 1969; Andronov 1969). 
In_the preface_to_the fifth edition of Arden, Clayton gives a list of the 

main �haracter1st1cs of the Dravidian languages, which includes the fact 
that Neuter nouns are rarely pluralised" (p.iii). Neuter in this case 
ref��� to "All no�ns �enotin� inanimate substances and irrational beings" 
(p.i1i). For Tamil, in particular, the division is between rational 
(high-caste) and irrational (no-caste) nouns. The latter class includes 
the words for 'infant' and 'child' (Arden p.74). The rational nouns 
include gods and goddesses. In fables, animals are sometimes personified 
and treated as rational nouns. Andronov describes the Tamil situ.ation 

as follows (p.65): "The expression of plural number by means of ... 
suffixes is not always obligatory. Most regularly the suffixes o,f the 
plural are used in masculine and feminine nouns. In neuter nouns the num
ber frequently remains not expressed (especially in Classical and in 
Colloquial Tamil)." He adds that neuters are generally not marked for 
plural when plurality is clear from context (p.65). Independent pronouns 
and verbal pronouns distinguish number for all persons (Arden p.138), 
though in the future tense of verbs, the neuter ending "is the same both 
in the Singular and in the Plural" (Arden p.140). 
2.4. Summary. The data I have presented above is represented in Table 

1. I have summarized some data in the tables which, due to limitations of 

space, I have not been able to describe in this paper. A summary of Table 

1 in terms of splitting features is given in Table 2. Notice that split 

plurals are not unusual. They occur in a wide variety of languages, 

whether by variety one means genetic, geographic, or typol�gical. Yet 

the splits are in most cases quite similar. Also, the splits can be 

manifested by any of the various means of expressing plurality overtly. 

However, the most common mechanism used for a split is noun morphology 

(in my data at least). 
3• The Hierarchy 
3.1. Description. Two impo�tant facts emerge upon examining the data 

given in section 2. First of all, as should already be apparent, when 

Plurality splits 8 system, the split is in terms of one of a small number 

of semantic features. Th� principal of these features are +/-animate, 

+/-human, +/-kin. Second, the features are all related hierarchically. 
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Language V/A Concord N/M Concord N Marker NP Marker 

Bini Xs: I 

Chamorro 19 
8 

Xs: I (X) 
X, Xs:l (X) Xs: (K+[Hl) Chitimacha 

OPTs: K+[H] Coos 
Xs:A Gudandji 

Cl. Greek Xs:N"'A X 
Georgian Xs:A X 
Haida9 Xs: (K+[H]) 
Hupa Xs: I 
Kpelle Xs:H 
Kwakiutl Xs:l Xs:H 

OPTs:A 
Logbara X Xs:K+( (H]) 
MaidulO (Xs:l) OPTs: I 
Mandarin 

Chinesell (OPTS: H) 
Maori X,OPT Xs: I 
Orokaiva X X Xs: [K] X 
Ponca Xs: [A] 
Quiche12 OPTs: H OPT 
Sonsorol Xs:HL 
Tamil OPTs:R 
Tarascan13 (Xs:A) (Xs:A) Xs:A 
Tetonl4 Xs:A 
Tlingit Xs: 1 ,2 (OPT) 

Xs:K OPT 
Tongan Xs:IOl'IA 
Turkish Xs:A X 

Key: The symbol to the left of a colon indicates whether there is 
obligatory (X), optional (OPT), or no (-) use of the four 
listed mechanisms to mark pluraiity. Parentheses indicate 
that the data or my interpretation of it is unclear. Brackets 
indicate that there is irregularity. If there is a split (s), 
the controlling feature is given after the colon: +/-neuter (N), 
+/-kin (K), +/-human (H), +/-rational (R), +/-animate (A), 
+/-human living (HL), +/-speaker (1), +/- speech event parti
cipant (1,2), irregular split (I). A blank means that I do not 
know what happens. 

-

TABLE 1: Summary of Languages Exhibiting Split Plurality 

That is, they form a set of features Si, . . .  , sj such that if plural�ty 
is distinguished for +sk nouns in a language L with respect to a particu· 
lar me�hanism, then it will be distinguished for +sk- 1 nouns (i,j,k are 
integers greater than or equal to l), The features for which evidence was 
found in section 2 are arranged in such a hierarchy in Table 3. I am now in a position to propose the following universal tendencies which seem 

�1)
control the behavior of split plurality: ll In a language L, if there le a semantic feature Si such thst 8 



Splitting Feature 

+/-speaker 
+/-speech event 

participant 
Irregular split 
+/-kin 

+/-rational 
+/-human living 
+/-human 
+/-animate 

+/-neuter 
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Example Languages 

Kwakiutl, Chitimacha, Maidu 

Tlingit 
B' • ini

'. 
Chamorro, Hupa, Maidu, Maori, Tongan Maori, Orokaiva, Haida, Tlingit Coos 

Logbara, Chitimacha 
' • 

Tamil 
Sonsorol 
Kpell�, Kwakiutl, Mandarin Chinese, Quiche 
Georgian, Turkish, Kwakiutl, Classical Greek, 
Tarascan, Ponca, Teton, Gudandji Tongan 
Classical Greek 

' 

Summary of Features Controlling Split Plurality 

nouns_ma:ked_+si distinguish plurality and no nouns marked 
-si distin�uish_plurality, then si will either be one of the 
featur�s given in Table 3 or it will be consistent with them. 

(2) I� L, _if -Si no�ns distinguish plurality, then +si nouns dis
tingui�h plural1.ty, for any si in the hierarchy. 

TABLE 2: 

(3) I� L,
. 1.f +si nouns distinguish plurality, then +sj nouns dis·

t1.ngu1.sh plurality for all j�i, where Si and s ·  are in the 
hierarchy. 

J 

(4) In L, if -si nouns do not distinguish plurality, then -sk nouns 
do not distinguish plurality, for all k�i, where Si and Sk 
are in the hierarchy. 

There are a t  least two problematic points which I have ignored in the 
statement of (1)-(4). First, there are a couple features which are aber
rant. In Sonsorol, the split is given as based on +/-human living, which 
may not fit the hierarchy depending on what the precise specification of 
''human living" is. And in Greek, the split is controlled by the non
semantic feature +/-neuter, a grammatical category not incorporatable 
into the hierarchy since +human nouns may also be +neuter. The second 
problematic point involves the "fit" between the personal pronouns and 
the lexical nouns. The split of the third person pronoun is not always 
controlled by the same features as the split of the lexical nouns. Very 

often grammars do not help clarify this point. Nevertheless, I will make 

the following conjecture: 
(5) Whenever there is a split in the lexical nouns, the split in the 

third person pronoun (if there is one) will be at the same place 

or lower down in the hierarchy. 
3.2. Organizing Principal. I am at a loss as to what the motivation is 

for the relationship I have just described between plurali�y and the 

hierarchy in Table 3. ram not even sure what the organiz�ng princ�ple of 

the hierarchy alone is. Although it looks very much like 1t is defined on 

the b i f i I believe that it can better be described as encoding 
as a o an macy, • 

!!kelihood of participation in the speech event. Thus, the speaker 1s 

always and the addressee virtually always involved in the speech eve�t. Of 

third is most likely to talk to someone who is rat1.onal 
person nouns, one • d 

and h h ne who is human, then to an animal, an one is 
uman, t en to someo 
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s3: 

s4: 

s
5: 

s6: 
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nouns 

� 
+speaker -speaker 

+addre�ssee 

+k�in 

+rati�onal 

+h�an 

� +animate -animate 

TABLE 3: Hierarchy of Features Controlling Plurality Splits 

probably least likely to communicate with an inanimate object (under 
normal conditions). Whether kin are more likely to be communicated with 
than any other group in a universal sense is not clear. This would 
potentially vary from culture to culture. In the U.S.A., communication 
is probably most likely with the immediate family, which constitutes 
mother, father, and siblings when young, and then shifts to spouse and 
children after marriage. Thus is raised the interesting possibility that 
the defining principle of the hierarchy is dependant on the culture in
volved for interpretation, at least in its finer detail. 
3.3. Irregular Splits. A good number of my examples of plurality splits 
involve not all nouns of a certain semantic class, but rather a closed 
subset of said semantic class (I refer here to those languages listed 
under irregular split in Table 2). Recall the Maori example (see 
section 2.3. 1). There are seven nouns which can be pluralized by a regular 
process of stem modification. These are glossed as 'woman, wife', 'sister 
of a male', 'older sibling same sex', 'brother of a female', 'parent', 
'grandfather, ancestor', 'man, human'. All of these are human, and all 
but one are kin terms. This pattern is by no means unusual. A compari
son of all my cases of such irregular splits reveals that there is a sub
set of human nouns which are found ver y  frequently in such situations. 
There are two basic groups within this subset. On the one hand, terms 
referring to very close kin are involved. However, no rigid hierarchy 
can be established to predict which kin terms will actually occur. When 
there is an irregular split, the pluralizable kin terms are a random 
selection of the more unmarked kin (in Greenberg's sense, 1966, ch.5)15 , 
The other type of human noun usually found in irregular splits consists 
of very general terms for humans such as 'human being' 'man' 'woman', 
'child'. This set is so limited, I am not convinced that any'more general 
characterization than a list is possible. There is some evidence that 
what ls involved is a lexical set describing people in terms of sex aad 
age, with the least marked elements being the most plurality stricken16

, 
��th regard to these two sets and their participation in irregular splits, 

ar::��e!e 
i:tres

1ed thirt no neat systematic statements can be ma.de. There 

either the k�
s

ht 
the irregular split nouns which are not elements of 

the nouns in
ns 

i
p terms or the human sex/age group terms. Nevertheless, 

nouns, but r-:�er
r

�:gular split are far from an arbitrary subset of all 
ve the characteristics specified above. 
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sxceptions .  Unfortunately ,  the rel 
4 ,  Tescr ibed in section 3 and the 

stion between the hi )lave
t with all  data at my disposal �rking of plural lty 

1 erarc 
ten . h 

• .a.ue per a not 
e noticed t at English violates cept1ve reader m 

)lf
a
r
v 

In standard modern English t
n
h

ear
d

ly everything l have 
ay a

id
lre 

8 • 
. , e istin ti ea so 

second person pronoun is neutralized thou h � on of plurallty ln th 
categories of the plurality hierarchy . Jis 

t is found in all other
e 

f the universals I proposed in 3 1 H 
is a flagrant vlolati o b l  

• • owever l thi on 
least a plaus i  e explanation . Parallel to th 

nk there is at 
ralitY according to the hierarchy the i 

e tendency to mark plu-
d 

' re s a tend f to use the secon person pronoun as a i 
ency or languages 

liteness , etc . ,  thereby tend ing to neu�r!�1;! ��=pect, distance, po-
in the second person pronoun. Nevertheless th 

plurallty distinction 
is not completely ignored . In many forms f \

plurality hierarchy 
a distinc tion between s ingular and plural 

O sp
d
o en English, there •is 

f f d 
secon person pronouns A variety o orms are use for this prupo.se · C , , , , , [y ] , , l l , [' 
• Yznz., you ns ' (yiz, 'you' s , . ,

w . Y a • yuw !gayz] 'you guys ' .  Thus the pl�ralit" 
hierarchy is reinstated. Curiously even in such di 1 

Y 
. • a ects, the polite 

Plural principle may again be operative so 'y'all' i dl . • , s reporte y used 
even when referring to one addressee .  Can we next expect C , ]? 

bl t t t . y:, W.3W • 
Another a an excep ion t? my c laims is demonstrated by English verb 
agreement, where the verb ( in the present tense forms of most verbs) 
distinguishes plurality only in the third person. It is generally 
accepted that English i s  just plain weird with respec t to the third 
person singular verb form ( in general the verb form least likely to have 
an overt marking) . Furthermore, there is a significant group of nouns 
in English which d o  not d istinguish s ingular and plural morphologically, 
the game plurals . Contrary to the predictions one would make on the basis 
of the hierarchy, these are all animate, non-human. They seem to refer 
to animals which c an be hunted or caught for sport1 7 • Thus one can say 

(6) Look at all those elk, tuna, deer,  bear , quail, buffalo . . .  
Another exception involves Zuni ( isolate: New Mexico, U,S.A: )(�unzel 
1938), where nouns re ferring to plants and animals do not disting�ish 

plurality but human and non-living nouns do. l have no .explanation for 

this clea; counterexamp le.  Perhaps the most typical ki�d of exceptional 

languages are those like Acool i  (Nilotic division of Southern Bra�ch of 

Eastern Sudan i c •  Uganda)(Crazzolara 1955, pp.40-41), where there i� a 
• 

d f hi h only a part seem in 
class of nouns which can be pluralize • 0 w c 

to call into 
t ·  are so numerous as 

accord with my proposals . The excep ions 
im ortant to any theory . In 

ques tion the rule,  Such exceptions are ver
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t conforms to my h ierarchy. 

where there is either no split  or where t 
Pt ly describes a strong 

I h i  chy accura e • 1 am thus convinced that the erar 
k highly marked phonologica 

Preference among linguistic systems .  Li e 
form to the hierarchy to 

h '  h do not con sys tems, I would expect systems w 1.c 
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be "uns table"  linguistic types and conse
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xplanation when dealing with 
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th: hierarchy on which it wo
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b t I will mention two po 
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general explanations. 
1 

S . l .  �rkednessl8, It is tempting to try and treat sp it plurality ln 
terms of markedness theory. This would be a more general explanation 
in the sense that it would make split plurality a subcase of a more 
general phenomenon , After all, neutralization of a distinction in cer
tain environments is a classic argument for markedness. _However, the 
plurality split does not seem to confo�m to m

d
o
i
s t _ con�ept1ons

i 
of marked

ness consider for example, the fact that st 1nct1ons ex sting in 
the �nmarked member are often neutralized in the marked categories" 
(Greenberg 1966, p . 27 ) .  This would lead one to suspect that the higher 
categories in the hierarchy ( f . e .  first person) are less marked than 
those at the bottom ( f . e .  inanimates ) .  ttowever, there is independant 
reason to believe that first and second persons are marked with respect 
to third person (f .e . , distinction of gender is more colllJllon in the third 
person) (see Greenberg 1966, p.44 ) .  Greenberg ( 1966, p.40) also claims 
that neuter is the most marked gender, masculine the least marked . 
There is some conflicting evidence. Two of his examples given to support 
the marked character of the neuter actually involve inanimate (Algon
quian) and irrational (Dravidian) and seem to be based on split p lurali
ty. Silverstein (1973) on the other hand treats inanimates as well as 
non-humans as unmarked in his analysis of split ergative systems. It 
appears that if treatment of split plurality in terms of markedness is 
to  be at  all fruitful, it must be in terms of markedness within certain 
contexts. A further weakness of the markedness approach is that it 
does not explain the relationship of plurality to only certain catego
ries ( those in the hiersrch1) . Thus , my evidence suggests that a system 
would not split on the basis of masculine versus feminine, or on the 
basis of shape categories, or on the basis of case, although all such 
splits should be equally possible if markedness were the explanatory 
principle. 
S . 2 .  Hierarch ies. Despite the fact that the treatments of markedness 
seem to be contradictory, the hierarchy Si lverstein ( 1973) proposes to 
explain split ergativity is in many respects similar to the one control
ling split plurality. In his hierarchy, s 1=+-/-tu, sz=+/-ego, s3= 
+/-proper, s4=t-/-human , s5=t-/-animate (cf .  Table 3) . He describes the 
motivation of this hierarchy as "a cont inuum of the referential world 
of ' animacy ' as potential for action" ( p . 20) . Are the similarities 
between this hierarchy and that controlling plurality coincidental? 
Corum ( 1973) has also suggested that a similar hierarchy was at work in 
the development of the genitive-accusative case in the Slavic languages. 
An animacy-like hierarchy is probly operative in many linguistic 
processes . I f  there is actually only one h ierarchy involved , then 
showing that the split plural hierarchy is another manifestation of 
this hierarchy would be explanatory . 
6 .  Non-spl it  Plurality. With the insight gathered from 
treatment of split plurals, the behavior of plurality in 
do not show a split begins to take on new significance .  
to  briefly illustrate what I mean. 

the above 
systems which 
I w i l l  attempt 

6 . 1 .  Plural Allomorphs . It is not unusual in languages which mark the 
plural of nouns morphologically to use several different means (allo

morphs) .  For example, in Fula (West Atlantic branch of Niger-Congo: 
West Africa)(Arnott 1970, pp.81-86, 75,  389-392 ) ,  -be pluralizes class 
1 (referring to s ingle human being s ) ,  -� pluraliz;; classes 3-5 



668 

(diminutives ) ,  -ko pluralizes class 8 (augmentatives) and -de/-dl pluralizes classes 9-23 (a 1 ' - -
. h 

arge variety of classes referring to va-rious non- umans). Here o h 
1 1 d " ff  

ne sees t at human and non-human mark their P ura � 1 er�ntly. In Gudandji (see section 2.3.3) although there is a split based on +/-animate within the anim;tes there are two plurals one for +huma f 
' 

.'  . n, one or -human. Such examples suggest the following conJecture : 
(7 ) :e� the plural allomorphs of nouns are morphologically con

itioned in a language, and the conditioning depends on 
whether the word belongs to one or another semantlcally 
transparent class, the class will often be defined in terms 

. of the features in the split plural hierarchy. 
�n important consequence of this conjecture, should it prove viable, 
1s that more evidence becomes available for defining the fineness of 
the hierarchy. 
6.2. Irregular Plurals. There also seems to be evidence that even 
when plurality is fully expressed in the nominal system, those plurals 
which are irregular have a special status .  Consider English ablaut, 
-en, and suppletive plurals: man/men, woman/women , mouse/mice, 
goose/geese, foot/feet, tooth/teeth , louse/lice, ox/oxen, brother/ 
brethren, child/children, person/people. Is it accidental that all 
but two are animate, and that included are the words for 'man ', 'wo
man ' ,  and 'child ' ,  which, as I observed above in section 3.3, are 
usually included in irregular splits? Cases such as this lead me to 
make the following conjecture: 

(8) Irregular plural formation is more likely to occur with 
nouns h igh in the split plurality hierarchy. 

Notice that implicit in this conjecture is the claim that the 
distinction between singular and plural pronouns will tend to be most 
"irregular" and indeed this seems to be true. 
7 .  Consequences for Historical and Comparative Work, I have attempted 
to demonstrate that what might have looked like a peculiarity at first, 
turns out being a v ital principle which permeates many, of the languages 
of the world. The resulting notion of natural plur, itY, sistem, just 

like the concept of natural phonological system, prg,v de 1&tori-

cal linguist with crite a to judge possible reconst ona. at 

eventually needed is a el of what I call the natura tii to 

plurality (and eventual ber, linguistic &Y,a 

how does expression of P. arise? How aoe 

How does it interact wt 

natural h istories will 

Hopefully this study w 
plurality. 
8. Coda. Let me conclu 

shoun:-that a theory of 

typological facts o f  su 

presented fit into our curr 

it seems to me that the abll 

cial test of the adequacy o 

avatars as theories of lang ag 
"Are my 
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Footnotes 
been possible due to the gene 

1. Work on this paper has
d from many discussions with 

parents. I have benefi
tte 

ity of Chicago, in particular 
and teachers at the Un vers 

Paul Friedrich, Jim Fox, Jer 
Peggy Egnor, Howie Ar

J
on

h
sonParrish Erwin Ramer, Joseph p Michael Silverstein, 0 n ' 

and Slayer of Enemy Gods. 
h of my conception and trea 

2 N t only my tit le but muc 
• 0 

b h ' ily influenced by Silverstein ' s  (19 
plurality has een eav 
cative treatment of split ergative systems. 

• th ord noun as a universal category label, 3. I am using e w 
h f th i  think is a reasonable position. For t e purposes o s pape 

lso includes the personal pronouns. I agree however term, noun, a . i l h the coru:ept of plurality for the pronouns is not prec se y t at found 
in lexical nouns and perhaps should be treated separately. 
4. Whenever I cite data from a language� I give genetic affiliation 

d approximate location of the laguage in parentheses, followed by the 
::urce of the data. I do not mean to commit myself to a particular 
opinion about genet ic affiliation ; I want only to give the reader some 
idea of what languages I am dealing with. 
5. This explanation differs somewhat from that expressed by Meillet 
(1967 p.66 ) :  "Owing to the fact that Greek still knows the famous 
rule ta zoa trekhei (coexistence of a s ingular verb with a subject in 
the neuter plural) in the classical period and that the same rule is 
found exactly observed in the Gathas of  the Avesta ,  we know that the 
form called 'nominative-accusative plural neuter' of Indo-European is 
in reality an ancient collect ive". I am not an Indo-europeanist ; 
there is probly enough additional evidence to support Meillet ' s  ana
lysis. I merely wish to point out that the facts of plural agreement 
alone do not force the conclusion that the neuter plural is historically 
a collective. One might even note that similar facts seem to be true of 
Turkish and Georgian and that the optional agreement of neuter plurals 
in classical Greek might be traceable to an areal characteristic of the 
Eastern Mediterranean. 
6. The occurrence of a dual with personal pronouns raises the question of the relationship of the dual to the hierarchy I am attempting to establish. Although I am not addressing that problem here, my first guess would be that the dual will also split along the same hierarchy as the plural. Bob Hoberman informs me however that such is not the case in Hebrew. 
7. One could suppose however that there might be some sort of hierar• chy of plurality among adjectives. There is some evidence that adjectives of � are most likely to be pluralizeable. See the Coos d ata !: section 2 •  3• 11, for example. In Tongan, the following six adj.ectives 
mo;� , :

p
�:�;� 

p
�

u
��;1

f
�

r
�� �C�u�chw�r� 1953, p. 35) : motu' a/mttutu'a or 

iio'iiiiou/nonou' •s: 
L
t 

a _ a  i big
� 

�/iiki 'small', loloa/loloa 'long ', 
(in height) '. 

or (in length) 
' pukupuku/pupuku orpukupuiul"'short 

8
9
. S

s
wadesh 1946, pp. 318, 319 321 327 • wanton 1911 p 260 ' • • 

10 ' • • 
11 · Dixon 1911, pp.708, 710 
12 · ihao 1968, pp. 244-245.' 713, 7 14. 

• rasseur 1961 p 37 F ' • ; ox 1966 , pp. 7 5 ,  77, 89. 



670 

13. N,jera 1944, PP· 24, 26-28, 32, 42; Basalenque 1886, p. vi. 
14. Boas and Swanton 1911, p.932. 
15. Several of my  colleagues, notably Jerry Sadock and J im Fox have 

observed that the kin terms in an irregular split may have rele�ance 

for the particular culture involved. For example, the relevant nouns 

in Hupa all seem to refer to ' low status kin' (see section 2.3.10). 

16. Whether such a lexical field is well-motivated and whether 

markedness is well-defined on it, I do not know. 
' 

17. Th is class of English nouns was first brought to my attention by 

Howie Aronson. I do not have any satisfactory description of what is 

going on. 
18. This discussion of markedness depends on Greenberg 1966, es pecially 

chapter 3 (this book has the nicest general treatment of markedness 

that I know of). As Greenberg points out (cf. p.33), there is good 

reason to expect that a univer sal definition of marked categories is 

poss ible. Thus, it makes sense to claim that plural is marked and 

singular i s unmarked independant of any particular language or context. 

I realize, however, that there is still much to learn about markedness. 

19. Topping 1969, p. 59 ;  von Pre issig 1918, pp. 8, 16. 

Bibliography 

E.F. Aguas , "Gudandji" in Pacific Linguistics, Series A - Occasio nal 

Paper s, number 14 ,  pp.1-20. Canberra, 1968. 

M. Andronov, A Standard Grammar of Modern and Classical Tamil, New 

Century Book House Private Ltd. , India, 1969. 

A.H. Arden, A Progressive Grammar of the Tamil Language (�evised by 

A.C . Clayton), The Christian Literature Society, India, 1969. 

D.W. Arnott, The Nominal and Verbal Systems of Fula, Oxford at the 

Clarendon Press, 1970. 

Bruce Biggs, "The Structure of New Zealand Maori" in Anthropological 

Linguistics 3/3.1-54(1961). 

Franz Boas , "Kwakiutl" in Handbook of American Indian Languages 

l.423-557(1911). 
d John R Swanton "Siouan: Dakota (Teton and Santee 

Franz Boas an • ' 
d b 11 • H db k 

Dialects) with Remarks on the Ponca an Winne ago in an oo 

f American Indian Languages 1.875-965(1911). , 

Charl:s E. Brasseur de Bourbourg, Gram,tica de l a  lengua Quiche, 

Guatemala, 1961. 

Ruth L. Bunzel, "Zuni" in Handbook of American Indian Languages 

3 385-515(1938). f Hi h Schools and 

Philip
0

Buttman, A Greek Grammar for the use O 
additions by Edward 

Universities, translated from German with 

Robinson, 1833. 
b 1 of the Lan ua e of Sonsorol-Tobi, 

11 G mmar and Voca u ar 969 
A. Cape , rs 

h number 12 Australia, 1 • 

Oceania Linguistic Mon
f

o:
raten Chinese,'University of California 

Yuen Ren Chao, A Grammar O po 

Press ,  Berkeley, 1968 • 
G ar Oxford University Press , 1953. 

C, Maxwell Churchward, Tong:
n 

/�:to�ical Syntax" delivered at 

l d "Another Loo a 
C au ia Corum, University, 

NELS 4, October 1973, Brown
A li Lan ua e oxford Univers ity 

A St d of the coo ' 
55 

J.P. Crazzolara, u 
i 1 African Institute, 19 • 

Press for the Internet ona 



671 

A...;§.��d�y�o�f�th�ewL�o�g�b,::a�r::.a ...;(:..:M.;;;:a;...'.;:;D..;.i.,_)_L_an__.g_u_a_g..._e, Oxford UnlJ .  P. Crazzolara, � u _ 
versity Press, 1960. 

i I d l  
''M id II i n  Handbook of Amer can n an  Languages Roland B. Dixon, a u 

l.679-734(1911). 
An I troduction to Bini, assisted by Rebecca N. 

Ernest F. Dunn, n 
u 

• 

Agheyisi, African Studies Center, Michigan State .niv.ers.Lty, 1968 . 

D · d F "Q i he Grammatical Sketch" in Languages of Guatemala, av1. ox u c • s · p 
edited by Marvin Mayers, Mouton, Janua L1.nguarum er1.es ractica, 
number 23, 1966, pp.60-86. . . 

Leo J. Frachtenberg, "Coos" in Handbook of Amer1.can Ind1.an Languages 
2.297-429(1922). 

II Pliny Earle Goddard, "Athapascan (Hupa) in Handbook of Amer1.can 
Indian Languages l.85-158(19ll) • 

. . . 
Joseph H. Greenberg, Language Universals, Janus L1.nguarum Seri.es Mi.nor, 

number 59, Mouton, 1966. 
Joseph H. Greenberg editor, Universals of Language, M , I.T,  Press, 1968. 
Alan Healey, Ambros� Isoroembo, Martin Chittleborough, "Preliminary 

Notes on Orokaiva Grammar" in Pacific Linguistics, Series A -
Occasional Papers, number 14, pp.33-64, Canberra, 1969. 

Victor Krupa, The Maori Language, "Nauka" Publishing House, Central 
Department of Oriental Literature, Moscow, 1968. 

William Edward Jelf, A Grammar of the Greek Language, volume II -
Syntax, Oxford, 1861. 

G.L. Lewis, Turkish Grammar, Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1967. 
Antoine Meillet, The Comparative Method in Historical Linguistics, 

translated by Gordon B. Ford, Jr., Paris, 1967. 
Edward R. von Preissig, Dictionary and Grammar of the Chamorro 

Language of the Island of Guam, Washington, 1918. 
Michael Silverstein, ''Hierarchy of features and ergativity", a paper 

delivered to the Chic�go Linguistic Society on 26 January 1973 
(to appear in Foundations of Language). 

Morris Swadesh, "Chitimacha" in Linguistic Structures of Native 

America, edited by Cornelius Osgood, 1946, pp. 312-336. 
John R. Swanton, ''Haida" in Handbook of American Indian Languages 

l. 205-282(1911). 
John R. Swanton, "Tlingit" in Handbook of American Indian Languages 

1.159-204( 1911). 
Donald M. Topping, Spoken Chamorro: An Intensive Language Course with 

Gramma�ical Notes and Glossary. University of Hawaii Press, 1969. 
Hans Vogt, Esquisse d ' une grammaire du g�orien moderne" in Norsk 

Tidsskrift for Sprogvidenskap, IX and x 1938. 
-

William E. Welmers, "The Morphology of Kpell� Nominals" in Journal of African Languages, 8.73-101(1969). 
Diego Basalenque , Arte del ldioma Tarasco, Mexico, 1886. Manuel �e San Juan Cris6stomo Naj era , Gramatica de la Lengua Tarasca, 

ed1.ted by Joaquin Fernandez de Cordoba, Mexico, 1944. 


