
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
in Linguistics series, and co-editor of Heads in Grammatical Theory
(1993) and The Slavonic Languages (1993).
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Cormack, Alan Cruse, Anna Morpurgo Davies, Alan Dench, Aleksandra Derganc,
Ivan Derzhanski, Werner Drossard, Barrie Evans, Nick Evans, Roger Evans, Ray
Fabri, William Foley, Michael Fortescue, Victor Friedman, Norman Fraser, Gerald
Gazdar, Adele Goldberg, Ian Green, Rebecca Green, Ekaterina Gruzdeva, Tom
Güldemann, Ken Hale, Shelly Harrison, Mark Harvey, Martin Haspelmath,
Katrina Hayward, Bernd Heine, George Hewitt, Jane Hill, Nikolaus Himmelmann,
Andrew Hippisley, Robert Hoberman, Richard Hogg, Axel Holvoet, László Honti,
Jim Hurford, Don Hutchisson, Larry Hyman, Ruth Kempson, Aleksandr Kibrik,
Simon Kirby, Klaus-Michael Köpcke, Antonina Koval´, Ulla-Maija Kulonen,
Klaus Laalo, Mary Laughren, Velma Leeding, Werner Lehfeldt, Frank
Lichtenberk, Jouko Lindstedt, Elizabeth Löbel, Paul Marriott, Michael Mitchell,
Arto Mustajoki, David Nash, Johanna Nichols, Almerindo Ojeda, Janez Ore�nik,
Barbara Partee, Frans Plank, Maria Polinsky, Tom Priestly, Robert Ratcliffe, Nick
Reid, Bruce Rigsby, Jan Rijkoff, John Roberts, John Saeed, Hans-Jürgen Sasse,
Wolfgang Schellinger, Harold Schiffman, Jane Simpson, Elena Skribnik, Neil
Smith, Gerald Stone, Greg Stump, Roland Sussex, Dalija Tekorienė, Hannu
Tommola, Larry Trask, Robert Van Valin, Nigel Vincent, Max Wheeler, David
Wilkins and Dieter Wunderlich. I am particularly thankful to those who generously
shared the data and insights gained from fieldwork in different parts of the world.
Special thanks are due to the following colleagues and friends who have had a sub-
stantial influence on the book: Bernard Comrie, David Gil, Dick Hayward,
Marianne Mithun, Edith Moravcsik and Malcolm Ross.

At different times the research reported here has been supported by the ESRC
(grants R000222419 and R000238228), and by the British Academy. This support
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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),
the members of the Noun Phrase Group in the EUROTYP project (funded by the
ESF 1990–4) and the participants in the seminar series ‘Challenges for Inflectional
Description’ (funded by the ESRC 1996–9). Preliminary results were published in a
EUROTYP working paper (1992), which is superseded by the account here.

I am also very grateful to the team at Cambridge University Press for their pro-
fessionalism, in particular Andrew Winnard, Citi Potts, Peter Ducker and Robert
Whitelock, to Alan Rayner for expert typesetting, and to Dunstan Brown and
Matthew Baerman for welcome help during the last stages of the work.

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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