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1. Introduction  
Typological explorations of person and number systems in the world’s languages 

have brought about some interesting cross-linguistic patterns that deserve attention.  The 
observation o f t hese patterns helps us ev aluate t o w hat extent t hese cr oss-linguistic 
person and number systems can inform the analysis of our research languages. For this 
paper, I am interested in providing a much-needed description of the pronominal system 
of Kuna, an a lternative analysis to previous discussions of Kuna pronouns.  In l ight of 
Cysouw’s ( 2003) findings in h is survey of  k nown pr onominal pa radigms, I a rgue t hat 
Kuna p ronouns on ly e xpress person but no t num ber, in o pposition t o t he traditional 
approach of describing the paradigm in Kuna.    

1.1. Background information 
Kuna is a Chibchan language spoken in Panama and Colombia. Most of the Kuna 

population is now concentrated in two major areas within the country of Panama.  First of 
all, the majority of  t he popul ation ( 36,114) r emains in c ommunities i n w hat i s k nown 
today as Kuna Yala, a territory that extends for 232 miles across the northeastern coast of 
Panama. The second largest concentration of the Kuna population (25,236) is present in 
Panama City, the country’s capital. According to the latest census, the total Kuna 
population is over 64,000 people throughout the Panamanian territory.      

For this paper, my data consists mainly of the Kuna variety spoken by the coastal 
people (as opposed to the Colombian dialect); however, the central claim is not affected 
by t his ch oice since t he pronominal p aradigm i s t he sam e i n al l d ialects. The data 
represents this population for two reasons: a) the l anguage I will call Kuna throughout 
this paper is the variety spoken by the vast majority of the Kuna population, so more data 
is readily available; and b) it is this variety with which I am most familiar with, given that 
both my parents and my other informants are originally from coastal villages. 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Dr. Stephen Wechsler for his insightful comments on this paper, and Dr. Nora 
England and Dr. Joel Sherzer for financial support for fieldwork that resulted in the data gathering for this 
paper.  

mailto:wdsmith@mail.utexas.edu�


 
 

1.2.  Typological characteristics  
The next few paragraphs offer a b rief overview of the language.  T here are four 

open c lasses in K una:  no uns, v erbs, a djectives a nd adverbs.  The language ha s be en 
characterized as an agglutinative, SOV language with a rich verbal morphology (Holmer 
1947, Llerena 1987 and Sherzer 1990).  
 Kuna i s a n agglutinative l anguage. A djectives an d adverbs d o n ot c arry ei ther 
inflectional or  de rivational m orphemes. T he v erb i s the pa rt o f s peech that a llows t he 
most morphological complexity. The verbal information that can be contained in the base 
verb are: causative morphology, passive morphology, t ense, aspect, mood, evidentiality 
and positionals.     
 
(1)   namay-leg-o-suli–rgebe      namake – lege – oe – suli - ergebe 
      sing-PASS-FUT-NEG-IND2

        ‘must not be sung’ (future reading) 
 

 
(2)   noni-mar-bal-o-sundibe  noniki – mar – bali – oe - sundibe 
        come-PL-again-FUT-COND  
   ‘we may come again’ (interpreted as third person) 
 

As f or t he Kuna noun , t he a ddition o f a  pl ural m orpheme –mala ( or i ts sh ort 
form3

 

 –mar) indicates that the noun is plural.  For a small class of nouns, the morpheme 
is –gana (-gan).  In the literature, this has been called the ‘collective.’ 

(3)    nusa-mar            
        mouse-PL 
        ‘mice’ 
 
(4)   ome-gan               
        woman-PL 
        ‘women’ 
 

Kuna d oesn’t m ark gr ammatical ca se on the m ain arguments o f a  v erb, b ut i t 
marks d ifferent o blique cases w ith f ive en clitics.  I n ( 5), I  sh ow t he f ive en clitics t hat 
function as case markers, each in their long and short forms.  

 
(5) =gi, =gine   instrumental, ablative, locative 

=se, =sega   allative 
=ga, =gala   dative, benefactive, translative 

                                                 
2 The abbreviations used in this paper are: 1, 2, 3 grammatical persons; PASS passive voice; IND indicative; 
CAUS causative; PST past; FUT future; PRES present; POS positional; S singular; PL plural; AL alative 
3 The use of the short vs. long form is a distinction between formal and informal speech (Sherzer 1983:37).  
Where long forms are used in more formal contexts, in colloquial speech the use of short-form morphemes is 
more common. However, the speaker may sometimes decide to use the long form in colloquial speech.   
 



 
 

=ba, =bali   comitative 
 
Kuna has an SOV order that is clear in examples such as (6) expressed below.   
 

(6)    Igwa  Jose    sarso-sa 
        Igwa   Jose   hit-PST 

‘Igwa hit Jose’ 
 
Because there are no nominative or accusative case markings on the nouns and 

no c ross-referencing of  pe rson or  number markings of s ubject a nd ob ject on t he v erb, 
word order is the main strategy for participant-encoding (core arguments).  Therefore, (6) 
expresses t hat Igwa, a s t he a gent, d id t he h itting.  T he i nverse w ord order w ould 
otherwise deem Jose as the agent of the sentence. 

However, if the second NP is of higher animacy, then there is more flexibility on 
the o rder o f t he p articipants.  The d ifference in i nterpretation w ill de pend on t he 
sentence-level stress by the speaker on the subject.  Therefore, we can have:  

 
(7)  Igwa  an     sarso-sa   
        Igwa   1sg   hit-PST 
        ‘Igwa hit me’ or ‘I hit Igwa’ 

 
Sentence (7) can be interpreted two ways: 1) the unmarked interpretation, where 

Igwa is the agent of the clause or 2) where Igwa is the patient of the clause, which has 
been fronted for topic or  focus.  Interestingly, this difference i n interpretation is not 
available for a sentence such as the one exemplified in (8) (or in 6, as a matter of fact), 
where the first person pronoun appears in the first position.  

 
(8)    An Igwa sarsosa 
 ‘I hit Igwa’ 
 * ‘Igwa hit me’ 
 
   This discourse/pragmatic strategy o f w ord o rder is only av ailable f or c lauses 
where t he i nverse or der w ould r esult in a  s ubject, i n s econd po sition, be ing of  hi gher 
animacy than the topicalized/focused object.   
 

2.  Brief typological overview of person and group marking 
Cysouw’s (2003) overview of  the pronominal systems in the world’s languages 

brings about some interesting generalizations of person and number.  M ore specifically, 
in the Kuna c ase, hi s d iscussion on  g roup marking4

                                                 
4 The author uses the term ‘marking’ to refer to free pronouns as well as bound pronouns/agreement markers 
on the verb.   

 on C hapter 3 allows u s to f urther 
explore p ronouns a nd re-analyze t hem b ased o n typological p atterns se en i n ot her 
unrelated languages.   



 
 

The main objective of his section on person marking is to provide a typology of 
singular and group person marking, be it affixed or free pronouns.  My main concern here 
is to point out the relevant points that we can extract to use in the current analysis.  
 The author first addresses the possible patterns of singular person pronouns that 
occur in the languages of the world.  He points to three attested ‘persons’ that he calls 
‘Speaker’ (for 1st person), ‘Addressee’ (for 2nd person), and ‘Other’ (for 3rd person).  Even 
though t he t hree-morpheme pa radigm ( like t he L atin t ype) oc curs f requently, m any 
languages code some of the three categories by the same morpheme.  H e uses the term 
‘homophony’ t o r efer t o morphemes t hat m ark f or different c ategories.  T he possible 
types of singular homophony are summarized in Table 1 below.   
 
Table1.  Attested persons in the world’s languages according to Cysouw 
        (Sa)       (Sb)         (Sc)             (Sd)                  (Se)  
 
Speaker 
Addressee 
Other  

    
 
  He pr esents f our theoretically pos sible k inds of  homophony w ithin t he t hree 
singular persons.  T he basic case, here represented by (Sa) where the capital letters are 
variables that represent different morphemes, is the most common.  The other types (Sb – 
Se) represent some kind of  homophony combinations.  T he one  that concerns us i s the 
first type (exemplified in his paper by Latin) since Kuna is of this type.  We will explore 
this in section 3 below.   
 The n ext criterion t hat t he a uthor c onsiders i n e stablishing t he pa ttern o f 
pronominal s ystems c oncerns t he s pecification o f t he num ber of  pa rticipants.  N on-
singular pr onouns m ake r eference t o m ore than one pe rson o r ob ject; the traditional 
approach of discussing ‘more than one’ number in the marking of  pe rson is to use t he 
term ‘plural’.  H owever, as the author points out, a  problem arises with the use of  this 
term: t he m eaning of  p lural in t he p ronominal dom ain is d ifferent f rom t he s tandard 
notion of plural.  Whereas plurality in the nominal domain is marked to refer to a group 
of objects in which every object within this group falls into one class, such is not the case 
prototypically of  f irst p erson or  of  c ertain i nterpretations of  s econd person. Wechsler 
(2008), in describing the universals of person and number citing Bobaljik (2008), notes 
that no language di stinguishes 1 +1 from 1+ 3 o r 2+ 2 f rom 2+ 3; t hat is, t here i s n o 
language that has a special morpheme for a true first person plural (choral we) or a true 
second person plural (to refer to more than one addressee but not others). Based on these 
observations, Wechsler notes that the meaning of the first and second ‘plural’ pronouns 
has an associative meaning.  H e argues that first person (during speech-production) and 
second person (during hearing-comprehension) are self-referential (they denote the self), 
rather t han referring t o ‘speaker’ an d ‘hearer’ r espectively, t hus accounting f or the 
absence of 1+1 and 2+2 (there cannot be more than one self).  

Cysouw poi nts out  on pa ge 70 t hat t his not ion c an be  s upplemented w ith a n 
empirical observation. He observes that it is rare to find pronominal paradigms that use 

A A A  
A  

A B B B 
C A B 



 
 

nominal strategies to mark plurality.  H e claims that for the great majority of languages 
the plural in the pronominal domain is marked differently from the plural of nouns in the 
language. In t hose that it is f ound, i t is found onl y in part of the paradigm or i t is 
functionally superfluous, that is, if the plural were removed, the singular and plural forms 
would be different anyway. He further claims that it is really uncommon for a pronominal 
paradigm to use a nominal plural marker as the only identification of plurality.  Cysouw 
presents an instance of the rare cases where the pronominal marking is an extension of 
the nominal number marking.   

This overlap of number marking in pronouns and nouns is attested in Trumai, a 
genetically isolated language from Brazil.  The pronouns for first and second person are 
ha and hi respectively.  These are combined with the plural uan to form ‘we’ and ‘you-
plural’.  This same plural marker is used with nouns.  The author further claims that this 
pluralizer is used obligatorily with pronouns and human nouns, but not with non-human 
nouns.   

Interestingly, Kuna is one of such rare cases that Cysouw mentions.  Given what 
we now  k now a bout ho w pe rson and num ber m arking pa ttern in the p ronominal 
paradigms of the world languages, i t becomes important to establish how Kuna may f it 
the typology provided by the author. Section 3 out lines how we can analyze the K una 
pronominal s ystem, a n alternative analysis to the t raditional v iew of  p ronouns of  t he 
language.  M ore s pecifically, I  a rgue t hat K una p ronouns o nly m ark pe rson, and that 
number is not part of the pronominal system per se.  I  present examples from the syntax 
to s upport this a nalysis.  As a  r esult, the r est of  C ysouw’s r epresentation of  num ber 
marking is not relevant for the analysis.   
 

3.  Kuna pronominal system 
 Following C ysouw’s t ypology ( 2003), Kuna p ronouns m ark ‘ Speaker, 
‘Addressee’, and ‘Other’ with three individual morphemes.  As a result, we observe that 
Kuna is of type (Sa) in Cysouw’s characterization of singular person marking.  The left-
most section of Table 2 shows this to be the case; this is rather uncontroversial.   
 It is the right part of Table 2 that concerns this paper. The pronominal system in 
Kuna, as has been described in the literature by Holmer (1947), Erice (1981) and Llerena 
(1987) i s r epresented b elow.  T hese forms co de subject ( of t ransitive an d i ntransitive 
clauses), object, and can also function as obliques (with the respective case enclitic) and 
possessive pronouns.    
 
 
Table 2. Kuna pronominal paradigm  

                          Singular                                                Plural 
1 person                      an 

 2 person                      be 
3 person                      we 

1 person                           anmala (anmar) 
2 person                           bemala (bemar) 
3 person                           wemala (wemar) 

   



 
 

The system described above does not account for one fact: the Kuna noun marks 
plurals w ith t he s ame morpheme –mar (o r its l ong fo rm –mala) t hat w e se e i n t he 
pronouns.   
 
(9)   a.  nusa-mar             b. achu-mar 
         mouse-PL     dog-PL  
         ‘mice’      ‘dogs’ 
 
        c.  machi-mar                d. goe-mar 
  boy-PL      baby-PL 
         ‘boys’      ‘babies’ 
 
 
 e. sapi-mar    f. akwa-mar 
  plant-PL     rock-PL 
  ‘plants’      ‘rocks’ 
   
 The question that arises from this fact is how to analyze the plural marker on the 
pronouns g iven t he r arity of  the Kuna pr onominal s ystem a ccording t o C ysouw’s 
observations.  The following sections will explore how this plural marker interacts in the 
pronominal system and t he syntax of  Kuna, thus, paving th e w ay f or a nalyzing th is 
marker as an enclitic, separate from the pronominal form. 
 

3.1.  Intransitive clauses 
 I w ant t o f irst e xplore t he pos sible K una ‘ plurality’ markings of  pr onouns i n 
intransitive clauses. The current section shows that ‘plurality’ of the pronominal system 
can be  expressed even without the ‘plural’ pronouns described by previous analyses of 
the pronominal paradigm.  The purpose of showing the intransitive c lauses is that only 
one a rgument of  the v erb exists, t hus m aking s traightforward the i nterpretation of t he 
subject of the clause.    
   Sentence (10) is an intransitive clause with a singular first person pronoun as the 
subject.  
 
(10)  An gabi-sa 
 1S sleep-PST 
 ‘I slept’ 
 
 Interestingly, the plurality of the first person pronominal subject can be expressed 
in two ways, shown here in (11a) and (11b).   
 
(11)  a. Anmar gabi-sa 
  1PL      sleep-PST 
  ‘We slept’ 
 



 
 

  b. An  gabi-s-mala 
  1S  sleep-PST-PL 
  ‘We slept’ 
 
 It i s much more common for the plural marker to be ‘attached’ to the pronoun, 
thus rendering (11a) as the unmarked form (in elicitation, this sentence is always given).  
However, (11b) is also possible, but it is rarely given.  T he next set  of sentences show 
that this is also possible with second person pronouns.   
 
(12)  Be gadi alle 
 2S a.lot laugh 
 ‘You laugh a lot’ 
 
 Just as in (11), (13a) and (13b) are possible clauses that express a plural subject.  
Note that the marker –mar (or -mala) can be attached to either the pronoun or to the verb 
(13b).   
 
(13)  a. Bemar gadi alle 
  2PL     a.lot laugh 
  ‘You (PL) laugh a lot’ 
 
  b. Be  gadi   alle-mala 
  2S  a.lot   laugh-PL 
  ‘You (PL) laugh a lot’ 
 
 The clauses ex pressed i n ( 14) a nd ( 15 a an d b ) ar e ev idence that t his i s al so 
possible of third person pronouns.  Thus, the way to express a plural pronoun on the verb 
instead of on the pronoun extends to the whole pronominal paradigm in Kuna.   
 
(14)  Nue   we   gabi-sa 
 good  3S  sleep-PST 
 ‘He/she slept well’ 
 
 
 ‘Plurality’ in the third person pronoun can also be expressed on the verb instead.   
 
 
(15)  a. Nue   wemar  gabi-sa 
  good  3PL    sleep-PST 
  ‘They slept well’ 
 b. Nue  we    gabi-s-mala 
  good  3S   sleep-PST-PL 
  ‘They slept well’ 
 



 
 

 However, this strategy for denoting ‘plurality’ only on the verb is not available 
for nominals.  As we can see in the clauses in (16) and in (17), marking the plural simply 
on the verb is not a sufficient condition to express plurality in the subject.  The 
ungrammaticality of (16b) and (17b) show the impossibility of such a construction. These 
clauses show that this is not possible with human NPs (16) or with non-human animates 
(17).   
 
(16)  a. Goe-mar yer gabe 
  baby-PL  good  sleep 
  ‘Babies sleep well’ 
 
 b. * Goe    yer    gabe-mala 
     baby  good  sleep-PL 
 
(17) a.  Achu-mar nek=se          aparmak-sa 
  dog-PL     house=ALL   run-PST 
  ‘The dogs ran home’ 
 
 b.  * Achu nek=se         aparmak-sa-mala 
      dog house=ALL  run-PST-PL 
 
 Given t hese facts, I ’ve sh own t hat the strategy f or m arking p lurality o f t he 
subject on the v erb a nd n ot o n t he s ubject i s o nly a vailable for pr onominals.  This 
generalization o f n ot m arking pl urality di rectly on  t he p ronoun i ncludes t ransitive 
sentences; n evertheless, it i s i nteresting t o ex plore which o f t he t wo arguments in a 
transitive clause would be interpreted as plural.    
 

3.2.  Transitive clauses  
 Further evidence that this may be a p ossible way of analyzing Kuna is that the 
plural marker may appear on the verb but not on t he pronoun in transitive clauses also. 
However, t he pr esence of  t wo pr onouns r enders so me i nteresting p ossibilities.  
Remember that Kuna has an SOV word order, as discussed in the introductory section. 
Clauses (18) and (19) show the unmarked manner by which to express plurality of  the 
pronouns.  When elicited, the speakers showed a strong preference for these clauses.   
 
(18)  Anmar be edarb-oe 
 1PL      2S  wait-FT 
 ‘We will wait for you (S)’ 
 
(19) An bemar edarb-oe 
 1S   2PL  wait-FT 
 ‘I will wait for you (PL)’ 
 



 
 

 In (20), where the plural marker i s on t he verb and not on e ither pronoun, the 
clause is interpreted as having a plural second person object, not a plural subject.   
 
(20)   An  be  edarbe-mal-oe 
 1S 2S wait-PL-FT  
 ‘I will wait for you (PL)’  
 
 In clause (20) the second person pronoun is interpreted as being plural.  In clause 
(21), the second person pronoun is still interpreted as being plural, even with the person 
values of the arguments reversed, where the second person pronoun now functions as the 
subject of the clause.   
 
(21)   Be  an  edarbe-mal-oe 
 2S 1S wait-PL-FT  
 ‘You (PL) will wait for me’  
   
 Clause (21) allowed the plural on the verb to be interpreted as making reference 
to a plural subject (there would be an apparent restriction on interpreting first person as 
plural, whether in subject or object position; more on this below).  Such is not the case in 
clauses (22a) and (22b), where the interpretation of plurality a lways falls on the object 
pronoun, regardless of what pronoun it might be.  
 
(22)  a. Be  we  o-gabi-s-mala 
  2S 3S CAUS-sleep-PST-PL  
  ‘You (S) made them sleep’ 
 
 b. We  be  o-gabi-s-mala 
  3S 2S CAUS-sleep-PST-PL  
  ‘He/she made you (PL) sleep’  
 
 To complicate matters, t he interpretation of the plural marker on the verb with 
first and third person unmarked pronouns as the main arguments of the clause is different 
from what we have seen in previous clauses.  First of all, all my informants reported that 
clause (23) is ungrammatical.  
 
(23) *An  we    o-gabi-s-mala 
   1S   3S   CAUS-sleep-PST-PL 
 ‘I made them sleep’ or ‘We made him/her sleep’   
 
 On t he o ther h and, c lause ( 24) i s a p erfectly acc eptable s entence. H owever, 
which of the two pronouns is interpreted as being plural seems to be speaker-dependent5

                                                 
5 Speakers A and B are both from different Kuna communities.  Although dialectal differences are minimal 
because of constant contact from one community with another, there are some small differences that have not 

. 



 
 

 
(24) We  an  o-gabi-s-mala 
 3S   1S  CAUS-sleep-PST-PL 
 speaker a:  ‘They made me sleep’ 
 speaker b:  ‘He/she made us sleep’ 
 
 The clause in (24), again with the plural marker only on t he verb, had the two 
possible interpretations.  S peaker A reported that this clause meant that the third person 
pronoun in s ubject pos ition w as pl ural; S peaker B r eported t he c ontrary, t hat t he f irst 
person in object position was plural.    
  What I  ha ve not iced i n exploring c lauses i n ( 20) – (24) i s t hat these show no 
discernible p attern; t here s eems t o b e a n a symmetry i n the i nterpretation o f un marked 
pronouns with plural-marked verbs in these clauses.  For ease of viewing, these findings 
are summarized in Table 3 below.  The left column shows the possible transitive clauses 
with different person pronouns in SOV-mala word order, where the main arguments are 
unmarked w ith regards t o pl urality.  The right c olumn s hows on w hich argument t he 
plural interpretation falls on in the clause even without this marker.   
 
 
Table 3.  Interpretations of the plural marker on the verb in transitive clauses 
 Unmarked S and O pronominal arguments with V+plural          Plural interpretation 

1    2    V-mala object 

2    1    V-mala subject 

2    3    V-mala object 

3    2    V-mala object 

1    3    V-mala ungrammatical 

3    1    V-mala subject and object 

 
 
 An observation is needed here.  A s I  mentioned previously, the use of  a  plural 
marked verb with unmarked pronominal arguments is marked (in terms of markedness); 
therefore, it is m ore c ommon t o f ind ‘ plural’ pr onouns i n c lauses.  G iven t he t ime 
constraint of the current project, I have not explored the possible discourse implications 
of the use of different forms.  T his gives r ise to another possibility; there are transitive 
clauses where the plural –mala appears on bo th the verb and on on e of  the pronominal 
arguments.  T heir interpretation, however, is ALWAYS straightforward.  The plural on 
the verb seems to work l ike an agreement marker where the marked verb is al ways 
interpreted as agreeing with the plural marked pronoun. 
 

                                                                                                                                     
been studied.  The interpretation of the clause in discussion could be due to this difference.  The previous 
clauses did not present this ‘problem’. 



 
 

(25) a. Anmar  be  edarbe-mal-o 
  1PL  2s wait-PL-FT  
  ‘We will wait for you (S)’  
 
 b. An bemar edarbe-mal-o 
  1S 2PL wait-PL-FT 
  ‘I will wait for you (PL)’ 
 
 c. Anmar bemar edarbe-mal-o 
  1PL 2PL wait-PL-FT 
  ‘We will wait for you (PL)’ 
 
 Finally, I w ould l ike t o d iscuss ca ses w here cl auses o nly h ave o ne su rface 
argument b ut the v erb is a t ransitive v erb.  Kuna, a s i s t he case w ith other C hibchan 
languages ( Quesada 200 0), ha s nul l a naphora, a  t opic c ontinuity s trategy i n w hich the 
subject of transitive and intransitive sentences can be suppressed in running discourse and 
whose interpretation is a third person subject, yielding a ∅(O)V structure.  These 
structures w ith transitive v erbs i llustrate some i nteresting p ossibilities.  I f t he p lural 
marker is on the verb, and the only argument in the clause is unmarked, the subject will 
be interpreted as the unmentioned plural subject (some people) of the clause.  This is true 
of object pronouns and full NPs.  Therefore, clauses (26) – (30) are interpreted as having 
some plural subject not mentioned in the clause.   
 
(26) An ogabi-s-mala 
 1S make.sleep-PST-PL 
 ‘(People) made me sleep’ 
 
(27) Be ogabi-s-mala 
 2S make.sleep-PST-PL 
 ‘(People) made you (S) sleep’ 
 
(28) We ogabi-s-mala 
 3S make.sleep-PST-PL 
 ‘(People) made him sleep’ 
 
(29) Achu gu-cha-mala 
 dog eat-PST-PL 
 ‘(People) bit the dog’ 
 
(30)  Goe dak-sa-mala 
 baby     see-PST-PL 
 ‘(People) saw your baby’ 
 
 



 
 

3.3.  Re-examining Kuna pronominal ‘plurals’ 
 Now that I have shown the behavior of pronouns in a clause, where an unmarked 
pronominal can be interpreted as a plural pronoun in the presence of a plural morpheme 
on the verb, I would like to re-examine what previous authors considered plural pronouns 
in K una.  This s ection w ill doub le a s a  summary s ince i t will br ing t ogether the main 
discoveries i n t he p aper t o help us  di scuss a nd r eanalyze t he pr onominal pa radigm of  
Kuna.    

The strategy to mark plurality on t he verb (V-mala) but not on its arguments is 
only a vailable i f the a rgument t o be  i nterpreted a s pl ural i s a  p ronoun. G iven t he -
possibility of  –mala attaching t o e ither a pr onoun or a  v erb o r on bo th, I  s uggest that 
plurality of pronouns is expressed by means of an enclitic; this enclitic may or may not be 
attached to the pronoun.  As a result, the pronominal paradigm for Kuna that I propose is 
a si mple t hree-pronoun p aradigm t hat di fferentiates t he three pe rsons obs erved i n 
Cysouw (2003) and Bobaljik (2008), but does not specify number.  In the absence of the 
plural m arker, t hese f orms w ill b e interpreted as s ingular b y d efault. Table 4 i s t he 
alternative paradigm to Table 2 presented at the beginning of section 3.   
 
 
 Table 4.  Kuna pronoun paradigm 

1 person                      an 
 2 person                      be 
3 person                      we 

 
 

Using t he g lossing conventions used in Kuna traditionally, I  had been g lossing 
the non-singular pronoun as a  full form (anmar) and the p lural on the verb as a plural 
affix (-mala) in previous sections.  Given this new proposal, the plural (on either pronoun 
or verb) must be glossed as an enclitic. Example (31) shows the alternative glossing of 
clause (25a) following this new assumption.  

 
(31) An=mar  be  edarbe=mal-o 
 1=PL    2s wait=PL-FT  
 ‘We will wait for you’  
 
 Lastly, t he i rregularity of  t he pl ural i nterpretations of  unm arked pr onouns 
observed  in transitive clauses, which were summarized in Table 3, deserve mention.  As 
I pointed out, there does not seem to be a discernible pattern to the attested clauses.  The 
‘plural’ as a n en clitic o ffers a p lausible explanation. E nclitics ar e sa id to b e a  
grammaticalization middle ground, a form that stands between a full word and an affix; 
as su ch, en clitics a re s ubject t o asy mmetric an d d ialect-related b ehaviors an d 
interpretations. The interpretation irregularity, t hen, i s ca used b y t he f act that t he 
pronominal s ystem t o e xpress pl urality i s g oing t hrough a  g rammaticalization pr ocess 
which may later result in  plural affixes or full pronominal ‘plural’ forms.  
 
 



 
 

4.  Conclusions 
The relevant typological data of the pronominal paradigms in the world’s 

languages points to an uncommon marking of the plural in the Kuna pronominal 
system; as such, it is necessary to closely explore the descriptive merit of previous 
descriptions t hat ot her a uthors ha ve pr esented f or K una i n t he l iterature.  Two 
major f actors were considered to ju stify a  re-analysis o f th is s ystem: a ) the 
peculiarity of marking the ‘plural’ pronouns with a plural morpheme also seen in 
the nominal system, and b) the seemingly erratic behavior of this morpheme in the 
syntax and subsequent asymmetric interpretation of the plurality of the arguments 
in transitive clauses in the absence of a plural morpheme in the pronoun.  

I concluded that Kuna d oes not  f actor number i n i ts pronominal s ystem, 
unlike m ost l anguages in t he w orld w hich ha ve a  s eparate f orm f or pl ural 
pronouns.  Instead, Kuna has a simple three pronoun paradigm that distinguishes 
the three persons observed by Cysouw, among others.   

Interestingly, the d ata i n t his pa per m ay a lso a llow a venues f or f uture 
research.  A  di achronic a nalysis of  t he p ronouns i n C hibchan l anguages i s 
possible thanks to work by other authors on t he grammaticalization of pronouns, 
person a nd num ber m arking of  di fferent C hibchan l anguages, m ainly Quesada 
(2000).  T he asymmetric interpretation, mentioned previously, of the plurality o f 
the a rguments in  tr ansitive c lauses in t he a bsence of  a  pl ural m orpheme i n t he 
pronouns points t o s ome t ype of  grammaticalization pr ocess of  t he pr onominal 
system in Kuna.  In an  ar ticle about the supposed ergativity in Teribe, Quesada 
compares t hree different C hibchan l anguages ( Rama, B oruca a nd T eribe) with 
respect to the extent of grammaticalization in their agreement system (participant 
encoding in the verb).    

According t o Q uesada, T eribe u ses a co mbination o f ag reement 
morphology and word order to encode the participants (Agent-patient).   The use 
of pe rson m arkers on t he ve rb d epend on  t he di scursive ne eds of  t he s peaker.  
Rama us es bound a nd f ree pr onouns i n i ts a greement pa radigm t o e ncode i ts 
participants.  D irect obj ects us e onl y free pr onouns; how ever, w e s ee t hat m ost 
intransitive clauses prefix the subject on t he verb.  B oruca, like Kuna, presents a 
set of  pr onouns t hat e ncode s ubject, obj ect, obliques a nd pos sessives.  The 
difference i s t he p resence o f a f ocus m arker aη that can  b e at tached t o t he 
pronouns, which then become verbal suffixes.   

To s ummarize hi s f indings, Q uesada pr esents t he chart that I  h ave 
reproduced i n ( 32) b elow, i n w hich he  suggests d ifferent st ages o f 
grammaticalization of subject-object agreement morphology on the verb.     

 
(32)  Rama         Teribe   Boruca 

     
Greater grammaticalization          Less grammaticalization 



 
 

It i s c lear t hat Kuna doe s not  have a  grammaticalized agreement system 
that encodes subject and object on the verb.  However, as we saw in (27) in cases 
of zero anaphora, there might be a rudimentary number agreement system in some 
clauses.  T his w ould s uggest a n e arlier grammaticalization s tage t han w hat w e 
observe in Boruca.  It would be of interest to the study of Chibchan to explore in 
future r esearch h ow t his K una ch aracteristic r elates d iachronically t o i ts s ister 
languages.   
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