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Suppletion in personal pronouns: Theory versus
practice, and the place of reproducibility in typology

GREVILLE G. CORBETT

Abstracr

Reference grammars often set out the personal pronouns in paradigms similar
to those of nouns. When the pronoun stems are phonologically different, this
approach implies that we have instances of suppletion, though this is typically
not discussed explicitly. In contrast, those linguists who have raised the issue
directly tend to suggest that we are not dealing with suppletion. They claim
rather that personal pronouns are not opposed for number (thus we would not
be the plural of 1). The issue is particularly impartant if we wish to develap
a typology of suppletion, since personal pronouns are potentially one of the
commaonest instances. If we separate our the rwo parts of suppletion (irregu-
larity of form and regularity of meaning), the question becomes clearer. As far
as form is cancerned, while personal pronouns are frequently irregular, there
are languages with morphologically regular pronouns (which makes the sup-
pletion analysis for irregulars more plausible). And in terms of meaning, we
Sind different types of number at different points on the Animacy Hierarchy; it
is not a major issue that the plural of personal pronouns frequently involves
associativity, since this may be found also for other items high on the hierar-
chy. These two main points lead us ro conclude thar there are languages where
the personal pronouns show suppletion for number. Two subsidiary arguments,
based on data from Latvian and Bengali, support this conclusion. Thus a ty-
polagy of suppletion should include personal pronouns as an important part.
This interesting but specific problem is set in the broader context of the need
for reproducibility in typology.
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1. Introduction

The question at issue is whether, in languages which have inflectional num-
ber and in which the personal pronouns have stems which differ according to
number, these stems can be considered suppletive. We follow Mel'¢uk (1994)
in taking suppletion to be a relation between two signs such that the semantic
difference between them is maximally regular and the formal (phonological)
difference is maximally irregular. Unlike Mel'¢uk we restrict the concept to
inflectional morphology, specifically to the relation between stems.! The ques-
tion is particularly significant from a typological perspective: if we wish to
construct a typology of suppletion, and we believe personal pronouns can be
included, then they are probably the commonest instance. If they were to be
excluded, we ought to be clear about the reasoning for doing so. The ques-
tion becomes particularly acute in the development of a typological database
of suppletion, to be made generally available over the web; if the database will
be of use well into the future, as is intended, it is important that its scope should
be both clear and justifiable.? On the one hand, the question addressed may be
seen as a relatively small one; on the other, the paper has a practical outcome,
since the reasoning here is the basis for deciding the shape of the database, If
we are to devote substantial resources to developing research tools for typol-
ogists, it is important to be open aboult the decisions on which they are based
(see Corbett 2003b: 157-158 for some discussion of the issues, in particular of
“inclusivity™). We are dealing with an interesting test case, in that the amount
of data which the typology should cover is dramatically different according to
what we decide about the inclusion or exclusion of pronouns. Furthermore, in
order to guarantee reproducibility for users of the database, it is important 1o
be open about the reasoning for the decision.

The structure of the paper is as follows. First the problem is introduced in
terms of the conflict between linguistic practice and theory in this respect (Sec-
tion 2). Then we look in turn at the morphological (Section 3) and semantic
(Section 4) sides of the question. At this point it is clear that personal pronouns
frequently are suppletive for number. We then consider further arguments that
support this view, from Latvian (Section 5) and from Bengali and Russian (Sec-
tion 6); to confirm the argument we look at augmented systems (Section 7). At
this point we move to a more general concern, that of reproducibility (Section
8), before drawing our conclusions (Section 9).

1. For more discussion of the typology of suppletion see Hippisley, Chumakina, Corbett, &
Brown (2004) and for analysis of instances of altemnating suppletion see Chumakina, Hippis-
ley, & Corbett (2004).

2. The Surrey Suppletion Database (Dunstan Brown, Marina Chumakina, Greville G, Corbett,
& Andrew Hippisley 2004) is available for searching over the Web at hitp:faaw.smg. surmey.
s ukd together with databases covering syncrelism and agreement.
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2. The problem

The way in which pronouns are treated by normal working linguists, for in-
stance in grammars, is opposed to the theoretical statements made about them.,

2.1.  Treatment in grammears

In grammars the personal pronouns such as I ~ we are frequently presented
with paradigms similar to caf ~ cats. This is true for languages of various dif-
ferent families. Instances, taken almost at random, include Huntley's account
of ﬂldq(:hu:ch Slavonic (1993: 144) and Hyman's description of Noni (1981:
7, 15)°

2.2. Theoretical treatment

When the issue is raised, it is normally dismissed with the 0pPPOSITE point of
view, that is, we is NOT the plural of 1. For example:

Traditional terminology is rather misleading in the way in which it represents the
combination of the categories of person and seembrer, I is clear, for instance, that
we (“first person plural’) does not normally stand in the same relationship to £
(“first person singular’) as boys, cows, etc., do to boy, cow, etc. The pronoun we
is to be interpreted as ‘I, in addition to one or more other persons’; and the other
persons may or may not include the hearer, In other words, we is not ‘the ploral of
I*: rather, it includes a reference to *1" and is plural. (Lyons 1968: 277)

Lyons’ view is careful and nuanced. Some other writers are less thoughtful;, we
will omit them. In one of the most detailed accounts of suppletion, Mel’éuk
(1994: 387-388) takes a view consonant with that of Lyons, though he gives
the question surprisingly little spuce."‘

While Lyons represents the dominant view, the alternative is found too. For
example, in a discussion of grammatical meaning, Isafenko (1961: 41-42)
takes the grammatical meaning of the plural to be rasclenennost’ ‘divided-
ness’, and concludes that Russian my “we’ and vy "you” are indeed the plurals
of ja ‘I' and ty ‘thou’. For historical interest we may note that Osthoff, the

3. 1 am not making any suggestion as to what these particular authors think about proncuns; the
point is simply that pronouns are regularly presented in singular-plural paradigms similar to
those of nouns,

4. See also Goddard (1995) and references there, For discussion of the semantics of we from a
different perspective see Nunherg (1993).

5. "Na samom dele mefdu invaraninym @maenicm formy tipa (moi) knigi i znafeniem
mestoimenij sy i vy net nikakoj raenicy.” (Isafenko 1961: 41 [1976: 2607) [In fact there is
no difference between the invariant meaning of a form of the type {noi) knigi ‘(my) books®
and the meaning of the pronouns my ‘we’ and vy ‘you'.] He states that he is following V.
Blandir in this, See Morman (2002) for further discussion of Russian and for numerous exam-
ples, including those where my “we' is the combination of 151 person singulars.,
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first to talk of “suppletion”, included personal pronouns as being suppletive for
number (1899: 40); however, his use of the term was broader than ours. And
Forchheimer (1953), in his monograph on person, treats the personal pronouns
as being opposed for number, and gives indications for further relevant data.

2.3, The two factors

Thus linguists assume contradictory views. And, as noted in the introduction,
this is of importance for a typology of suppletion: personal pronouns are poten-
tially a substantial proportion of the instances of suppletion in those languages
for which person and number are inflectional categories. The conceptual prob-
lem is that in languages comparable to English, we is seen to be both mor-
phologically and semantically distinct from 1. However, these two parts of the
question can and should be dissociated. First we look at the morphological ar-
gument, and see that personal pronouns need not be irregular morphologically
(Section 3). Then we consider the semantic argument separately (Section 4).
Maturally if personal pronouns can be treated as other nominals in terms of
number, this is a simpler analysis than one which requires a unique analysis,
and so is to be preferred, all other things being equal.

3. The morphological argument: Irregularity of form

While some assume that plural pronouns must be irregular, they can in fact
be inflectionally regular (Myrkin 1964: 79-80), hence the apparently natural
strength of the argument above is partly only apparent. Mandarin Chinese is a
good example of regularity (Chappell 1996: 470-471), see Table 1. Chappell
states that -men is spreading to nouns, denoting occupations and professions,
as in: xuésheng ‘student’, xuéshengmen ‘students’; ldoshi “teacher’, ldoshimen
‘teachers’.

Table 1. Personal pronouns af Mandarin Chinese (Chappell 1996: 471)

FERSON SINGULAR FLURAL
1 Wi wiitnen (EXCLUSIVE)
2 ni nimen
3 ] fdmen

In Sierra Popoluca, which is a Mixe-Zoque language of southern Mexico,
we also find that the plural pronouns have regular plural markers (Elson 1960
219).5 A further example of language with regular forms of pronouns is Golin,

. While not quite as impressive s the examples given, Xakos (a Turkic language with around
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a Chimbu language of Papua New Guinea (Bunn 1974: 55, Foley 1986: 70); ad-
ditional examples of formally regular pronouns are given in Filimonova (1999,
2002). An account of the geographical distribution of the different types of
plural marking based on 260 languages can be found in Daniél” (forthcoming
a).

In Miskitu, a Misumalpan language of Nicaragua and Honduras, pronouns
mark person, and plurality is supplied by a plural word (Green 1992):

(1) i aras
horse
‘horse’
b. aras kwm
horse  s5G
‘a horse'
©.aras  nani
horse  pL
‘horses’
(2) a.  vang kawhw-ri
1 fall-1.psT.INDE
‘I fell.”
b. vang nani kauhw-ri
1 pL fall-1.PST.INDF
“We (ExcLusive) fell.

Note particularly that the pronoun in (2b) takes the plural word in a regular
wily.

We may find similar regularity in pronominal prefixes, as Table 2 with data
from Barbarefio Chumash, a language of California, shows (Marianne Mithun,
personal communication). The initial § in the 3rd person dual results from reg-
ular sibilant harmony.

Table 2. Pronominagl prefives of Barbarefio Chumash

PERSOMN SINGULAR DUIAL PLURAL
1 k- kis- kiy-
2 p- pii- piy-
3 5- id- siy-

60,000 speakers to the west of the river Yenesei, in Xakasia, part of the Russian Federation)
shows fully regular plural pronouns (regular in that they take the normal plural inflections
found on nouns), The singular pronouns have some imegularities, and the singular and plural
stems correspond only in the 3nd person (Anderson 1998: 19).
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Clearly, then, pronominal forms (free pronouns and pronominal affixes)” can
be fully regular in terms of morphology; furthermore, pronouns may take plural
words like nouns do.

4. The semantic argument: Regularity of meaning

The Lyons quote given in Section 2.2 above is one of several which would
give special treatment to pronouns where number is concerned. We is indeed
generally used with associative meaning (‘1 and associate(s)’), for which see
Moravesik (1994, 2003). However, we can also be used as an ordinary plural,
when speaking in chorus: we pray, we solemnly swear, and so on. The uses of
the 2nd person are more balanced, since you (plural) can be used to multiple
addressees or to one addressee (involving also his or her associate(s)). A con-
ductor may say I hope you enjoy the tour to an entire orchestra (meaning ‘each
one of you'), and equally a friend might say the same to the second trombone
(meaning ‘you and your associates/fellow orchestra members®),

The distribution of associative use is interesting, in that we find it precisely
at the top of the Animacy Hierarchy (3).° Associative use is extremely likely
with the Ist person, less so with the 2nd, and possible in different languages
down to varying points in the human category.

(3) The Animacy Hierarchy

speaker > addressee > 3rd = kin > human > animate > inanimate
(Ist person  (2nd person  person
pronouns)  pronouns)

The relevance of an Animacy Hierarchy to number marking was proposed by
Smith-Stark (1974), following some earlier suggestions. The modified hierar-
chy presented in (3) is justified in detail in Corbett (2000: 54-88); for exten-
sions to the predictions see Moravesik (2003: 482-488).

Some languages have special associative forms (Corbett & Mithun 1996),
for instance Hungarian (data from Edith Moravesik, personal communication),
where an associative form (4b) is to be distinguished from the normal plural
(dc):

7. While more complex than Barbureiio Chumash, Wichita also shows examples where the ver-
bal affixes for person and for number show independent regularity (see Rood 1976: 184188,
217-224). For example, fac iz ‘1 saw him', tocd:k?is “we (plural exclusive) saw him',
tasfi::s you (singular) saw him', fasd: k75 ‘you (plural) suw him’. [ am grateful to Mari-
anne Mithun (personal communication) for pointing me to Wichita,

8. Detailed consideration of the Animacy Hierarchy with regard to object marking can be found
in Aissen (2003),
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(4) a.  Jdnos
‘John'
b, Jdnos-ék
John-As500.PL
*John and associates; John and his group; John "n them'’
. Jdnos-ok
John-pL
‘Johns' (more than one person called John)

In the Hungarian associative, the members of the group can vary according to
circumstances; they may be family, friends and so on, but they will be human
and near-equals. The associative plural inflection is added mostly to proper
names and to nouns for kin terms, titles, and occupations; examples formed
with ordinary common nouns are strange. The pronouns, however, have two
number forms, singular and plural, with no formal distinction for associative
readings. Thus the associative meaning is in competition with the “ordinary
numbers”. Associative meaning prevails at the top of the Animacy Hierarchy.”
At the point on the hierarchy where associative and normal plural readings
are both relatively plausible there is a special associative form available. More
generally we may say that associative and ordinary plural readings are both
available for the upper part of the Animacy Hierarchy (whether or not addi-
tional forms are found in a given language), with the associative reading being
increasingly likely as we move towards the top of the hierarchy.

These data suggest two strong counters to the semantic argument against
treating pronouns as suppletive. First, the associative reading is not restricted to
pronouns, which means that the argument attempting to treat them as separate
loses its force. Second, we see that the plural has not got a straightforward
homogeneous semantics.'” There are various readings for plural, and we shall
suggest that they form a coherent pattern into which the associative fits (rather
than it being a unique exception). This similarly undermines the argument for
treating pronouns as different.

We shall consider two types of case, in addition to the associative, where
the expression of number has readings which are not fully straightforward: the
first is “recategorization” and the second is various affective uses. An interest-
ing difference between them concerns the number values available: typically
recategorization extends to all values, while it is never the case that all values
are available with affective use.

9, For detailed analysis of the semantics of the associative plural of Japanese see Nakanishi &
Tomioka (2002).

10, Unknown o me, Birulin (1980) had alresdy contested the semantic part of the argument
forcefully; In particular he shows that the “nommal” plural is not wniform in its semantics, and
he spells out the purallels between the plural of pronouns and the plural of nouns,
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We start with “recategorization™."" Noun phrases headed by nouns which we

expect in typically mass environments may occur in count environments,'? e.g.,
Two coffees, please. Such instances are sometimes referred to as cases of “unit
plural™, ‘s‘_i.-’hile the plural is noticeable in such examples, we are dealing with
re_cﬂt-.::gupzntinn from mass to count. Alongside these, we also find examples
of unit singulars like: I'd like a coffee, please; this has a “unit reading” and
coffees is the plural of that. Thus “unit plurals” are instances of nouns which
typically head mass noun phrases occurring instead in count noun phrases,
- Wealso find recategorization with abstracts, the “instance” reading, as seen
n a great injustice, a difficulty, small kindnesses, home truths {Quirk, Green-
baum, Leech, & Svartvik 1985: 1564). This reading is found with the nouns
p!,amd lowest on the Animacy Hierarchy. The other related recategorization
gives the “sort” (sometimes called “type”, “kind”, or “variety”) reading as in
At the tasting we tried four marvellous wines and She sells only three books,
but they are all best-sellers. The latter example shows that this reading is not
restricted to nouns which normally occur in mass environments.

We may say that this recategorization is available for “all” the number val-
ues, but in English that means only two. It is interesting to note that it is
available in the dual too in languages with a dual. We can illustrate this from
Slovene: 3

(5) Sir-a, ki ste  nam Ju ponudil-i,
cheese-DU REL AUX 1pL.DAT 3DU.ACC offer.PST.PARTIC-PL
bome  kupil-i
FUT.1PL  buy-pL
“The two cheeses that you have offered to us, we will buy.'

This can potentially have a sort reading (two types of cheese) or a unit reading
(two units of cheese). Central Alaskan Yup’ik, spoken in south-western Alaska
in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta and Bristol Bay areas, also has singular, dual,
and plural and again, we find recategorization available in the dual, e.g., ugug
(s6) "oil', uguk (pUAL) ‘two sealpokes or jars of oil’, uqui (PL) ‘three or more
sealpokes or jars of oil’ (Marianne Mithun and Liz Ali, personal communica-
tion). Besides this unit reading, the sort reading is also available,

i1, Ttu_:n: are various terms: Lyons (1968: 282) talks of “secondary recategorization”, while
Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik (1985 248) use “reclassification”.

12, Fl:;edjwussi:m of the count-mass distinction see Allan (1980) and Jackendoff (1991) among
others.

13, I'l'u: Slovene data are from Janez Orednik and Milan Dodgan (personal communications), The
Ju s a resumptive elitic in the relative clause.
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This evidence can be taken in two ways. One is to say that recategorization is
what is important and that nouns once they are recategorized have the normal
number values. The other is to accept that point, but to recognize that as a
result, instances of the plural at different points on the Animacy Hierarchy are
likely to be different in nature, in particular that those lower on the hierarchy
are likely to be associated with unit or sort readings.

We can now contrast this with affective uses. One type is the “intensifica-
tive”, often used to indicate dissatisfaction, as in this Russian example (Krasil’-
nikova 1990: 85):

(6) Kto  éto kodel'k-i raskidyva-et
who this purse-acc.PL scatier-3sG
‘“Who's been leaving purses lying around?’

The context was that one purse was visible. Similarly consider this English
utterance by an irate father, who knows that the family has exactly one lawn-
MOWer:

(7 Who's been mending lawnmowers in the sitting-room?

This use of the plural is one of the several types where the noun has a normal
number marker, regularly used with a standard interpretation, which is “pressed
into” use for other, usually emotive, purposes. These special uses are easier to
isolate in languages with more number values than a simple singular-plural
opposition, in that for a given use there is normally only one number value
available. The one value is usually the plural (thus in a language with a dual
one cannot complain about lawnmower-DUAL in sentences like (7) above).

Recategorizations and affective uses are both relevant in that they show that
the number feature may have various interpretations. On the other hand, recat-
eporizations and affective uses differ in the number values available to them.
They also differ in that the distribution of recategorization is constrained by
the Animacy Hierarchy, while that of affective use is not (though there will
be compatibility requirements with the particular affective use in question). In
general, the lower the position on the hierarchy, the more readily available are
readings made possible by recategorization (since the “normal” singular—plural
opposition is typically not required). As we move up the hierarchy, so recatego-
rization becomes progressively more difficult, requiring more and more special
circumstances.

If we now take into account associatives as well as readings made avail-
able by recategorization, we may say that the likelihood of different readings
of singular and plural (and indeed of other number values) varies according
to the position of the head nominal on the hierarchy. At the very top, associa-
tive readings are more likely; in the middle of the hierarchy, normal number



