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1 Introduction

1.1 More suffixes then prefixes

‘Of the three types of affixing – the use of prefixes, suffixes, and infixes – suffixing is much the
commonest.’ (Sapir, 1921:67)

There is a small literature on possible explanations of this phenomenon (Greenberg, 1957:86-94;
Cutler et al., 1985; Hall, 1988; Hawkins & Cutler, 1988; Bybee et al., 1990).

1.2 Person marking: counting paradigms

In a typological sample, Bybee et al. (1990:4) found 426 grammatical prefixes (26%) against 1236
grammatical suffixes (74%). As for person markers, the predominance for suffixation is less clear.
Reanalysing the data from Bybee et al. (1990:9, 13, 15), there are 240 prefixed person markers
(40%) against 354 suffixed person markers (60%). There is still a preference for suffixation,
although less strong than the overall preference. Moreover, they have counted each person marking
morpheme individually. However, person markers are normally bound into a paradigm consisting
of strictly prefixes or suffixes.

In previous work (Cysouw, 2001), I had collected a large set of person paradigms. In making this
collection, it did not matter whether they were prefixal or suffixal paradigms. Reanalysing these
data, I had 148 inflectional person paradigms, of which 72 were prefixal (49%) and 76 suffixal
(51%). The preference for suffixation seemed to have dissapeared.

Taking a closer look, I found that the prefixal paradigms were often smaller. In this way, the
different results could be reconciled. My impression was that there is a specific way in which
prefixal paradigms are smaller.

1.3 Basic claim

If the combination person/number is marked analytic, then person is marked by prefixes
person
prefixes

person
suffixes

person/number analytic yes no!

person/number suppletive yes yes
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On first notice, such a generalisation might seem strange as there are many large prefixal paradigms
(Iroquoian, Gunwingguan, Bantu). However, note that the the implicational statement does allow
for such cases. The only combination that is not allowed are analytic person/number suffixes.

‘Such a system seems unusual among the languages of the world, in which person and number are
commonly expressed together in a single morpheme.’ (Foley, 1986:132)

‘It is certainly common to find irregular personal pronouns, however regular or irregular the
morphology of nouns. We should not assume, however, that personal pronouns are always suppletive
or otherwise irregular. They can be regular. […] Pronominal prefixes may show similar regularity.’
(Corbett, 2000:76-77, italics added, MC)

This is an investigation of single participant person paradigms (almost all intransitive person
marking) with analytic person/number marking. I use a special kind of cross-linguistic/typological
method: exhaustive sampling. I collect all such cases that I can find, and try to generalise over this
sample.

2 Various ways to mark person/number analytically

2.1 Number prefixes

(1) Caddo (Caddoan, Chafe, 1990:66)
ci-with-yibahw-nah
1-DUAL-see-PERF

‘We (EXCL. DUAL) have seen it’

2.2 Number suffixes

(2) Ojibwa (Algonquian, Schwartz & Dunnigan, 1986:305)
a. int-isa#

1-go
‘I go’

b. int-isa#-min
1-go-PLUR

‘We (EXCL.) go’

2.3 Do nothing

(3) Ngiti (Central Sudanic, Kutsch Lojenga, 1994:411)
àpé ny-òngò ùbhi ngbona
no longer 2-hab walk sideways
‘You should no longer walk sideways’

2.4 Other possibilities

Different verb roots, tone changes of root, use independent pronouns, and of course combinations of
all these possibilities
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3 Maricopa type
Singular Plural

Inclusive
1 ?-… Exclusive
2 m-…
3 ø-…

3.1 Prefixes:

– Siouan: Hidatsa (Robinett, 1955:177; Matthews, 1965:55, 71), Crow (Lowie, 1941:31-36)
– Yuman: Maricopa (Gordon, 1986:15-21), Mojave (Munro, 1976:10-14), Diegueño (Langdon,

1970:139-140; Miller, 2001:135-144), Yavapai (Kendall, 1976:5-8), Yuma (Halpern,
1946:281-282)

– Sahaptin: Nez Perce (Rude, 1985:30-39) [Note: only in progressive/habitual, the first and second
are both zero]

– Kutenai (Garvin, 1948:171-187)
– Washo (Jacobsen, 1964)
– Acoma Keresan (Maring, 1967:77-79, 83-85)
– Otopamean: Pame (Manrique, 1967:343-344), Chichimeco Jonaz (Lastra de Suárez, 1984:29-

30), Ixtenco Otomí (Lastra, 1998:12)
– Mixe-Zoque: Coatlán Mixe (Hoogshagen, 1984:8)
– Mura Pirahã (Everett, 1986:281) [Note: preclitics, not real prefixes]
– Mataco-Guaicuruan: Abipon (Najlis, 1966:30-34; Susnik, 1986/87:91-93), Mataco (Hunt,

1940:40-44)
– Zamucoan: Ayoreo (Susnik, 1973:52-57)
– Central Sudanic: Logbara (Crazzolara, 1960:73), Mamvu (Vorbichler, 1971:227-228)
– Trans-Fly: Kiwai (Foley, 1986:132) [Note: second and third person are identical]

3.2 Suffixes:

– Iranian: Northern Talysh (Schulze, 2000:43) [Note: ergative suffixes show at least historically
analytic number marking]

– Nakh-Dagestanian: Lak (Helmbrecht, 1996:131) [Note: only in past, the first and second person
are identical], Megeb (Helmbrecht, 1996:138) [Note: second and third person are both zero]

– Cuaiquer: Awa Pit (Curnow, 1997:187-202) [Note: locutor vs. non-locutor marking]
– East Papuan: Nasioi (Hurd & Hurd, 1970:47-55)
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4 Mandan type

Singular Plural

Inclusive

1 wa-…
ru-…

Exclusive

2 ra-…

3 ø-…

4.1 Prefixes:

– Siouan: Mandan (Mixco, 1997:17), Assiniboine (Levin, 1964:31-32), Lakhota (Van Valin,
1977:5, 10-13)

– Coahuilteco (Troike, 1996:655)
– Arawakan: Ipurina (Polak, 1894:7)
– Gé: Xerente (Wiesemann, 1986:365)
– Mataco-Guaicuruan: Chulupi (Susnik, 1968:66-68)
– Chukotko-Kamchatkan: Koryak (Comrie, 1980:64-67), Itelmen (Georg & Volodin, 1999:142),

Chukchi (Kämpfe & Volodin, 1995:65) [Note: second and third person are both zero]
– South Caucasian: Georgian (Cherchi, 1999:30-31)
– Central Sudanic: Mbay (Keegan, 1997:24)
– Eastern Nilotic: Turkana (Dimmendaal, 1982:120), Teso (Tucker & Bryan, 1966:470), Lotuho

(Tucker & Bryan, 1966:470), Maasai (Tucker & Mpaayei, 1953:53)
– Semitic: Imperfect prefixes (Hetzron, 1990:660) [Note: third person singular feminine is identical

to second person]

4.2 Suffixes:

– None known
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5 Sierra Popoluca type
Singular Plural

ta-… Inclusive
1 ?a-… Exclusive
2 mi-…
3 ø-…

5.1 Prefixes:

– Algonquian: Southwestern Ojibwa (Schwartz & Dunnigan, 1986:305), Eastern Ojibwa
(Bloomfield, 1956:44), Menomini (Bloomfield, 1962:36-40), Passamaquoddy (Leavitt,
1996:9-10), Cree (Wolfart, 1996:399) [Note: syncretism between inclusive and second
person]

– Siouan: Winnebago (Lipkind, 1945:22-28)
– Caddoan: Wichita (Rood, 1996:600), Caddo (Chafe, 1976:65-70), Pawnee (Parks, 1976:164-

175)
– Mixe-Zoque: Sierra Popoluca (Foster & Foster, 1948:17-19; Elson, 1960:207)
– Huavean: Huave (Stairs & Hollenbach, 1969:48-53)
– Carib: Trio (Carlin, 1997), Carib (Hoff, 1968:134)
– Gé: Canela-Kraho (Popjes & Popjes, 1986:175)
– Mataco-Guaicuruan: Maká (Gerzenstein, 1994:83-97)
– South Caucasian: Svan (Tuite, 1997:23)
– Central Sudanic: Ngiti (Kutsch Lojenga, 1994:190-193, 220)

5.2 Suffixes:

– Mixtecan: Chalcatongo Mixtec (Macaulay, 1996:138-143), Ocotepec Mixtec (Alexander,
1988:263-264) [Note: enclitics, not real suffixes. Original plural marking reanalysed as
honorifics]

– Quechuan: Tarma Quechua (Adelaar, 1977:89-93, 127-128)
– Aymaran: Jaqaru (Hardman, 1966:79; 2000), Aymara (Deza Galindo, 1992:103; Hardman,

2001:105-119)
– Nimboran: Nimboran (Anceaux, 1965:83-91)
– East New Guinea Highlands: Salt-Yui (Irwin, 1974:14-15)

5.3 Both:

– Arawakan: Campa (Payne, 1981:34; Reed & Payne, 1986:325) [Note: agent prefixes and patient
suffixes]
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6 Apalai type
Singular Plural

s(y)-… Inclusive
1 ø/y-… ynan(y)-… Exclusive
2 o/m-…
3 n(y)-…

6.1 Prefixes:

– Carib: Apalai (Koehn & Koehn, 1986:95-108), Waiwai (Hawkins, 1998:178-179), Hixkaryana
(Derbyshire, 1979:146-149) [Note: syncretism between exclusive and third person in Waiwai
and Hixkaryana]

– South Caucasian: Svan (Tuite, 1997:23) [Note: object marking]

6.2 Suffixes:

– Wakashan: Kwakiutl (Boas, 1947:252), Heiltsuk (Rath, 1981:77)
– Quechuan: Huallaga Quechua (Weber, 1986:334)

6.3 Both:

– Austronesian: Acehnese (Durie, 1985:48, 117, 125-127) [Note: Agent proclitics and Non-agent
enclitics]

7 Others

7.1 Prefixes:

– Tanna: Kwamera (Lindstrom & Lynch, 1994:12), Lenakel (Lynch, 1967:46-48; 1978:45) [Note:
only third person distinguishes number]

– Malekula: Big Nambas (Fox, 1976:52-61) [Note: only third person distinguishes number]
– Nyulnyulan: Warrwa (McGregor, 1994:41) [Note: some number distinctions depending on

tense/verb class]

7.2 Suffixes:

– Nakh-Dagestanian: Some Darginian dialects (Helmbrecht, 1996:138) [Note: only second person
distinguishes number]

8 Summary of cases

Maricopa
type

Mandan
type

Sierra
Popoluca

type

Apalai
type Others Total

prefixes 22 17 18 5 4 66 (79 %)

suffixes 5 0 8 4 1 18 (21 %)
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9 Towards an explanation

9.1 Special diachronic path towards person prefixes?

Person affixes originate from erstwhile independent pronouns via cliticization. If there are different
diachronic paths leading to prefixes or to suffixes, then this should be visible in processes of
cliticization of person markers. It turned out to be difficult to find cases of procliticization, so I
cannot make to much of a claim at this moment. The available examples of cliticization suggest that
there is no difference between pro- or enclitics in this respect.

The only clear proclitic case among the cited languages is Mura Pirahã. The Central Sudanic
languages show signs of recent procliticization. The proclitics can go to a verb root, but also to an
auxiliary. This auxiliary can encliticize to the verb, leading to a suppletive person/number suffixal
paradigm. This two-stage development is also described for the Saharan language Tubu (Lukas,
1953). Other cases of ongoing proclitization do not show analytic person/number marking (e.g.
Romance, Uto-Aztecan, Chadic).

In the set of examples, there are also some examples of encliticization. The Northern Talysh case
shows a development of analytic person/number enclitics that turn suppletive. In some of the
Mixtecan languages, the enclitics seem to lose their suppletive person/number marking because of a
reanalysis of the former plural markers as honorifics. On the other hand, the description of Warlpiri
enclitics by Hale (1973) looks like a system on the way of developping analytic person/number
enclitics from erstwhile suppletive markers.

Concluding: the process of cliticization does not seem to be able to explain the prefixing preference
of analytic person marking.

9.2 Areal effect due to the languages of America?

The languages of America show a strong preference for person prefixes, and there are many cases
of analytical person/number marking found there. Yet, if only the cases outside America are
counted there are indeed much less cases of analytic person/number marking, but the proportion of
prefixes remains roughly the same. So, this is no explanation for the prefixal preference.

Maricopa
type

Mandan
type

Sierra
Popoluca

type

Apalai
type Others Total

prefixes 3 10 2 1 4 20 (74 %)

suffixes 4 0 2 0 1 7 (26 %)

However, the preference outside America is mainly due to the Mandan-type. The other types are
equally found as prefixes as well as as suffixes. Note that the Mandan-type examples all come from
a rather coherent macro-area: Near East/Northeast Africa.



ALT IV – Santa Barbara Michael Cysouw

9.3 Different kinds of change in suffixes versus prefixes?

Do prefixes lose number marking? The only case in which it is clear that the prefixes have lost
number distinction recently is Warrwa. Probably this process is in its first phase in Warlpiri
enclitics. There does not seem to be an explanation for the prefixal preference here.

Many languages listed above have bipersonal markers as well. Here, I did not include such
bipersonal morphemes (i.e. special morphemes for combinations like ‘you-me’ in transitive
constructions). These seem to be strongly represented among prefixal person marking. A possible
speculation is that in the development of bipersonal paradigm number marking can become
analytic. However, this bipersonal-prefix preference might very well turn out to be an effect of the
overrepresentation of the languages of America.

Note that in general the various types of paradigms as distinguished above are often found within a
genetic group. Closely related languages seem to be able to change between these types (and
probably others as well).

9.4 Number grammaticalises independently from person?

Analytic number marking is far more often suffixal. These number suffixes are not reachable for
fusion with the person prefixes. Suffixal person morphemes more easily fuse with suffixal number
morphemes, cf. the suffixal development of Quechuan and of Northern Talysh.

There are various kinds of verbal number marking (cf. Corbett, 2000: Ch.8). These might
grammaticalise prior to and independently from person marking. If such verbal number marking is
used for participant number, then the independent pronouns might not need suppletive number
marking. If such analytic person markers prociliticize, the present cases arise. If they encliticize,
they will relatively quickly fuse with the number markers.

However, this explanation begs the question: why are verbal number markers normally suffixal?
Maybe this is this just the normal preference for suffixation.

10   Conclusion
This project in an open-ended search for marking of analytic person/number in verbal inflection. I
hope to extend the current data-set in the future. I would be grateful for any references to additional
cases. Among the 84 cases currently known, the preference for person prefixes is overwhelming.

To me, the best explanation for this preference seems to be the possibility for person and number to
grammaticalise independently. If they happens to grammaticalise on different sides of the verb, then
these affixes are not able to fuse diachronically. The result is an analytic person/number paradigm.

For this to happen, number marking probably has to grammaticalise before person marking. As
suffixation is more common than prefixation, such verbal number marking will normally be a
suffix. In the odd case that person marking then grammaticalises as a prefix, the result will be the
cases as listed above. This means that the observed preference for person prefixes is a result of the
logics of diachronic change.
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