
Personal pronouns: distribution

Stephen A. Marlett

The Zapotec Grammar Files
Stephen A.Marlett (February 2010) Personal pronouns: distribution. In: Cheryl A. Black, H. Andrew Black and Stephen
A. Marlett (eds.) The Zapotec grammar files.
[http://www.sil.org/mexico/WorkPapers/WP001i-ZapotecGrammarFiles.htm] © SIL International. These are working
papers that are periodically updated, expanded, and corrected. Comments or corrections can be sent to the editors (see
the index page).

http://www.sil.org/mexico/WorkPapers/WP001i-ZapotecGrammarFiles.htm
../WP001i-ZapotecGrammarFiles.htm


Contents

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 2

2 Characteristics of +S +P pronouns .............................................................................................. 3
2.1 In isolation ........................................................................................................................... 3
2.2 With question particle .......................................................................................................... 4
2.3 In preverbal position ............................................................................................................ 5
2.4 After Spanish preposition .................................................................................................... 6
2.5 As subject of predicate nominal clause ................................................................................ 8
2.6 As predicate nominal ........................................................................................................... 8

3 Characteristics of +S pronouns ................................................................................................... 9
3.1 As object of the verb following an NP subject .................................................................... 9
3.2 After interrogative pronoun ............................................................................................... 10
3.3 In conjunct situation ........................................................................................................... 12

4 Characteristics of +S -P pronouns ............................................................................................. 12

5 Characteristics of -S -P pronouns ............................................................................................. 12

6 The existence of a person hierarchy .......................................................................................... 13

A Points of variation in distribution ............................................................................................. 14

References .................................................................................................................................... 16

1 Introduction

This paper discusses basic facts about the distribution of personal pronouns in Zapotec. It follows
the general orientation proposed inMarlett (1993) and provides the basis for the categories presented
in Personal pronouns: inventory, this series.1

Personal pronouns must be classified by their syntactic (in)dependence and by their phonological
(in)dependence. Three types of personal pronouns are attested in Zapotec, although some varieties
have only two, which leads to some confusion when looking at the facts across the language family:

(1) Examples from [zai]Prosodically ...Syntactically ...

ˈnaʔ 1SG+S +PIndependentIndependent(a)

1I thank Beth Merrill for her helpful comments. The following are found in other files: Transcription Conventions
and Data Sources for Zapotec. The abbreviations used in this paper are: 1 = first person, 1PLEX = first person plural
exclusive, 1PLIN = first person plural inclusive, 1SG = first person singular, 2 = second person, 2PL = second person
plural, 2SG = second person singular, 3AN = third person animal, 3F = third person feminine, 3FO = third person formal,
3H = third person human, 3IN = third person inanimate, 3INFO = third person informal, 3M = third person masculine,
AFM = aforementioned, BASE = base for dependent pronouns, C = completive, CAUS = causative, DIST = distal, H =
habitual, P = potential, PL = plural, POSS = possessive, Q = question particle/marker, QE = question emphasizer, S =
stative.
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ni 3IN+S –PDependentIndependent(b)

=be 3H–S –PDependentDependent(c)

The contexts that serve to categorize the pronouns are presented in sections 2-5.

2 Characteristics of +S +P pronouns

A pronoun that occurs in the contexts discussed in sections 2.1-2.5 is classified as a syntactically
and prosodically independent pronoun (+S +P). These pronouns receive their own stress, do not
interact phonologically with adjacent words in any significant way, and do not lean on adjacent
words phonologically.
When the language does not have a +S +P pronoun to use in a given construction, a more

complicated construction must be used (see Base plus enclitic pronoun, this series).

2.1 In isolation

Only +S +P pronouns occur in isolation.

NëdiꞋ.
ˈnædiʔ
1SG
‘Soy yo.’
‘It's me.’ [H. Lyman (2007:39)]

(2)
[zpc]

Na.
ˈna
1SG
‘Yo.’
‘Me.’ [As in reply to the question "Who went?"] [David Riggs, p.c.]

(3)
[zpo]

–P pronouns (whether +S or –S) cannot occur in isolation.

Ni.*
ni
3IN

(‘Ello, él (cosa), ellas (cosa).’)
(‘It.)’ [Marlett (1993:85)]

(4)
[zai]

Yu.*
ju
3M

(‘Él.’)
(‘Him.)’ [Marlett (1993:85)]

(5)
[zpz]

Characteristics of +S +P pronouns 3

BasePlusEncliticPronounZapotec.pdf


BoꞋ.*
=boʔ
3INFO

(‘Él/ella.’)
(‘Him/her.)’ [Marlett (1993:85)]

(6)
[zav]

2.2 With question particle

Only +S +P pronouns occur in questions preceded or followed (depending on the variety) only
by the question particle.

yaꞋ?¿LiꞋi
jaʔˈliˀ
QE2SG

‘¿(Y) tú?’
‘(And) you?’ [Marlett (1993:84), Pickett (1960:87)]

(7)
[zai]

n?¿Yã
nˈjã
Q1SG

‘¿Soy yo (a quien se refiere)?’
‘(Is reference being made to) me?’ [Marlett (1993:84)]

(8)
[zpz]

luꞋ?¿Tsi
luʔˈtsi
2SGQ

‘¿Tú?’
‘You?’ [Marlett (1993:84)]

(9)
[zaa]

Pronouns that are not +P cannot be used in this way whether they are +S or –S.

yaꞋ?¿Be*
jaʔ=be
QE3H

(‘¿(Y) él/ella?’)
(‘(And) him/her?’) [Marlett (1993:85)]

(10)
[zai]

yaꞋ?¿Lu*
jaʔ=lu
QE2SG

(‘¿(Y) tú?’)
(‘(And) you?’) [Marlett (1993:85)]

(11)
[zai]
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e?¿Tsi*
etsi
3FOQ

(‘¿(Y) él/ella?’)
(‘(And) Him/her?’) [Marlett (1993:85)]

(12)
[zaa]

n?¿Na*
nna
Q1PLIN

( ‘¿Somos nosotros (a quien se refiere)?’)
(‘(Is reference being made to) us?’) [Marlett (1993:85)]

(13)
[zpz]

n?¿Mi*
nmi
Q3F/3FO

( ‘¿Es ella (a quien se refiere)?’)
(‘(Is reference being made to) her?’) [Marlett (1993:85)]

(14)
[zpz]

2.3 In preverbal position

Only +S +P pronouns occur in preverbal position.

ni.lubiꞋiyaLiꞋi
ni=lubiˀjaˈliˀ
3IN2SGC.see2SG

‘TÚ lo viste.’
‘YOU saw it.’ [Marlett (1993:85)]

(15)
[zai]

kanaꞋ.lobëLuéꞋ
kanaʔ=lobæluæʔ
thus2SGC.make2SG

‘TÚ hiciste eso.’
‘YOU did that.’ [H. Lyman (2007:163)]

(16)
[zpc]

xgeꞋe.ndoꞋndaSa
ʃɡeˀndoʔndaˈsa
plazafaceH.go1PLEX

‘Yo (formal) voy a la plaza.’
‘I (formal) am going to the plaza.’ [Wagner (2008:5)]

(17)
[zpt]

Example (18) is similar to the preceding ones in that it has a +S +P pronoun in initial position,
although there is no verb.
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ga.To
ɡaˈto
DIST2PL

‘Ustedes son los que están allí.’
‘You (pl.) are the ones who are there.’ [Marlett (1993:84)]

(18)
[ztg]

Pronouns that are not +P cannot be used in this position whether they are +S or –S.2

(ni).biwiꞋiniNi*
nibiwiˀnini
3INC.be.small3IN

(‘Se hizo mas pequeño.’)
(‘It got smaller.’) [Marlett (1993:86)]

(19)
[zai]

ni.(lu)biꞋiyaLu*
ni=lubiˀja=lu
3IN2SGC.see2SG

(‘TÚ lo viste.’)
(‘YOU saw it.’) [Marlett (1993:86)]

(20)
[zai]

ga.Xo*
ɡaʃo
DIST3FO

(‘Es él/ella que está allí.’)
(‘It is s/he who is there.’) [Marlett (1993:84)]

(21)
[ztg]

2.4 After Spanish preposition

Only +S +P pronouns occur after prepositions that are Spanish loanwords. (In the case of example
(22), the source of the loanword in Spanish is a noun.)

nadaꞋ.faboreꞋGwnne
ˈnadaʔfaboɾ=eʔɡʷnːe
1SGfavor3FOC.speak

‘Habló en mi favor.’
‘S/he spoke on my behalf.’ [Butler (1980:248), Marlett (1993:87)]

(22)
[zav]

nadaꞋpar
ˈnadaʔpaɾ
1SGfor

‘para mí’
‘for me’ [Butler (1980:249), Marlett (1993:87)]

(23)
[zav]

2More ungrammatical examples are provided in Marlett (1993:86-87).
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yãpar
ˈjãpaɾ
1SGfor

‘con respecto a mí’
‘with respect to me’ [Marlett (1993:87)]

(24)
[zpz]

naꞋadedespwes
ˈnaˀdedespwes

1SGfor
‘después de mí’
‘after me’ [Pickett (1960:47), Marlett (1993:87)]

(25)
[zai]

liuꞋpar
ˈliuʔpaɾ
2SGfor

‘para ti’
‘for you’ [Marlett (1993:87)]

(26)
[zab]

luëꞋpara
ˈluæʔpaɾa
2SGfor

‘para ti’
‘for you’ [H. Lyman (2007:38)]

(27)
[zpc]

A pronoun that is not +P cannot occur after such prepositions.

bededespwes*
=bededespwes
3Hofafter

(‘después de él/ella’)
(‘after him/her’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(28)
[zai]

nidedespwes*
nidedespwes

3Hafter
(‘después de él/ella (inanimate)’)
(‘after it’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(29)
[zai]

napar*
napaɾ
1PLINfor

(‘con respecto a nosotros (inclusivo)’)
(‘with respect to us (inclusive)’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(30)
[zpz]
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aꞋpar*
=aʔpaɾ
1SGfor

(‘para mí’)
(‘for me’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(31)
[zav]

bɨpar*
=bɨpaɾ
3INFOfor

(‘para él/ella’)
(‘for him/her’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(32)
[zab]

aꞋ.faboreꞋGwnne*
=aʔfaboɾ=eʔɡʷwnːe
1SGfavor3FOC.speak

(‘Habló en mi favor.’)
(‘S/he spoke on my behalf.’) [Marlett (1993:88)]

(33)
[zav]

aꞋ.par*
=aʔpaɾ
1SGfor

('para mí')
('for me') [Marlett (1993:88)]

(34)
[zav]

2.5 As subject of predicate nominal clause

Only +S +P pronouns may occur as the subject of a verbless predicate nominal clause following
the predicate nominal if the predicate nominal is an NP.

leꞋe.tondoBenꞋ
ˈlæˀtondobenʔ
2PLfoolishperson

‘Ustedes son tontos.’
‘You are fools.’ [H. Lyman (2007:152)]

(35)
[zpc]

2.6 As predicate nominal

Only +S +P pronouns may occur as the predicate of a verbless predicate nominal clause.

ni.Narä
=niˈnaɾæ
3INFO1SG

‘Soy yo.’
‘It is I.’ 3 [Stubblefield & Stubblefield (1994:104)]

(36)
[zaw]

3The source translated this example as 'I am he'.
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3 Characteristics of +S pronouns

In addition to the contexts in which only +S +P pronouns are used, at least two contexts only
require that the pronoun be +S and do not specify whether the pronoun must be +P or –P.

3.1 As object of the verb following an NP subject

The following examples illustrate the possibility in some varieties of having a +S –P pronoun
after an NP subject in its usual postverbal position, usually as an object of the verb.

...bienneꞋyukara...
bienːeʔjukaɾ-a
3INFOmanPLH-say

‘... le dicen los hombres ...’
‘... the men say to him/her ...’ [Nellis & Nellis (1983:433)]

(37)
[zaa]

ni.AleBiꞋiya
nialebijˀa
3INAlejandroC-see

‘Alejandro lo/la vio.’
‘Alejandro saw it.’ [Marlett (1993:88)]

(38)
[zai]

aꞋ.XulUsaꞋan
aʔʃulu-saˀan
2SGJuliaC-leave

‘Julia te dejó.’
‘Julia left you.’ [Marlett (1993:89)]

(39)
[ztg]

n.LiKut
nlikut
1PLINMaríaP-CAUS-die

‘María nos matará.’
‘María will kill us.’ [Marlett (1993:89)]

(40)
[zpz]

mɨ.XwangunaRure
mɨʃwanɡunaɾuɾe
3ANJuanC-seethere

‘Juan lo/la vio allá.’
‘Juan saw it there.’ [Marlett (1993:89)]

(41)
[zab]

As it is generally possible to have a +S +P pronoun in this context, this is not illustrated here.
–S –P pronouns do not occur in this context.
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lu.AleBiꞋiya*
=lualebiˀja
2SGAlejandroC-see

(‘Alejandro te vio.’)
(‘Alejandro saw it.’) [Marlett (1993:90)]

(42)
[zai]

r.LiKut*
=ɾlikut
2SGMaríaP-CAUS-die

(‘María te matará.’)
(‘María will kill you.’) [Marlett (1993:90)]

(43)
[zpz]

aꞋnɨꞋnaꞋabekoꞋGwdao*
=aʔnɨʔnaˀbekoʔɡʷdao
1SGAFMDISTdogC-eat

(‘Ese perro me mordió.’)
(‘That dog bit me.’) [Marlett (1993:90)]

(44)
[zav]

3.2 After interrogative pronoun

Only +S pronouns occur as the predicate nominal associated with an interrogative pronoun. In
some varieties of Zapotec, this must be a +P pronoun as well, but in other varieties it may be a –P
pronoun. See appendix A.
Examples (45)-(46) show languages in which a +S but –P pronoun is allowed in this context.

lꞋ?¿Chu
lˀtʃu
2SGwho?

‘¿Quién eres tú?’
‘Who are you?’ [Marlett (1993:90)]

(45)
[ztg]

bi?¿Nuni
binuni
3INFOwho?

‘¿Quién es él/ella?’
‘Who is s/he?’ [Marlett (1993:91)]

(46)
[zaa]

In some varieties, the pronoun may also be +P in this context.

inteꞋ?¿Nuni
ˈinteʔnuni
1SGwho?

‘¿Quién soy yo?’
‘Who am I?’ [Marlett (1993:90)]

(47)
[zaa]
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luh?¿Chu
ˈluʰtʃu
2SGwho?

‘¿Quién eres?’
‘Who are you?’ [Stubblefield & Stubblefield (1994:104)]

(48)
[zaw]

Examples (49)-(54) show languages in which a +P pronoun is required in this context.

liuꞋ?¿Tu
ˈliuʔtu
2SGwho?

‘¿Quién eres tú?’
‘Who are you?’ [Marlett (1993:91)]

(49)
[zab]

b?¿Tu*
=btu
3INFOwho?

(‘¿Quién es él/ella?’)
(‘Who is s/he?’) [Marlett (1993:91)]

(50)
[zab]

liꞋi?¿Tu
ˈliˀtu
2SGwho?

‘¿Quién eres tú?’
‘Who are you?’4 [Pickett (1960:86), Marlett (1993:90)]

(51)
[zai]

l?¿Tu*
=ltu
2SGwho?

(‘¿Quién eres tú?’)
(‘Who are you?’) [Pickett (1960:86), Marlett (1993:90)]

(52)
[zai]

ru?¿Kyu
ˈɾukʲu
2SGwho?

‘¿Quién eres tú?’
‘Who are you?’ [Marlett (1993:91)]

(53)
[zpz]

yu?¿Kyu*
jukʲu
3Mwho?

‘¿Quién es él?’
‘Who is he?’ [Marlett (1993:91)]

(54)
[zpz]

Example (55) illustrates that in no variety (so far as is known) can the pronoun be –S.

4The source had the translation 'Who's there?'.
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aꞋ?¿Nuni*
=aʔnuni
1SGwho?

(‘¿Quién soy yo?’)
(‘Who am I?’) [Marlett (1993:91)]

(55)
[zaa]

3.3 In conjunct situation

When pronouns are conjoined, it seems +S pronouns are required; more data are needed from
varieties that have such conjunctions. (The conjunction /o/ in (56) is a Spanish loanword.)

be?laꞋaola¿LiꞋini?biꞋni¿Tu
=belaˀolaliˀnibiʔnitu
3HBASEorQ2SG3INC-dowho

‘¿Quién lo hizo? ¿Tú o él/ella?’
‘Who did it? ¿You or him/her?’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:29)]

(56)
[zai]

bexamigunebelaꞋa
=beʃ-amiɡune=belaˀ
3HPOSS-friendand3HBASE

‘él/ella y su amigo/a’
‘s/he and his/her friend’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:27)]

(57)
[zai]

4 Characteristics of +S -P pronouns

A pronoun that occurs in the contexts discussed in section 55 and does not occur in the contexts
described in section 2 is classified as a syntactically independent but prosodically dependent (+S
–P) pronoun in Personal pronouns: inventory, this series.

5 Characteristics of -S -P pronouns

A personal pronoun that does not occur in the contexts described in section 2 and section 3 is
classified as a syntactically dependent and prosodically dependent pronoun. The primary positions
for –S –P pronouns are following a verb (as subject) and following a noun (as possessor), as
illustrated by (58)-(60).6

tsolaꞋdxiꞋ.dxinbiꞋRue
tsolaʔdʒiʔdʒin=biʔɾ-ue
slowlywork3INFOH-do

‘Él/ella trabaja despacio.’
‘S/he works slowly.’ [H. Lyman (2007:110)]

(58)
[zpc]

5That is, without support from the BASE word /laꞋa/; see Base plus enclitic pronoun, this series.
6I consider the examples discussed in Base plus enclitic pronoun, this series to be a subtype of the noun followed

by a pronoun.
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biꞋ.natiBa
=biʔn-atiba
3INFOS-diealready

‘Él/ella ya está muerto/a.’
‘S/he is already dead.’ [H. Lyman (2007:152)]

(59)
[zpc]

baꞋniꞋa
=baʔniʔa
3ANfoot

‘su pata’
‘its foot/paw’ [H. Lyman (2007:110)]

(60)
[zpc]

Assuming that the verb and the possessed noun are the heads of their respective constructions,
one may claim that the pronouns are adjacent to the heads. In some varieties of Zapotec, the –S –P
pronoun cannot be separated from the head by almost anything. These are those which have a strict
condition on this adjacency constraint: a –S –P must directly follow the head. In some varieties,
however, a third person –S –P pronoun may be separated from the head by other –S –P pronouns.7

See appendix A. Choapan Zapotec [zpc] is of the lax type, as shown by (61).

baꞋ.biꞋBëti
=baʔ=biʔbæti
3AN3INFOC-CAUS-die

‘Él/ella lo mató.’
‘S/he killed it.’ [H. Lyman (2007:150)]

(61)
[zpc]

Such examples are impossible in other varieties such as Isthmus Zapotec [zai]. See (62).

be.luBiꞋiya*
=be=lubijˀa
3H2SGC.see

(‘Tú lo/la viste.’)
(‘You saw him/her.’) [Marlett (1993:95)]

(62)
[zai]

6 The existence of a person hierarchy

Even when all of the facts presented above are taken into consideration, some distributional facts
are not accounted for. Specifically, in languages with the lax version of the adjacency condition
(see appendix A), some sequences of pronouns are still disallowed. At least two studies of the
distribution of pronouns have made this fact explicit: López, & Newberg (2005:9), H. Lyman
(2007:33-35) and H. Lyman (2008). López, & Newberg (2005) show that the hierarchy in (63) is
relevant.

(63) 1/2 > 3FO> 3INFO > 3AN > 3IN

7This condition was first elaborated in Marlett (1993).
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No example is grammatical that has the order of -S-P pronouns outside of this order, and pronouns
cannot be repeated in the string in these particular languages. And in no variety of Zapotec, to the
best of my knowledge, can the direct object be a -S -P pronoun that is first or second person.

Appendix A: Points of variation in distribution

Strict or Lax version
of adjacency
condition

after ‘who?’ or
what? +S and +P or

±P

Identifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

±PSierra de Juárezzaa

+PSan Juan Guelavíazab

Ocotlánzac

Cajonoszad

Yarenizae

Ayoquescozaf

Strict+PIsthmuszai

Miahuatlánzam

Ozolotepeczao

Aloápamzaq

LaxRincónzar

Santo Domingo Albarradaszas

Tabaazat

LaxYatzachizav

Mitlazaw

Xadanizax

Coatecas Altaszca

Asunción Mixtepeczoo

Lachiguirizpa

Yautepeczpb

Lax+PChoapanzpc

Southeastern Ixtlánzpd

Petapazpe

San Pedro Quiatonizpf

Guevea de Humboldtzpg
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Strict or Lax version
of adjacency
condition

after ‘who?’ or
what? +S and +P or

±P

Identifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

Totomachapanzph

Santa María Quiegolanizpi

Quiavicuzaszpj

Tlacolulitazpk

Lachixíozpl

Mixtepeczpm

Santa Inés Yatzechizpn

Amatlánzpo

El Altozpp

Zoogochozpq

Santiago Xanicazpr

Coatlánzps

San Vicente Coatlánzpt

LaxYalálagzpu

Chichicapanzpv

Zanizazpw

San Baltazar Loxichazpx

Mazaltepeczpy

moot+PTexmelucanzpz

Southern Rincónzsr

Elotepeczte

±PXanaguíaztg

Lapaguía-Guiviniztl

San Agustín Mixtepecztm

Santa Catarina Albarradasztn

Loxichaztp

Quioquitani-Quieríztq

±PTilquiapanzts

Tejalapanztt

Güiláztu
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Strict or Lax version
of adjacency
condition

after ‘who?’ or
what? +S and +P or

±P

Identifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

Zaachilaztx

Yateezty
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