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Grammatical Number

Number is often taken to be a relatively straight-
forward category. It is often used as the iextbook
illusiration of an inflectional category, and the situ-
ation in languages like English is believed by many to
be the normal if not the only one. English makes a
semantic distinction, and a formal distinction between,
for instance, caf and cats, child and children. In fact the
number category reveals many surprises, and the
system found in English is a rather extreme one, when
seen within the space of possibilities established from
a survey of the languages of the world. We shall
consider characteristics of the English system in turn,
showing some of the ways in which it is typical or
atypical. We shall give greatest prominence to the
question of number values.

I.  Nominal and Verbal Number

In English number is a nominal category, it involves
the distinction between instances such as caf and cats.
When it appears on verbs, this is by agreement with a
subject noun phrase, as in the children were playing
happily. The plural verb still indicates the number of
children, and not the number of playing events, There
are many languages which have verbal number, that is,
where the number of the verb indicates the number of
events {see Durie 1986 for examples).

2. Number as an Obligatory Category

Number is an obligatory category in English. If
SOMeOne says, rhere’s a visitor waiting to see you, when
there are several, this is misleading and inappropriate.
In many languages, however, the use of the plural is
not obligatory, but is used when it is important to
mark number. One example is the Cushitic language
Bayso:
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(1) Bayso (Dick Hayward, personal
communications, Corbett and Hayward 1987)
hiban Sfoofe
lion. GENERAL watched.1SG
‘T watched lion’ (it could be one, or more than
that)

Another language, from many examples, is the

Arawak family language Bare of Venezuela and Brazii

(Aikhenvald 1995, pp. 18-19).

3. The Nominals Involved in the Number System

In English the majority of nominals can mark number,
from the personal pronouns and nouns denoling
persons {like woman) down to those denoting in-
animate objects like door, and even to some denoting
absiracts like hour. Many languages restrict the num-
ber opposition to fewer nominals, namely those which
are high in animacy (Smith-Stark 1974). Thus in Slave
{an Athapaskan language spoken in parts of the
Northwest Territories, British Columbia, and Alberta,
Canada) number may be marked on the noun phrase
provided the noun denotes a human or a dog (Rice
1989, p. 247).

4. The Semantics of Number

As long as we stay with innocent examples like English
cat and cats, the semantics of number look clear, since
cals is appropriate for more than one instance of car.
In fact there are many concealed difficulties: a concise
overview of work on number within formal semantics
can be found in Link {1998), who shows how the study
of plurals relates to different movements in linguistic
semantics, and provides a substantial bibliography.
If we move from ordinary plurals to consider  vs.
we, it becomes clear that here we have an ‘associative’
use of the plural; we is most often used for ‘I and
other(s) associated with me.” At the other end of the
Animacy Hierarchy, nouns like coffee have a plural,
provided they are recategorized: if coffee denotes a
type, or a typical quantity of coffee, then there is an
available plural, as in: she always keeps three different
coffees, and we've ordered two teas and three coffees.

5. Number Values

A striking way in which English is limited in its
number system is in terms of the number values. In
English we can distinguish only between singular and
plural. Many languages have more distinctions, and it
is these on which we shall concentrate.

5.1 The Dual

A common system is one in which singular and plural
are supplemented by a dual, to refer to two disiinct
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Grammatical Number

Number is often taken to be a relatively straight-
forward category. Tt is often used as the texibook
illustration of an inflectional category, and the situ-
ation in languages like English is believed by many to
be the normal if not the only one. English makes a
semantic distinction, and a formal distinction between,
for instance, cat and cats, child and children. In fact the
number category reveals many surprises, and the
system found in English is a rather exireme one, when
seen within the space of possibilities established from
a survey of the languages of the world. We shall
consider characteristics of the English system in turn,
showing some of the ways in which it is typical or
atypical. We shall give greatest prominence to the
question of number values,

1. Nominal and Verbal Number

In English number is a nominal category, it involves
the distinction between instances such as eaf and cais.
When it appears on verbs, this is by agreement with a
subject noun phrase, as in the children were playing
happily. The plural verb still indicates the number of
children, and not the number of playing events. There
are many languages which have verbal number, that s,
where the number of the verb indicates the number of
events (see Durie 1986 for examples).

2. Number as an Obligatory Category

Number is an obligatory category in English. If
someone says, there's a visitor waiting 1o see you, when
there are several, this is misleading and inappropriate.
In many languages, however, the use of the plurai is
not obligatory, but is used when it is important to
mark number. One example is the Cushitic language
Bayso:
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(1) Bayso (Dick Hayward, personal
communications, Corbett and Hayward 1987)
hiban Joafe
lion.GENERAL watched.1SG
‘1 watched lion’ (it could be one, or more than
that)

Another language, from many examples, is the

Arawak family language Bare of Venezuela and Brazil

{Aikhenvald 1995, pp. 18-19).

3. The Nominals Invelved in the Number System

In English the majority of nominals can mark number,
from the personal pronouns and nouns denoting
persons (like woman) down to those denoting in-
animate objects like door, and even to some denoting
abstracts like hour. Many languages restrict the num-
ber opposition to fewer nominals, namely those which
are high in animacy (Smith-Stark 1974). Thusin Slave
(an Athapaskan language spoken in parts of the
MNorthwest Territories, British Columbia, and Alberta,
Canada) number may be marked on the noun phrase
provided the noun denotes a human or a dog (Rice
1989, p. 247).

4. The Semantics of Number

As long as we stay with innocent examples like English
cat and cats, the semantics of number look clear, since
cals is appropriate for more than one instance of cat.
In fact there are many concealed difficulties: a concise
overview of work on number within formal semantics
can be found in Link (1998), who shows how the study
of plurals relates to different movements in linguistic
semantics, and provides a subslantial bibliography.
If we move from ordinary plurals to consider / vs.
we, it becomes clear that here we have an ‘associative’
use of the plural; we is most often used for ‘I and
other(s) associated with me.’ At the other end of the
Animacy Hierarchy, nouns like coffee have a plural,
provided they are recategorized: if coffee denotes a
type, or a typical quanlity of coffee, then there is an
available plural, as in: she always keeps three different
eoffees, and we've ordered two teas and three coffees.

5. Number Values

A striking way in which English is limited in its
number system is in terms of the number values, In
English we can distinguish only between singular and
plural. Many languages have more distinctions, and it
is these on which we shall concentrate.

5.1 The Dual

A common system is one in which singular and plural
are supplemented by a dual, to refer to two distinct
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Table 1
Emphatic pronouns in Sursurunga
singular dual ‘trial’ ‘quadral’ pliral
1 exclusive iau giur gimtul gimhat gim
1 inclusive — gitar gittul githat git
2 fdu gaur gamtiul gamhat gam
3 -ifon/di diar ditul dihat di

Source: Hutchisson 1986 and personzl communicalions

Note: 4 is used to indicate schwa (a)

real world entities. Examples are widespread, We will
take Central Alaskan Yup’ik, as spoken in the south-
western Alaska (Corbett and Mithun 1996); the
number forms are: singular gayag ‘kayak,’ dual gayak
‘two kayaks,’ and plural gayat ‘three or more kayaks.’
The addition of the duat has an effect on the plural,
which is now used for three or more real world entities,
and more generally a change in sysiem gives the plural
a different meaning

5.2 The Trial

While the dual refers to two distinet real world entities,
the trial is for three, and it occurs in systems with the
number values: singular, dual, trial, and plural. This
system is found in Larike, a Central Moluccan
language spoken on the western tip of Ambon Island,
Central Malukuy, Indonesia. {Central Moluccan forms
part of the Central Malayo-Polynesian subgroup of
Austronesian,) Thisexample is from Laidig and Laidig
(1990, p.
(2) Kalu iridu-ta-Peu au-na-wela
if 2 TRIAL-NEG-go 1.8G-IRR-go.home
‘i you three don't want to go, I'm going home.’

In this language the dual and {rial forms can be
traced back to the numerals ‘two’ and ‘three,’ and the
plural comes historically from ‘four.” Such develop-
ments are fairly common in Austronesian languages.
Sometimes the term ‘trial’ is used according 1o the
form of the inflections (derived historically from the
numeral three), even when the forms are used currently
for small groups including those greater than three
(and so are paucals) and sometimes the term is used
according to meaning (for genuine {rials). The Larike
trial is a genuine trial, used for exactly three {Laidig
and Laidig 1990, p. 92).

5.3 The Paucal

Paucals are used to refer to a small number of distinct
real world entitics, somewhat akin to the English
quantifier ‘a few’ in meaning. There is no specific
upper bound on the use of paucals (their lower bound
will vary according to the system in which they are
found). Let us retura to the Cushitic language Bayso.
Besides the general number forms (as in (1), where

number is not specified), there are also singuiar,

paucal, and plural. Here is the paucal;

(3) Bayso (Dick Hayward, personal
communications, Corbett and Hayward 1987)
Iuban-jaa Joofe
lion-PAUCAL watched.1.SG
‘1 watched a few lions’

The paucal is used in Bayso for reference to a small
number of individuals, from two to about six. (Bayso
has this system in nouns but not in pronouns.) The
Bayso system is rare; normally the paucal is found
together with a dual, so that the number values are
singular, dual, paucal, and plural. This widespread
system is found, for example, in Yimas, a Lower Sepik
language spoken in the Sepik Basin of Papua New
Guinea (Foley 1991, p. 216).

5.4 The Largest Systems

It is worth asking what is the largest system of number
values. There are claims in the literature for tanguages
with a quadral, for four distinct real world entities,
thus giving a system of five number values, It is
established that five number values can indeed be
found, but the evidence specificaily for a quadral is less
clear. All the claims come from within the Austro-
nesian family and the best documented case is
Sursurunga (Hutchisson 1986, and personal com-
munications), spoken in southern New Ireland. The
forms labeled quadral are restricted to the personal
pronouns, but are found with all of them, the first
person {inchusive and exclusive), the second, and third
{Table 1).

Here is an example of a quadral form in use (we will
retain the traditional iabel ‘quadral,” until we have
justified replacing the term for Sursurunga):

{4) Sursurunga (Hutchisson 1986 and personal

communications)

gim-hat kdwdn
LEXCL-QUADRAL maternal.uncleinephew/
niece

*we four who are in an uncle-nephew /niece
relationship’

The ‘quadral’ has two additional uses. First, in
Sursurunga plural pronouns are never used with terms
for dyads (kinship pairings like uncle-nephew/niece}.
Here the ‘quadral’ is used, for a minimum of four, and
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not just for exactly four (Hutchisson 1986, p. 10).
Second, in hortatory discourse, the speaker may use
the first person inclusive ‘quadral’ in order to suggest
joint action including the speaker, even though more
than four persons are involved. These two special uses
of the ‘quadral’ account for the majority of instances
of its use. According to its meaning, the term ‘quadral’
is not appropriate. Rather the forms would be better
designated ‘paucal.’

Let us now consider the rest of the system of
Sursurunga (data and judgments from Don
Hutchisson, personal communications). The dual is
used quite strictly for two people. It is also used for the
singular when the referent is in a taboo relationship to
the speaker, This is a special use; the dual’s main use is
as a regular dual. The trial will be used for three.
However, it is also used for small groups, typically
around three or four, and for nuclear families of any
size. It is therefore not strictly a trial, rather it could be
labeled a paucal {an appropriate gloss would be ‘a
few’), We noted carlier that this is a frequent de-
velopment for the trial, The ‘quadral,’ as we have just
seen, is used primarily in different ways with larger
groups, of four or more (an appropriate gloss would
be *several’). This too would qualify as a paucal; we
therefore have two paucals in Sursurunga, a paucal
(traditionally ‘trial'} and a greater paucal {(tradition-
ally ‘quadral’). The plural, as we would expect, is for
numbers of entities larger than what is covered by the
greater paucai, however, there is no strict dividing line
{certainly not at the number five). Using semantic
labels, we might represent the system in Sursurunga as
having: singular, dual, paucal, greater paucal, and
plural. Sursurunga has a well-documented five-value
number category. There are certainly other languages
with five number values; we do not have such detailed
information as for Sursurunga and there is no certain
case of a quadral: it seems that in all cases the highest
value other than plural in such systems can be used as
a paucal. Besides the split in the paucal, we may also
find a split in the plural, with ‘greater plurals’ of
different types, as for instance in Mokilese (Harrison
1976). Greater plurals may imply an excessive number
or ¢lse all possible instances of the referent. They areas
yet poorly researched, except in a few languages.

6. Conclusion

Number is indeed a much more complex category than
is generally recognized, and the English system,
though a common one, is at one extreme of the
typological space. We noted that number may be a
verbal category as well as a nominal one (but the
possibilities are rather more resiricted for verbal
number). We also saw that number need not be
obligatory, that the range of items which distinguish
number varies dramatically from language to
language, that the semantics of number are affected by
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the particular item involved, and that the values of the
number calegory can be just two or, in various
combinations, up to five. More complex issues, which
we have not been able to address here, include various
interactions, notably between the forms of marking of
number, the particular nominals which distinguish
number in a given language, and the systems of
number values, For these issues see Corbett (2600).

See also: Grammatical Gender; Number Systems,
Evolution of, Pronouns
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Grammatical Relations

The linguistic concept ‘grammatical relation’ with its
equivalents ‘syntactic relation,’ ‘syntactic function’
belongs to the most important concepts of traditional
syntaclic theory. By grammatical relations are under-
stood structurally expressed characteristic syntactic
relations between sentence constituents {see Con-
stituent Structure: Syntactic), in particular between the

Copyright © 2001 Elsevier Science Lid, All rights reserved.

International Encyciopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences

ISBN: 0-08-043076-7

|
|
|




