THE SLAVONIC
AND EAST EUROPEAN
REVIEW

Volume 72, Number 2—April 1994

Systems of Grammatical Number

in Slavonic
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Abstract

THE expression of grammatical number varies from relative simplicity
in some languages to great complexity in others. Even in languages
where the main patterns are straightforward, we often find isolated
examples of more interesting types. Accordingly we shall firstsetup a
general model of the morphological means by which numbers can be
signalled. This will then allow us to characterize the range of variation
found within Slavonic and to uncover the regularities within the
diversity. In particular, we consider the possible relations between the
inflectional root, the different stems and the sets of inflections. While in
Slavonic number is signalled primarily by means of inflectional mor-
phology, we find interesting examples of stem alternation, with
instances of derived plural stems and of derived singular stems, and
occasional examples of suppletion.

Introduction

This paper first sketches a general typology of number systems, and
situates Slavonic within it (section 1}. Then we shall concentrate on the
morphological means of expressing number and examine the possibili-
ties which Slavonic exploits here (section 2). In both these sections a
major aim is to provide a review of the range of work on number which
has already been carried out by Slavists.! Finally we will consider
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briefly recent work which allows a formal account of the inflectional
morphology involved (section g).

I. ATYPOLOGY OF NUMBER SYSTEMS

1.1 Nominal and verbal number

Broadly speaking, number is of two types: nominal number quantifies
individuals, while verbal number quantifies events. The Slavonic
languages have nominal number {(verbal number is widespread in the
languages of the world, particularly perhaps in those of North
America). We should then ask where the two types of number are
typically marked (see Figure 1}.

nominal number | verbal number
{a} onnounphrase | Lezgian | not found
(b} onbaoth | Slavonic | not found
{c) onverb | Amele | Hausa

Figure 11 Place where number is primarily expressed

We might expect to find nominal number expressed just on the noun
phrase (as in the North-East Caucasian language Lezgian}, and verbal
number just on the verb (as in the Chadic language Hausa). While
these possibilities do occur, nominal number may be expressed also on
the verb, together with marking on the noun phrase or as the primary
place of expression {sce Corbett 19g92b for more detail}. In Slavonic we
find nominal number marked both on the noun phrase and on the verb.
Thus the Slavonic verb indicates the number ol individuals and not the
number of events; it shows nominal number by agreement with the
subject.?

1.2 Number distinctions

Most Slavonic languages have just the opposition singular : plural. The
dual is lost in most of the Slavonic languages (leaving complex traces
behind, in morphology and syntax, as shown, for instance in Naylor
1972). There is a substantial literature on the interesting problem of
dual and its loss: Beli¢ (1932), Isatenko {1941/1976), Dostdl (1954),

# A good deal has been written on agreement in Slavonic; for a bibliography see Corbett
(1992a).
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lordanskij (1960}, Salter {1971), Moszynski (1g85), Remneva and
Kijanova (1991}, Kijanova (1992). However, Slovene and Sorbian
preserve the dual: Tesniére (1925a, 1925b), Jakopin (1966), Ermakova
(1g66), Lenfek (1982), Derganc (1988), Nartnik (1988), Viahovié
(1991).

From a typological perspective, number can also be divided into
optional and obligatory. Many languages have optional number — the
speaker uses a particular number only if number is salient: in such
tanguages ‘cat’ could be used torefer to one or more cats. InSlavonic, the
pluralnumber is obligatory —torefer to more thanone cat the plural will
be used.? However, the Slovene dualis optional: the speaker is not forced
to use the dual to refer to two items { Priestly 1993: 440-41). A somewhat
similar situation exists in Sorbian; in some Sorbian dialects the plural
replaces the dual to a greater or lesser extent (Stone 1993: 614},

1.3 The range of nouns involved in number distinclions

When languages have nominal number, as we find in Slavonic, typically
not all the nouns are involved. In somelanguages number is restricted to
a small subset of the nouns and pronouns, in others it is of greater
importance. Smith-Stark suggested that plurality ‘splits’alanguageif it
is a significant opposition for certain categories but irrelevant for others’
(1974: 657). The type of evidence he produced concerned marking of the
noun phrase for number (usually by marking on the noun itself) and
agreementinnumber (mainly verbal agreement but withsome instances
of agreement within the noun phrase). Ie claims, for instance, that if in
Georgian the subject is plural and denotes an animate the verb will be
plural, ifit denotes an inanimate then the verb will be singular. Various
languages make the split at different points, according to a hierarchy
which can be presented as follows:

speaker > addressee > kin > rational > human > animate > inanimate

{(1st person ({2nd person
pronouns}  pronouns)

Figure 2; The Animacy Hierarchy

In Slavonic the split occurs within the inanimates: as a broad
generalization we may suggest that most nouns denoting concrete

3 For data on the frequency of the dual in Slovene see Neweklowsky (1688). And for its use
in particular cases in Upper Sorbian see Jent {1966).

4'The situation is of course more complex than this bald statement implies; see Revzin
{(196g), Vinogradov (1g72: 124~38), Paduteva {1967, 1974:210-16), who stresses the
imporiance of syntax for a full analysis of the category ol number, Sobaoleva (1979), and for
instances of the use of number in spoken Russian, including instances of transposition, see
Krasil’nikova {1g9go: 63-8g).
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objects distinguish singular and plural while most denoting abstracts
do not. Of course, it is the borderline which deserves attention. There
has been some interesting work on nouns denoting fruit and vegetables
in Slavonic, many of which do not distinguish number (Mel’2uk 1949,
1985: 257-64; Ivi¢ 1982; Polivanova 1983; Wierzbicka 1988: 503—06).
‘The nouns which fall below the boundary for distinguishing number
are normally singularia tantum; there is, however, a substantial minority
of pluralia tantum.®

1.4 Means of expressing number

In Slavonic, then, the majority of nouns express number. Let us look at
the possible strategies for doing this. In the languages of the world there
are four main means of expressing number. Some languages (such as
the Austronesian language Yapese, Dryer 1989} use separate lexical
items (number words), Slavonic does not belong to this type, unless we
include quantifiers and numerals, but then most or even all languages
would belong to this type. The second type uses syntactic means to
mark number. As we have already seen, Slavonic belongs here in part,
since agreement is used for marking number. The third type uses
morphological means: this is the main strategy in Slavonic, and we
shall concentrate on this. However, we should also note a fourth
method: lexical marking (suppletion}. Slavonic does have suppletive
number forms, but they are suppletive stems (which we shall consider
within morphology). In any case they do not represent a major means
of marking number in Slavonic.

2. THE MORPHOLOGY OF NUMBER SYSTEMS

We start from the notion of ‘inflectional root’ (Matthews 1974: 73-75).
The inflectional root of a lexical item is the basic form, the one which
cannot be further reduced as far as inflectional categories are con-
cerned. It is indifferent to inflectional category, in the sense that all the
inflectional forms normally available to lexical items of the particular
word-class can be formed from it. The inflectional root pisatel’ in
Russian is the base for the forms pisatelja, pisateli and so on, though it is
not, of course, basic derivationally.

Number can be marked formally in Slavonic by stem formation and
inflection, and these provide the basis for our typology. The abstract
scheme in Figure g shows the elements potentially involved:

5 See Flaume (1674: t94-227), Degtjarev {1982a), Holman (1983), Jarvis (1g86), Klimo-
nov {1g87).
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inflectional root

singula lural
stem stem

+ +
singular plural
inflection inflection

Figure 3;  Elements involved in number marking

The first possibility (Type 1) is that neither stem nor inflections mark
number; in that case we are dealing with an indeclinable noun, such as
Russian kenguru ‘kangaroo’.® The readiness with which such nouns are
accepted varies considerably: in the south-west of the Slavonic area, in
Serbo-Croat, almost every noun, including recent borrowings, is
declined. The number of indeclinables accepted increases as we move
north-castwards, with Russian being the most permissive in this regard
(Unbegaun 1947: 141-44). If we look back to Figure 3, for indeclinable
nouns none of the elements marks any distinction.

The second possibility is that the stems are identical but the inflec-
tions are different:

singular
stem

N N .

singular plural
inflection inflection

Figure 4: Type 2: Identity of stems in number marking

In Type 2 all the work is done by the inflections. It is extremely
common in Slavonic; for instance in Russian there are thousands of

6 See Smirnova {(1g81).
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nouns like kemnata ‘room’, plural kemnaly in which number is marked
exclusively by the inflection.”

The third possibility is for number to be marked both by the stem
and by inflections. Within this type there are three further possibilities,
according to whether either or none of the stems is identical to the
inflectional root. We consider them in turn:

singular plural

stemn stem

+ +
singular plural
inftection inflection

Figure 50 Type 3A: Special plural stem

This pattern can be illustrated from Russian, The noun kryle ‘wing’
has the inflectional root krpl-, to which the singular endings are added
directly {kryl-0, krpl-a, kryl-u and so on). The plural stem is k7yl’j-, as in
the nominative plural kryl’ja. Why should we say that there is a distinct
plural stem here, rather than that the nominative plural ending is
palatalization plus -ja? The point is that -e is a regular nominative
plural ending, found on thousands of nouns which do not have a
separate plural stem. The remaining plural endings are also found on
other nouns; we would be missing an obvious generalization if we
claimed there were special endings right through the plural. This
pattern is particularly common in the South Slavonic languages: in
Serbo-Croat, for instance, we find many nouns of the type grad ‘town’,
plural gradovi.®

The converse pattern is shown in Figure 6:

7 There are interesting cases of competition between plural inflections; see, [or example,
the discussion of the plural inflections in Polish in Wierzbicka (1988: 455-61).

8 Tt is worth adding that in languages with a dual, where there are alternative stems, we
normally find ene for singular, and the second for dual and plural, as in Slovene: grdd ‘castle’,
dual gradéva, plural gradévi.
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singular
stem

+ +
singular plural
inflection inflection

Figure 6: Type 3B: Special singular stem

Again this is a pattern found in Russian. The noun bolgarin ‘a Bul-
garian’ has the inflectional root bo/gar-, and the plural stem is identical,
as in forms like the nominative plural belgar-p. The singular stem
differs, and is bolgarin-. Several nouns denoting nationalities and other
social groupings behave in this way.?

Before moving on we should contrast types §A and 3B. It is generally
{butnot universally) held that the singular is unmarked with relation to
the plural. The existence of special plural stems (type 3A) would
therefore be expected, but not that of special singular stems (type 3B).
Here Tiersma’s notion of ‘local unmarkedness’ is helpful:

When the referent of a noun naturally occurs in pairs or groups, and/or

when it is generally referred to collectively, such a noun is locally unmarked

in the plural. {1982:8335)

Many of the Slavonic nouns involved do appear to meet Tiersma’s
definition,1°

Tiersma uses Russian data to support his case, in discussing how his
notion accounts for the way in which stems are levelled. Greenberg had
earlier pointed out (196g: 192-93)} that of the group of nouns like slovo
‘word’ (plural formerly slovesa}, the majority have levelled according to
the nominative/accusative singular, so that in modern Russian we have
slowo/slova. However, earlier kolofkolesa ‘wheel is now keleso/kolesa. The
claim is that for this word the plural is locally unmarked. (The
suggestion that this word is more frequent in the plural than in the
singular goes back to Kuznecov 1953: 83.)

Still considering the possibilities for marking number by means of
stems and inflections, we find that the most complex situation is for all
elements to be different:

? For further examples, particularly from Bulgarian and Macedonian, sce Stankicwicz
(1962: 10—12}. He also notes instances where accentual alternation marks the singular—

plural opposition.
0 For interesting discussion of markedness with reference to Russian see Revzin {196g).
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inflectional root

singular plural
stem stem

+ +
singular plural
infiection inflection

Figure 72 Type 3C: Distinct stems and inflectional root

This possibility can be illustrated by the irregular Russian noun,
xozfain ‘landlord’. The inflectional root is xezja-,'* the singular stem is
xozja-in- and the plural stem is xozja-ev-. Both stems allow the addition
of endings.

The extreme type of difference is found in cases of suppletion, where
there are different stems which are not related by any regular or
irregular type of stem formation; their relation is purely semantic. An
example is Russian delovek ‘person’, plural jjud-i ‘people’. Note that we
are indeed dealing with stems here: lelovek ‘person’ takes normal
singular inflections, and Jjud-i ‘people’ takes plural inflections. A way of
thinking of such cases is to say that the lexeme involved has alternative
inflectional roots (Matthews 1974: 74).

The fourth logical possibility (within morphological marking of
number) is that number should be marked just by means of the stem:

root
singular plural
stem stem

+ . —F

singular
inflection

plural
inflection

Figure 8: Type 4: Number marking by stem only

1t We are using transliterated forms here; a phonemic transcription would require a final -j
on the stem.
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We find this system in languages of the Caucasus like Akhvakh, where
case endings mark only case, and number is marked by stem augments,
At first sight it appears that it is not found in Slavonic. But consider for

a moment the so-called collectives, as for instance in Serbo-Croat (see
Table 1).

Table r:  Examples of collectives in Serbo-Croat

SINGULAR COLLEGTIVE GLOSS

dete deca child/children
Stene $tenad puppy/puppies
kamen kamenje stone/stones

The point is that the collective form takes singular inflections: though
not identical to those of the ordinary singular of the noun, they are
nevertheless singular endings, and so it is reasonable to claim that
number is marked by the stem. {(Agreement is complex: see Stevanovié
1936, Babié 198485, Degtjarev 1g82c, Corbett 1g83: 76-88; Pordevi¢
1989: 33—34.) The history of collectives in Slavonic has been deservedly
well studied: see, for instance, Unbegaun (1935: 262318}, Greenberg
(rg72: 21-25), who draws on the work of Unbegaun, Azarx (1g977),
Eselevit (197g), Fiedler (1981), Degtjarev (1982b, 1982d: 40-148,
1987), Malevinskij (1982), Makeeva (1986).12 A common pattern is for
them to be integrated into the dominant singular—plural opposition,
with regular plural endings, but they have also given rise to the patterns
illustrated in Figures 5 and 6 above.

3. NETWORK MCRPHOLOGY

In most of the Slavonic languages, nouns cannot express number in
isolation — its expression is combined with that of case.1® And there is
often no unique inflection for a particular case-number combination;
the inflection depends on the declensional class of the noun. This is, of
course, the typical situation in fusional languages.

The notion of declensional class is problematic. First, because there
is a strong tradition that a certain number of declensional classes

12 For a helpful typological perspective on collectives see Gil (19g3). See also Reformatski
(1960: 391—97) and Rudenko (1g87), who consider collectives in Modern Russian, for
Serbo-Croat see Peco {1956) and Pavlovi¢ {(1965), and for comparative accounts see
Stankiewicz {1984} and Heyl (19g0).

13 But note the interesting Polish nouns like mugesm ‘museum’, borrowed from Latin
{Rothstein 1993:699). These have the invariant ending -um in the singular (hence this
expresses number but not case}, but decline in the plural: mezea, muzedw, muzeont, muzeami,
muzeach.
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should be recognized in particular languages — these are taken over
from one reference grammar to another with little or no justification.
Second, there is no clear synfactic argument to demonstrate the validity
of a particular analysis (unlike the situation with regard to case,
number, gender and animacy). And third, there are various numbers of
nouns which are exceptional to various degrees.

There are, however, reasonable arguments which can be brought to
bear (see Corbett 1982 for detailed discussion):

1. the number of nouns involved

2. productivity

3. similarity of form (dissimilar forms should not be grouped

together)

4. predictions which follow from a particular solution.

To make the discussion more specific, consider the data in Table 2.

Table 2:  Major noun declensional classes of Russian

zakon kemmnata kost’ v'ino

law’ ‘room’ ‘bone’ ‘wine’
SINGULAR
nominative zakon komnata kost’ v'ino
accusative zakon komnatu kost’ v'ino
genitive zakona komnati kost'i v'ina
dative zakonu komnate kost'i vinu
instrumental zakonom komnatoj kost'ju v'inom
locative zakone komnate kost'i v'ine
PLURAL
nominative zakoni komnati kost'i v'ina
accusative zakoni komnati kost'i v'ina
genitive zakonov komnat kost'ej v'in
dative zakonam komnatam kost’am v'inam
instrumental zakonam'i komnatam’i kost'am’i v'inam'i
locative zakonax komnatax kost’ax viinax

1 1 I v

Note: forms are given in phonemic transcription. Palatalization (or
‘softening’} is indicated by '

We do not find six singular and six plural endings: there are numerous
instances of syncretism. And equally, there is not a single form for, say,

4 In Serbo-Croat, several nouns change their declensional pattern (and consequently their
gender) in the plural; see Ivi€ (198g: 32).
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the dative singular --- it varies according to the type of noun in
question. Hence the traditional notion of declensional classes.

When we review the arguments for setting up such classes, we can
Justify the analysis as follows:

1. the number of nouns involved: in each of the four classes

proposed there are several thousands of nouns;

2. productivity: each class is productive;

3. similarity of form: we have not combined dissimilar forms into a
single class;

4. predictions which follow from a particular solution: gender is a
predictable category in Russian {and more generally in Slav-
onic) given this analysis of the declensional classes.

However, this traditional-style analysis is unduly rigid. Consider, for
example, the dative plural of zakon. Why is it zakoram? The traditional
answer would have to be that, since it is a member of the first
declensional class, and the dative plural inflection for that class is -am,
then the dative plural of zakon must be zakenam. But in fact all inflected
nouns of Russian have the dative plural in -am.15 We need to be able to
state certain facts about nouns in general (and, at a higher level, about
nominals including adjectives and pronouns); some facts are true at the
level of declensional class, while individual exceptions hold at the level
of the individual lexical entry (see Figure g).

NOMINAL

ADJECTIVE NOUN

N_I N_IV N_Il N_II

zakon v'ino komnata kost’

Figure g:  An inheritance structure for Russian nominals

5 The merging of the oblique forms in Russian is discussed in Andersen (196g) and .‘:}ui'ga
(1483); for a recent discussion of the plural forms of Czech see Cummins (1gg1).
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This is possible in ‘Network Morphology’ (see Corbett and Fraser
1993), which is implemented in the lexical knowledge representation
language DATR (for which see Evans and Gazdar 198ga; 198gb;
Gazdar 1gg90; forthcoming). Facts which are true of nouns are lodged at
the noun node, and this information is inherited by all nouns. More
specific information is lodged at lower nodes such as N_II. Note
particularly that this account allows us to see the old regularities,
captured by the three-class approach {the shared forms of nouns like
zakon and okno), and the new regularities too. Looking down from the
top, Russian has three declensional classes (N_O, N_IT and N_III};
looking up from the bottom it has four: (N_I, N_II, N_IHI and
N_1IV). While this brief account cannot hope to do justice to this line of
research, it is worth stressing one advantage of working in a formal
framework, implemented in DATR, namely that for DATR there are
compilers {computer interpreters) available, and so we are able to
check the output, which demonstrates that the predictions made by our
account are indeed correct.

4. GONCLUSION

By taking a typological perspective, we see that certain aspects of the
number systems of the Slavonic languages turn out to be of particular
interest, This perspective in turn highlights the value of focusing
research specifically on these topics. Research in progress aims to give a
formally explicit account of the interesting phenomena we have singled
out,
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