
Number is the most underestimated of the grammatical categories. It is
deceptively simple yet the number system which philosophers, logicians
and many linguists take as the norm – namely an obligatory distinction
between singular and plural (as in cat versus cats) – is only one of a wide
range of possibilities to be found in languages around the world. Some
languages, for instance, make more distinctions than English, having
three, four or even five different values. Adopting a wide-ranging
perspective, Greville Corbett draws on some 250 languages to analyse the
possible systems of number. He reveals that the means for signalling
number are remarkably diverse and are put to a surprising range of
special additional uses. By surveying some of the riches of the world’s
linguistic resources this book makes a major contribution to the typology
of categories and demonstrates that languages are much more varied
than is generally recognised.

 .   is Professor of Linguistics at the University of
Surrey. He is author of Gender (1991), also in the Cambridge Textbooks
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is gratefully acknowledged. Writing was facilitated by stays at: the Centre for
Language Teaching and Research, University of Queensland, April–June 1991
and at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig,
June–July 1999 (made possible by Roland Sussex and Bernard Comrie respec-
tively). Various audiences have been interested and helpful; I thank all partici-
pants, particularly those at the Australian Linguistic Institute (La Trobe
University 1994), the International Summer School on Typology (Mainz 1998),
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And now a Jakobson story. Haugen (1975: 326) recalls that Jakobson told him
that Tesnière’s book on number Les formes du duel en slovène, published in Paris in
1925, was made a best-seller by potential readers who assumed it was about
duelling in Slovenia. The present book may not be snapped up by a public mistak-
enly eager for the latest contribution to number theory. But if a few stray mathe-
maticians read it, I hope they will find that the linguistic number systems analysed
here show the elegance and complexity they are accustomed to in their area of
enquiry.
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ABBREVIATIONS

ABL ablative
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ART article
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