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1 Introduction

This paper1 discusses the use of the morpheme laꞋa /laˀ/ (as in Isthmus, [zai]) or its cognate.2 This
morpheme is distinguished here from the Focus morpheme leꞋe (see The le'e phrase: structural
aspects, this series), although in some varieties the morphemes are homophonous (see Appendix
A). The morpheme laꞋa is glossed 'Base' in this paper as in some previous work.3 Its primary function
― perhaps its only one ― is to provide a phonological host for a prosodically dependent pronoun
when a pronoun is needed in a position where a prosodically dependent pronoun is not permitted.4

These positions are mentioned in separate sections below. The prosodically dependent pronoun
may be of either the syntactically dependent type (written with an equals sign (=) before it in the
technical orthography line of this paper) or of the syntactically independent type (written without
an equals sign before it and also without an indicator of stress; the latter distinguishes these from
prosodically independent pronouns).
While many varieties of Zapotec have the morpheme laꞋa (or its cognate), many do not. In some

cases, there would be no function for this morpheme because the variety does not have the pertinent

1The following are found in other files: Transcription Conventions and Data Sources for Zapotec. The abbreviations
used in this paper are: 2SG = second person singular, 3AL = third person alternate, 3AN = third person animal, 3FO =
third person formal, 3H = third person human, 3IN = third person inanimate, 3INFO = third person informal, BASE =
base for dependent pronouns, C = completive, CAUS = causative, DIST = distal, FOC = focus, H = habitual, P = potential,
PL = plural, POSS = possessive, Q = question particle/marker, QE = question emphasizer, S = stative.

2Piper (1995:67, note 3) suggests that laꞋa is the form “nearest to the supposed reconstructed form”.
3Other glosses have appeared in the literature, including * (asterisk) (Piper 1995) and 'X' (Kreikebaum 1987). The

gloss 'base' was used in (Pickett, Black &Marcial 2001). Kreikebaum 1987 also distinguished (and glossed differently)
two homophonous forms laꞋa /laˀ/ in Santo Domingo Albarradas Zapotec [zas].

4See Personal pronouns: inventory, this series and Personal pronouns: distribution, this series), which update the
presentation in Marlett (1993).
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types of pronouns or the necessary conditions (as explained below). In other cases, there is always
a prosodically independent pronoun that corresponds to the prosodically dependent pronoun, and
this pronoun is used in positions where the prosodically dependent pronoun is not possible. In
Texmelucan [zpz], however, despite not fitting into the previous two groups, there is nevertheless
no cognate of laꞋa.
The morpheme laꞋa may be separated from the prosodically dependent pronoun by one or more

morphemes: the plural morpheme that occurs before the noun or pronoun that it pluralizes (see
example (2) below), or an adverb such as /si/ in Isthmus [zai] laꞋa si be /laˀ si =be/ 'BASE only 3H'
'only him/her' (Pickett, Black & Marcial 2001:80).

2 Situations requiring phonologically independent pronouns

At least five contexts in Zapotec require a constituent that is phonologically independent, whether
an NP or a phonologically independent pronoun. When a pronoun does not have that characteristic,
it cannot be used in these contexts without first being put into a larger construction, most commonly
a phrase headed by laꞋa. In all the examples in this section, parallel examples without laꞋa are
ungrammatical. (See Personal pronouns: distribution, this series for ungrammatical examples.)

2.1 In isolation

In some varieties a pronoun may appear in isolation in either a question or a declaration. Of the
pronouns, only phonologically independent ones may appear in that context.When a phonologically
dependent pronoun is used in this context, it must appear with laꞋa.

biꞋ?¿Lë
=biʔlæ
3INFOBASE

‘¿Es él/ella?’
‘Is it him/her?’ [H. Lyman (2007:39)]

(1)
[zpc]

2.2 With question particle

If a pronoun occurs only with a question particle as a simple question, it must be a phonologically
independent one. When a phonologically dependent pronoun is used in this context, it must appear
with laꞋa.

yaꞋ?beLaꞋa
jaʔ=belaˀ
QE3HBASE

‘¿(Y) él/ella?’
‘(And) him/her?’ [Marlett (1993:84)]

(2)
[zai]

2.3 In preverbal position

A phonologically dependent pronoun that appears preverbally (typically to emphasize or contrast
in some way) must appear with laꞋa.
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ni.bebiꞋnibeLaꞋa
ni=bebiʔni=belaˀ
3IN3HC.do3HBASE

‘Él/ella lo hizo.’
‘S/he did it.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:29)]

(3)
[zai]

ni.bebiꞋnibelaꞋaKadi
ni=bebiʔni=belaˀkadi
3IN3HC.do3HBASEnot

‘No era él/ella quien lo hizo.’
‘It wasn't s/he who did it.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:78)]

(4)
[zai]

eꞋ.gonnakɨnꞋneꞋnnabeeꞋgaꞋakLle
=eʔɡ-onnakɨnʔ=neʔnːabe=eʔɡaˀklːe
3FOP-doS.how3FOP-ask3FOPLBASE

‘Va a preguntarles cómo debe hacer.’
‘S/he is going to ask them how to do it.’ [Butler (1980:173)]

(5)
[zav]

kanaꞋ.biꞋbëbiꞋLë
kanaʔ=biʔbæ=biʔlæ
thus3INFOC.do3INFOBASE

‘ÉL/ELLA hizo así.’
‘S/HE did it that way.’ [H. Lyman (2007:163)]

(6)
[zpc]

Example (7) has no verb but the facts are similar for obvious reasons.

nga.beLaꞋa
nɡa=beLaˀ
Pronoun.DIST3HBASE

‘Ése es él/ella.’
‘That one is him/her.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:94)]

(7)
[zai]

Example (8) illustrates this restriction as applying to a phonologically dependent pronoun that
is shown by other criteria to be syntactically independent.

iya.tubibedennabiLa
ìjàtu=bibedènːabíla
flowera/one3INFOC.giveEmph3INFOBASE

‘Él/ella dio una flor …’
‘S/he gave a flower …’ [Nellis & Nellis (1983:149)]

(8)
[zaa]

2.4 After Spanish preposition

A phonologically dependent pronoun that appears as the object of a Spanish preposition must
appear with laꞋa.
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belaꞋapararakapalasiuti
=belaˀpaɾaɾakapalasjuti
3HBASEforLoc-DISTpalacea/one

‘un palacio allí para él/ella’
‘a palace there for him/her’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:107)]

(9)
[zai]

eꞋgaꞋakllebajw
=eʔɡaˀaklːebaxʷ
3FOPLBASEunder

‘bajo el dominio de ellos’
‘under the authority of them’ [Butler (2000:5)]

(10)
[zav]

2.5 As subject of predicate nominal clause

A phonologically dependent pronoun that appears as the subject of a predicate nominal clause
must appear with laꞋa.

be.laꞋaMaystru
=belaˀmajstɾu
3HBASEteacher

‘Es maestro.’
‘S/he is a teacher.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:93)]

(11)
[zai]

baꞋ.lësnyaBya
=baʔlæsnjabja
3ANBASEferociousanimal

‘Es un animal feroz.’
‘It is a ferocious animal.’ [H. Lyman (2007:152)]

(12)
[zpc]

3 Situations allowing phonologically dependent pronouns in some varieties

Some contexts show greater variability in Zapotec in that the conditions on the type of pronoun
permitted vary between varieties. That is, what is permissible in one variety is not the same as what
is permissible in another.

3.1 As object of the verb following an NP subject

In some varieties of Zapotec, only syntactically independent pronouns are permitted as the object
of the verb when it follows an NP subject. A syntactically dependent pronounmust be accompanied
by laꞋa in this context.

be.laꞋakabaꞋduꞋGudiñe
=belaˀkabaʔduʔɡu-diɲe
3HBASEDISTchildC-hit

‘Ese niño le pegó.’
‘That child hit him/her.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:39)]

(13)
[zai]
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be.laꞋakadxiꞋiñaRusidxaga
=belaˀkaʤiˀɲaɾ-usiʤaɡa
3HBASEDISTworkH-CAUS.be.tired

‘El trabajo le cansa.’
‘The work tires him/her out.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:51)]

(14)
[zai]

eꞋ.yaklëbenëꞋilëꞋëbokwenda…
=eʔjaklæbenæʔi-læˀbokwenda
3FOPLBASEpersonP-seenotso.that

‘… para que la gente no los vea.’
‘… so that people do not see them.’ [H. Lyman (2007:110)]

(15)
[zpc]

In these same varieties, the same facts hold when the subject has been extracted either by question
formation or by relative clause formation. In Isthmus Zapotec [zai] the same is true following the
zero “alternate” pronoun.

me.laꞋa∅kaꞋbidxidxi…
=melaˀ=∅kaʔb-iʤiʤi...
3ANBASE3ALPLC-laugh...

‘… se rieron de él.’
‘… they laughed at it.’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:89)]

(16)
[zai]

3.2 After interrogative pronoun

After an interrogative pronoun in a predicative construction, only syntactically independent
pronouns are permitted, but phonological independency is not required (see Personal pronouns:
distribution, this series). If a pronoun is syntactically dependent, it is not permitted in this construction
unless accompanied by laꞋa. This includes the null pronoun (3AL) in Isthmus Zapotec [zai] .

∅?laꞋa¿Tu
=∅laˀtu
3ALBASEwho?

‘¿Quién es?’
‘Who is it?’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:38)]

(17)
[zai]

∅?laꞋa¿Zhi
=∅laˀʒi
3ALBASEwhat?

‘¿Qué?’ o ‘¿Qué cosa?’ o ‘¿Qué dice?’
‘What?’ or ‘What thing?’ or ‘What is s/he saying?’ [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:38)]

(18)
[zai]
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3.3 In conjunct

When pronouns are conjoined, syntactically independent pronouns or laꞋa plus a pronoun must
be used.5 Example (19) shows an enclitic pronoun with laꞋa after the conjunction for ‘or’ (a Spanish
loanword) in an alternative question.

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)]

(19)
[zai]

Example (20) has a conjunct with a Zapotec conjunction for ‘and’.

bexamigunebelaꞋa
=beʃ-amiɡune=belaˀ
3HPOSS-friendand3HBASE

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

(20)
[zai]

Appendix A: Base form used with enclitic pronouns

Comparison with FOCFormIdentifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

laˀ (distinct)6laSierra de Juárezzaa

(does not exist)laˀSan Juan Guelavíazab

lɨˀ(homophonous)lɨˀOcotlánzac

lːeCajonoszad

laˀ (distinct)7laYarenizae

Ayoquescozaf

(does not exist)laˀ8Isthmuszai

Miahuatlánzam

leˀOzolotepeczao

laˀ (distinct)9laAloápamzaq

Rincónzar

5These facts are not well documented in any variety of Zapotec, however.
6Used in a very restricted fashion.
7Used in a very restricted fashion.
8The form is /laʔ/ in the San Blas Atempa subdialect.
9Used in a very restricted fashion.
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Comparison with FOCFormIdentifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

laˀ (homophonous)laˀSanto Domingo Albarradaszas

Tabaazat

(does not exist)lːeYatzachizav

laˀ (homophonous)laˀMitlazaw

Xadanizax

læˀ (homophonous)læˀCoatecas Altaszca

Asunción Mixtepeczoo

Lachiguirizpa

Yautepeczpb

læ (homophonous)læChoapanzpc

Southeastern Ixtlánzpd

Petapazpe

laˀ(does not exist)San Pedro Quiatonizpf

(does not exist)leˀGuevea de Humboldtzpg

Totomachapanzph

le (distinct)laˀSanta María Quiegolanizpi

Quiavicuzaszpj

Tlacolulitazpk

(does not exist)(does not exist)Lachixíozpl

làˀMixtepeczpm

laˀ (homophonous)laˀSanta Inés Yatzechizpn

leˀ(does not exist)Amatlánzpo

El Altozpp

(does not exist)lːeZoogochozpq

leˀSantiago Xanicazpr

Coatlánzps

læˀ (distinct)leʔaSan Vicente Coatlánzpt

(does not exist)lːeYalálagzpu

aˀ (distinct)laˀChichicapanzpv

Zanizazpw

San Baltazar Loxichazpx
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Comparison with FOCFormIdentifier as in EthnologueISO 639-3 code

Mazaltepeczpy

(does not exist)(does not exist)Texmelucanzpz

Southern Rincónzsr

Elotepeczte

læˀ(does not exist)Xanaguíaztg

Lapaguía-Guiviniztl

San Agustín Mixtepecztm

Santa Catarina Albarradasztn

Loxichaztp

læˀ (homophonous)læˀQuioquitani-Quieríztq

laˀ (homophonous)laˀTilquiapanzts

Tejalapanztt

Güiláztu

Zaachilaztx

Yateezty
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