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Number marking in Nuer nouns

John Koang Nyang
Addis Ababa University

�is paper investigates the formation of number in the nouns of Nuer, a 
Nilo-Saharan language spoken both in South Sudan and Ethiopia. Forming plu-
rals in Nuer is by itself quite irregular: there are many di�erent ways. Su�xing 
the [-ni̤] a�er words that end in sounds other than [l] and [r] is the �rst way. 
[l] and [r]take [-i̤] a�er them, which is the second way. �ere are also many 
other ways of forming a plural from singular, including suppletion, vowel short-
ening, change in vowel quality and internal vowel modi�cation (this last way is 
quite unpredictable in nature). �ere is also a null (Ø) formation of plurals with 
no distinction between singular and plural. Other closely related languages like 
Dinka (South Sudan) and Anyuak (both Ethiopia and South Sudan), see Reh 
(1996), share many of the same plural formation processes.

Keywords: Nuer, singular, plural, singulative, su�xation, tone change

1. Introduction

Nuer is the language spoken in two neighboring countries: The Republic of 
South Sudan to the west and the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia to the 
east. In Ethiopia it is spoken in Gambella National Regional State situated in the 
south-western part of Ethiopia. �e major languages spoken along with Nuer in 
Gambella include the local languages Anyuak, which is closely related language 
to Nuer (Reh 1996), Majang, Opo, Komo as well as highlander languages such as 
Amharic, Tigrinya, Afaan Oromoo and �nally English (as a language of instruction 
from grade 5). Nuer and its closest relative Dinka fall under the western branch 
of Nilotic of Nilo-Saharan super family (Bender 1975: 6 and Reh 1996: 250). Nuer 
became a written language prior to the appearance of the translation of the New 
Testament that was done in 1963.

�is paper investigates number marking on nominative nouns in Jikäny dialect 
of Nuer. Nuer distinguishes between di�erent numbers, and its number in�ection is 
highly irregular. �e paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the previous 
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studies, Section 3 deals with methodology, Section 4 presents the present study: the 
research gap and the �ndings. Section 5 presents the productivity and concluding 
remarks are given in Section 5.

2. Literature and the three numbers of Nuer

The literature has shown that Nilo-Saharan languages have extremely rich 
number-marking systems. According to Dimmendaal (2000: 214), refer-
ring to Serzisko (1982), there are two systems of nominal categorization: the 
numeral-classi�er type and the noun-class type. Dimmendaal pointed out that there 
are two types of noun-class languages, agreeing classi�cation and non-agreeing 
classi�cation: ‘In the former, nominal modi�ers, as well as verbs, may agree with, 
or are coindexed with, the head noun. In the non-agreeing-classi�cation type, 
noun-class markers tend to be restricted to nouns’.

Nuer clearly complies with the noun-class type, and further, with the agreeing 
type. �ere is number agreement between the noun-phrase and the verb, and there 
is also noun-phrase-internal agreement, for example between attributive adjectives 
and the noun they modify, see (1).

(1) Singular plural

  [kʷáʧ mí̤ lʷal riŋ-ɛ] [kʷàʧ ní̤ tí̤ lʷa:l riŋkɛ]
  kʷáʧ mí̤ lʷal riŋ-ɛ kʷàʧ-ni ̤́ tí̤ lʷaal riŋ-kɛ
  tiger.sg spec.sg red.sg run-3sg tiger-pl spec.pl red.pl run-3pl
  ‘a red tiger is running’ ‘red tigers are running’

Dimmendaal (2000: 214–216) says that in the Nilo-Saharan phylum, there are many 
languages that distinguish between singulative, plural and replacive marking, all 
of which are also in�ected for singular and plural, as in (2), with examples from 
Masalit language:

(2)     Singular Plural Gloss

  a. Singulative marking /barjaŋ-i/ /barjaŋ/ ‘shoe’
      /anyiŋ-gi/ /anyiŋ/ ‘�y’
  b. Plural marking /mana/ /mana-ta/ ‘maternal uncle’
      /daa/ /daa-si/ ‘mother’
  c. Replacive marking /mal-ko/ /mal-ta/ ‘chattel’
      /siren-di/ /siren-i/ ‘cooking place’

Dimmendaal does not mention Nuer, and Nuer clearly does not have this tripar-
tite system. Nuer does have singulative in addition to singular and plural, but the 
replacive is not found.
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Plural formation in Nuer is quite irregular. Su�xing-nı̤́ a�er words that end in 
sounds other than l and r is one way. l and r take -ı̤́a�er them, being allomorphs of 
the same morpheme. �ere are many other ways of deriving a plural from a singu-
lar, including suppletion, vowel shortening, change in vowel quality and internal 
vowel modi�cation, this last way being quite unpredictable in nature. �ere is also 
a zero formation of plurals, a case in which there is no distinction between singular 
and plural. �ough with slight di�erences, Anyuak, a close language to Nuer shares 
some of these processes of in�ection (Reh 1996: 144). Crazzolara (1933: 28) merely 
mentioned and described the plural formation in Nuer. �e dialect Crazzolara 
studied is Yɔaanyaang, one of the varieties spoken in Western Nuer land. It doesn’t 
usually appear on the list of the dialects in the literature I came across, and I am not 
sure which one it corresponds to from the list provided by Frank (1999) and others.

Frank (1999) described some of these processes in quite a precise way. In pre-
vious works, the role of tone, its interaction with vowel quality, lengthening etc., 
has never been described. �is paper describes number marking in Nuer both 
segmentally and supra-segmentally, and as shall be seen below, each process is a 
combination of two or more processes. Frank described the same dialect that is used 
in this study; however, he used the variety called Gaajiook, a south dialect. His study 
is also less comprehensive than the present one, and he did not include tone change.

According to Baerman (2012), ‘the striking feature of Nuer case and number 
su�xes is their combination of formal simplicity with extreme distributional com-
plexity. On the one hand this is manifested by a wealth of in�ection classes that are 
so poorly di�erentiated from each other that it looks on the face of it that the bulk of 
the forms must be memorized’. �e title of his paper underlines this: ‘Paradigmatic 
Chaos in Nuer’. Based on Frank’s data, it does not include tone change.

�e variety under the study here is the Gaajaak variety of Jikäny /ʤı̤́käɲ/, the 
dominant variety of Ethiopian Nuer. �is paper includes descriptions of the sin-
gulative as well as tone change, which have not been presented in the previous 
literature on Nuer.

3. Methodology

The data used in this paper were formally collected from native speakers in 
Gambella and substantiated through informal discussions with native friends in 
Addis Ababa. �e native intuition of the present researcher has helped in the data 
analysis, together with the linguistic knowledge the researcher acquired at Addis 
Ababa University over the last nine or ten years. �is paper describes the number 
marking in Nuer both segmentally and supra-segmentally.



216 John Koang Nyang

4. �e present study

�is study identi�es some ways of forming plurals from singulars in Nuer. All plural 
nouns in Nuer are formed by the ways described in this paper. Generally speaking, 
plural nouns are formed from singular nouns with the addition of plural markers; 
either, one way plus tone or a combination of more than one way together with 
tone. Count nouns, collective nouns and mass nouns take singulative markers. 
�is means that every noun in Nuer has a plural and singulative (either marked 
morphologically or expressed in a clause). Loan words also follow the processes 
in Tables 1 and 2 (see Section 5). Table 1 summarizes number formation in Nuer. 
Among the methods of number formation identi�ed by this paper, su�xation is 
the most frequent.

Each rule is either a segmental or a supra-segmental or a combination of both, 
as can be seen in the following table and in the examples to follow. Notice that the 
same process can be used for reverse e�ect (see also Baerman 2012: 476), such 
that vowel lengthening of some nouns is used for plural formation, while for other 
nouns vowel shortening has this function.

�ere are several ways of forming plurals in Nuer. �e main processes identi�ed 
in research are the following: su�xation, vowel insertion, phonation, vowel quality 
change, �nal consonant alternation, vowel deletion, glide insertion, tone change, 
vowel lengthening, vowel shortening, suppletion and zero (null) formation. �ere 
would be more processes if one used the all words in Nuer.

Table 1. Some major types of plural formation in Nuer

  Processes Singular Plural Gloss

Segmental Supra-Segmental

Su�xation Su�xation Tone change [kʷáʧ]
[lúl]

[kʷàʧnı̤́]
[lùlı̤́]

‘tiger(s)’
‘Lul(& 
friends)’

Su�xation   tʷàɲ] [tʷàɲnı̤́] ‘torch(s)’

Su�xation Tone change & 
vowel shortening

[ʧʷà:l ʧʷálı̤́ ‘sac(s)’

Su�xation & 
phonation

Tone change 
&vowel 
lengthening

[wâr] [wʌ̤̀̈:rı̤́] ‘shoe(s)’

Su�xation & 
vowel quality 
change& vowel 
insertion

Tone change & 
vowel length

[tùrbìl] [tùrbíɛ:lı̤́] ‘vehicle(s)’
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  Processes Singular Plural Gloss

Segmental Supra-Segmental

Su�xing & 
vowel insertion 
& phonation

Tone change & 
vowel shortening

[t̪ɔ̤̀:r]
[tɔ̤́:ri̤]

[t̪ɔ̤́ʌ̤̈rı̤́]
[tɔ̤́ʌ̤̈rı̤́]

‘preterm(s)’
‘�eld(s)’

Su�xation & 
vowel insertion

Tone change [kɔ̂m] [kɔ̀amnı̤́] ‘chair(s)’

Su�xation Vowel 
shortening

[t̪ɛ́:n] [tɛ́nı̤́] ‘cat�sh(es)’

 Other processes 
group

Tone change 
&vowel 
lengthening

[ցát] [ցà:t] ‘child(ren)’

  Tone change & 
vowel shortening

[kà:r] [kár] ‘o�spring(s)’

  Tone change [wùm] [wúm] ‘nose(s)’

Vowel quality 
change & �nal 
consonant 
change

Tone change [rɔ̀w] [rö́t̪] ‘hippo(s)’

Vowel deletion Tone change [rɔ̂al] [rɔ̀l] ‘quarrel(s)’

Vowel quality 
change

Tone change [bɨ́l] [bɛ̀l] ‘maize(s)’

Vowel quality 
change & glide 
insertion

Tone change [ɡʷɛ̀:] [ɡʷìj] ‘sandstone(s)’

Suppletion Tone change [jâŋ] [hɔ̤́k] ‘cow(s)’

    [tɨ́t] [tɨ́t] ‘hand(s)’

�ese phonological processes cluster in a variety of di�erent groups. I have given 
the main ones in Table 1, but there are others as well. Su�xation is used in many 
of the combinations, and tone change in nearly all, while some plural expressions 
are quite such as suppletion and zero marking rare.

Table 2. Singular, plural and singulative

No Singular Plural Singulative Gloss for singulative

Cow [jâŋ] [hɔ̤́k] [lʷɔ̤́ɲ/ jà::ŋ] ‘herd of cattle’

Water – [pı̤́w] [pìäh] ‘much water’

Milk – [ʧâk] [ʧà::k] ‘much milk’

Tiger [kʷáʧ] [kʷáʧ] [kʷà::ʧ] ‘herd of tigers’

bu�alo [mɔ̤́̈k] [mɔ̤́̈k] [mö̀::k] ‘herd of bu�alos’

Table 1. (continued)
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Singulative in�ection is lexically determined. Some nouns in Nuer can express 
singulative as shown in Table 2: with internal vowel modi�cation, vowel length 
and tone change. Other nouns express singulative with the prenominal speci�er, 
followed by a noun in the singular form (Section 4.12, Example (15)), in which 
case the form of the noun is similar to the singular. Each rule type is presented in 
the following subsections.

4.1 Su�xation of -ni̤/-i̤

�is method employs replacing a vowel i.e. deleting and inserting a vowel as in (3a), 
su�xing the plural allophone (-i̤) as in the other examples. It takes not only this 
but also internal vowel modi�cation, as in (3b), vowel lengthening, again as in (3b), 
vowel shortening, as in (3d) and vowel insertion, as in (3c). �e (-i̤) su�x works 
with liquid sounds (3l, r) only. �e other one -ni̤ works with other consonants. See 
these as shown in the examples below. Recall that not all nouns express singulative 
in�ectionally. In those cases the singulative column in (3) and subsequent examples 
will simply be marked by a hyphen.

(3) Singular Plural Singulative

  a. [t̪ɔ̤̀:r] [t̪ɔ̤ʌ̤̈rı̤́] –
    t̪ɔ̤ʌ̤̈r-ı̤́  
    prematurely born child-pl
    ‘(a) pre-mature born child(ren)’
  b. [wár] [wʌ̤̀̈:rı̤́]  
    wʌ̤̈:r-ı̤́  
    shoe-pl  
    ‘shoe(s)’  
  c. [t̪ùrbìl] [t̪ʷɔ̤̀rbìɛ:lı̤́]  
    t̪ʷɔ̤rbíɛ:l-ı̤́  
    car-pl  
    ‘car(s)’  
  d. [tɔ̤̀:r] [tɔ̤́ʌ̤̈r-ı̤́]  
    tɔ̤ʌ̤́̈r-ı̤́  
    �eld-pl  
    ‘�eld(s)’  
  e. [rʷàʧ] [rʷà:ʧnı̤́] –
    rʷà:ʧ-nı̤́  
    talk-pl  
    ‘talk(s)’  
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  f. [ŋʷɛ́̈t [ŋʷɛ̀̈tnı̤́] -
    ŋʷɛ̀̈t-nı̤́  
    young-pl  
    ‘youngster(s)’  
  g. [tʷáʧnı̤́] [tʷàʧnı̤́] –
    tʷáʧ-nı̤́  
    skin-pl  
    ‘skins of small animals’
  h. [tʷàɲ] [tʷàɲ-nı̤́] –
    tʷàɲ-nı̤́  
    torch-pl  
    ‘torch(s)’  
  i. [kà:ŋ] [kà:ŋnı̤́] –
    ka:ŋ-nı̤́  
    trumpet-pl  
    ‘trumpet(s)’  
  k. [tʷál] [tʷàlı̤́] –
    tʷàl-ı̤́  
    water lily-pl  
    ‘water lilies’  
  l. [tʷár] [tʷà:rı̤́] –
    tʷà:r-ı̤́  
    song-pl  
    ‘songs’  

As can be seen, the tone, vowel insertion or modi�cation or deletion and su�xa-
tion of -i̤ work together. For example, in (3a) the long vowel is shortened (length 
deleted) and /-ʌ̤̈-/ is inserted together with the su�x. �e same is true for (3d). In 
Example (3b) /a/ is changed to /ʌ̤̈:/, and together with su�x -i̤ distinguish the plural 
from singular. �ere is also insertion of /-ͻ-/ and an /-ɛ-/ in the �rst and the second 
syllables, respectively. �e tone also changes as we move from singular to plural. 
What emerges surfaces as low tone in singulars turns into a level tone in plurals as 
can be seen with Examples (1a, c and d). In (3b), the high tone follows the pattern 
taken by the rest of the examples, high becoming low in the plural. �e tone of the 
su�x is always high.

�e su�xation/-nı̤́/-ı̤́ is also used along with internal vowel modi�cation in 
some words, increase in vowel duration in some words and sometimes on its own 
for other words. �e su�xes -ni̤ and-i̤ are allomorphs of each other.

As can be seen in these examples, the plural forms carry a low tone regardless 
of whether their singular has low or high tone. �e case of (3e) is the only exception 
in which the low tone appears with both forms, singular and plural, but in which 
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vowel length intervenes. Again, as the case was with its allomorph /-ı̤́/, the tone of 
the su�x /-nı̤́/ is high throughout the data.

4.2 Increase in vowel duration and tone shi�

Increasing the duration of the internal vowel is one of the ways of deriving plural 
from singular. �is process co-occurs with the change in tone, the singulars having 
high tone while the plural counterparts have a low tone, as shown in the following 
examples:

(4)   Singular Plurals singulative Gloss

  a. [ցát] [ցà:t] – ‘child(ren)’
  b. [tíɛt] [tìɛ:k] – ‘piece(s) of ground maize’
  c. [ցʌ̤́̈r] [ցʌ̤̀̈:r] – ‘cultural scar(s) on the face of male Nuer’
  d. [t̪ä́k] [t̪ä̀:k] [t̪ʌ̤̀̈::k] ‘ox(en)’
  e. [ʤʌ̤́̈ŋ] [ʤʌ̤̀̈:ŋ] – ‘dinka(s)’
  f. [ʤʌ̤́̈l] [ʤʌ̤̀̈:l]   ‘guest(s)’
  i. [kʷáɲ] [kʷà:ɲ] [kʷà::ɲ] ‘slave(s)’

�e tone of the above way is low for singulars and high for plurals. Again, there is 
no vowel alternation, shi� or modi�cation in any way. Only (4d and i) have in�ected 
singulatives.

4.3 Vowel shortening and shi� in tone

As opposed to the above way of deriving plurals, this method employs the short-
ening of the stem vowel together with change in tone. �e tone of the words varies, 
depending on the nature of each word.

(5)   Singular Plural Singular Gloss

  a. [kà:r] [kár] – ‘o�spring(s)’
  b. [mà:r] [már] – ‘relation(s)’
  c. [rʷá:l] [rʷàl] – ‘incest(s)’
  d. [tʷá:r] [tʷàr] – ‘bee(s)’

In this method of the singular has a low tone, the plural will take a high tone, for 
example in (5b), where the low tone falls on singular and the high tone appears 
with the plural, as opposed to the rest of the examples.
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4.4 Change in tone

�is way of forming plurals from singulars is done by changing the tone of the 
word, but without changing anything else: Body parts such as the nose, the head, 
etc., and others are the best examples, as below:

(6)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [wùm] [wúm] – ‘nose(s)’
  b. [wì̤ʧ] [wí̤ʧ] – ‘head(s)’
  c. [mùr] [múr] – ‘vagina(s)’
  d. [ʧùl] [ʧúl] – ‘penis’
  e. [t̪ùɲ] [t̪úɲ] – ‘mucus
  f. [kùm] [kúm] – ‘lit(s) of goards’
  g. [pä̀m] [pä́m] [pʌ̤̀̈::m] ‘rock/stone/mountain’

As one can see above, the shape of each singular form and its plural counterpart 
look exactly the same, except in their tone patterns. �e singulars have a low tone, 
while plurals are true opposites. No other aspect of the words has been a�ected by 
the formation of the plural.

4.5 Internal vowel and �nal consonant alternation and tone shi�

In this method of plural formation, a change is seen in the root vowel(s) and the 
�nal consonant of the word, and tone pattern varies from word to word, i.e. tone 
irregularities is evidenced, as shown below:

(7)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [ɲàl] [ɲä́r] [ɲà::l] ‘girl(s)’
  b. [rɔ̀w] [rö́t̪] – ‘hippopotamus’
  c. [rí̤äj] [rìʌ̤̈t̪] – ‘canoe(s)’

As with other methods above, the consonant mutation and changes in tone mark 
the distinction. In this method, as the case might be for the rest of the methods, the 
tone shi� is not predictable. It seems that each word has its own way of forming its 
plural from the singular. �e �rst two, (7a) and (7b), have the same tone patterns: 
low tone singulars and high tone plurals. �e example in (7c) appears with the op-
posite tone pattern: high and low for singular and plural, respectively. In contrast 
to these, the (7d) has low-low for both singular and plural.
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4.6 Dropping a vowel and tone shi�

Dropping a vowel is another way of plural formation. In this method, only the 
second vowel is dropped.

(8)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [rɔ̂al] [rɔ̀l] – ‘quarrel(s)’
  b. [tɔ̂ar] [tɔ̀r] – ‘a kind of plant’
  c. [kɔ̂ar] [kɔ̀r] – ‘a tree of acacia family’
  d. [kʷɔ̤̀:r] [kúr] – ‘(one) hundred(s)’
  e. [rʷɔ̤̀:n] [rún] – ‘year(s)’

In this method, the second vowel is dropped as we move from singular to plural. 
�is is accompanied by the shi� in tone. Singulars, as we can see in the �rst three 
examples do have a falling tone, while plurals have a low tone. �e low tone follows 
the loss of the second vowel /a/ in most cases (of Nuer nouns). On the other hand, 
if a noun or any word in the language has a vowel /u/ following the onset and is 
followed by a vowel, that vowel is considered as glide /w/ or phonologically in�u-
enced (labialization, palatalization, etc.), given the kind of consonant it follows. In 
the case of number, this usually, but not always, comes with singulars. �e plurals, 
as can be seen in the examples above, have the second vowel deleted and /u/ is no 
longer a glide, since it comes with no in�uence from other sounds. �e tone is in 
variant, as we can see with (8e) as opposed to (8d,f).

4.7 Shi� in vowel quality (voice) and tone shi�

�is ninth way of deriving plurals employs the shi� of vowel quality, i.e. mov-
ing from plain vowel to its breathy counterpart or from breathy vowel to its plain 
counterpart. �e change of voice in the following examples is unpredictable, as it 
also involves shi�ing from one voiceless vowel to a di�erent voiced one, as in the 
examples and their explanations below:

(9)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [lʷâk] [lʷɨ̤̀:k] – ‘cattle barn(s)
  b. [bɨ́l] [bɛ̀l] [bɛ̤̀̈::l] ‘a lot of maize/corn/grain’
  c. [tíɛr] [tìär] – ‘clitoris(s)’
  d. [kɛ́̈m] [kɛ̀m] – ‘a kind of tree’
  e. [rɔ̀k] [rö́:k] – ‘robe(s)’
  f. [kɔ̤́̈l] [kö̀l] – ‘skin(s)’
  g. [kʷä́n] [kʷàn] [kʷʌ̤̀̈::n] ‘too much food(s)/tu� ’
  h. [mɔ̤́̈k] [mö̀k] [mö̀::k] ‘too many bu�alo(es)’
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�e change in voice quality presented in these examples is not one-way direc-
tion. �is means that if the vowel of the singular is breathy, then the vowel in its 
plural counterpart is plain, and the reverse is true. For instance, the vowels in 
Examples (9a, c, and e) are breathy in their plural forms and non-breathy in their 
singular forms. �ose in (9b, g) are breathy in their singular form and non-breathy 
in their plurals. On the contrary Examples (9f, h) are breathy both in the singular 
and plural, but with di�erent qualities. One might also notice the tone variation in 
each case and the length in certain vowels, as in (9a, e).

4.8 Zero/null formation

Zero formation of the plural is witnessed in the list of words in which the tone is 
either uniform or absent. �e words for ‘hand’, ‘hear’ and ‘buttock’ are the examples 
of this class of plural formation, as in the following examples:

(10)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [tɨt] [tɨt] – ‘hand(s)’
  b. [ʤı̤́t̪] [ʤı̤́t̪] – ‘ear/ear(s)’
  c. [wɔ̤̀t̪] [wɔ̤̀t̪] [wʌ̤̀̈::t̪] ‘(very big) buttock(s)’

In these words, there is no change in tone, vowel and or anything else, such as 
su�xation or vowel length. We should therefore call it a zero derivation of plural.

4.9 Addition of glide j, vowel change and tone shi�

With sounds that are followed by labialization/palatalization, and end in a vowel 
(most cases), the glide j is added to the end of the word in the singular form to form 
the, as shown in the following examples:

(11)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [ʧʷɛ̀:] [ʧʷíj] [ʧʷɛ̤̀̈::] ‘kind of �sh’
  b. [gʷɛ̀:] [gʷíj] – ‘sandstone’
  c. [kʷɔ̀:k] [kʷíj] – ‘thorn’
  d. [miɛ̀:] [míj] – ‘hair animal’s tail’

Some of these nouns seem to be non-count, for example, those in (11a and d) are 
uncountable. �e other two are count nouns. Even in noun(s) that end in other 
consonants (-k) as in (11c) have taken the glide j to form the plural. �e su�xation 
of j glide comes along with the vowel change and the shi� from low tone to high. 
�is might be because j is close to the high vowel /i/ so that it in�uences/assimilates 
the /ɛ/, and also because /i/ is a high vowel and attracts a high tone.
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4.10 Suppletion and tone shi�

Another way of deriving plurals is by suppletion, shi�ing to a completely di�erent 
word with a completely di�erent shape. �is process is quite rare and does not 
a�ect many nouns.

(12)   Singular Plural Singular Gloss

  a. [jâŋ] [hɔ̤́k] [jà::ŋ/lʷɔ̤̀ɲ] ‘cow(s)’
  b. [rà:n] [nâ::t̪] [nàt̪] ‘human being(s)’
  c. [ʧí̤ɨk] [mä̀n] [mʌ̤̀̈::n] ‘women’

�e tone patterns of the words in this example di�er from example to example. In 
(12a), the singular caries the falling tone and its plural counterpart has a high tone. 
On the other hand, the singular has a low tone, while the plural counterpart has 
just a falling tone. In contrary to (12a) and (12b), in Example (12c) both the plural 
and singular have a low tone.

4.11 Singulative

Singulative (sgv) targets both the collective nouns mass nouns. �e singulative that 
is said to be particularly found in Nilo-Saharan languages is expressed di�erently 
in Nuer. While it is marked morphologically with a�xes in many Nilo-Saharan 
languages, as mentioned by Dimmendaal, the singulative in Nuer is marked: (1) 
with suppletion and/or internal modi�cation for collective nouns, (2) with the 
deletion of the glide and/or the internal modi�cation, (3) a combination of both 
vowel length and modi�cation (change), as presented in Example (13), or (4) it can 
be expressed with the help of speci�er in a clause, as in (12).

 (13) glossPlural singulative gloss

b. [lèj] ‘animals’ [rwâl] ‘herd of (wild) animals’Collective nouns

Mass nouns

c. [nâ:t�] ‘people’ [bw��n/nàt�] ‘group of people’

d. [pìw] ‘water’ (PL) [pîäh] ‘too much water’

e. [ʧw��j] ‘soup’ (PL) [ʧw� ::] ‘too much soup’

f. [rw�j] ‘saliva’(PL) [rw���::] ‘too much saliva’

g. [ʧàk] ‘milk’ (PL) [ʧà::k] ‘too much milk’

a. [h��k] ‘cows’́́ [lw���/jà::ŋ] ‘herd of cattle’ ́́
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Count nouns

h. [w��t̀�] [w��t̀�] ‘too big buttock(s)’[w���::t�]̀

[t����::k] ‘too many ox(en)’l. [t �äk]́́ [t �äk]̀

j. [m��k] ‘to many bu�alo(es)’ ́́ [mök]̀ [mö::k]̀

[kwàn] too many food stu�i. [kwän]́́ [kw���::n]̀

‘too many rock/mountain’[päm]́́k. [päm]̀ [p���::m] ̀

While the words in Examples (13a, b and c) are true plurals that describe collec-
tive entities that take many things as a group, those in (13d, e, f and g) describe 
mass nouns as more than the expected or the amount needed at a time. Lastly, for 
count nouns, the number of entities (members) of a group exceeds the required 
or normal amount.

For any noun that does not in�ect for singulative as mentioned above, singu-
lative can be expressed with the help of speci�er in the clause, as presented in the 
following examples:

(14)     Singular Plural Gloss

    a. [rɔ̀w] [rö́t̪] ‘hipopotamus(es)’
  Clause:   [mı̤́ ʧɔ̀alı̤́ rɔ̀w ɡʷìʧɛ̀]

mı̤́ ʧɔ̀al-ı̤́ rɔ̀w ɡʷìʧ-ɛ̀]
SPEC call-narr hipo see-3sg
‘look at what is meant by/called hipo’

 

    b. [rí̤äj] [rìʌ̤̈t̪] ‘canoe(s)’
  Clause:   [rí̤äj tè: pìɲ !bà:ŋ]

rí̤äj tè: pìɲ !bà:ŋ
canoe exist. 3sg down without
‘canoe exists without/everywhere ’

 

In Example (14a and b), the hippopotamus and canoes exist in large numbers and 
the interpretation of the clause either with the speci�er (SPEC) as in (14a) or the 
preposition (prep) ‘without’ help make it clear. �e singular form is indeed intact, 
and it represents the addressee as a group, possibly together with the speci�er.

5. Productivity

Based on the �ndings presented in this study, the researcher claims that su�xa-
tion and internal modi�cation are more productive than any other process. While 
internal vowel modi�cation interferes with other processes, such as -nı̤́/-ı̤́, vowel 
length, and refers to complete vowel change as well, su�xation incorporates almost 
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(if not all) the loan words that can be found in this study. �e words in the following 
examples are loan words taken from di�erent languages.

(15)   Singular Plural Singulative Gloss

  a. [ʧɔ̀:k] [ʧɔ̂ak-nı̤́] – ‘chalk(s)’ (English)
  b. [t̪ùrbìl] [t̪ʷɔ̤̂̈rbîɛ:l-ı̤́] – ‘vehicle(s)’(unknown)
  c. [bùrmìl] [bʷɔ̤̂̈rmîɛ:l-ı̤́] – ‘barrel(s)’ (Amharic)
  d. [kɔ̀mpʲɔ̤̀̈tɛ̀r] [kɔ̀mpʲɔ̤̀̈tɛ̀r-ı̤́] – ‘computer’ (English)
  e. [tàlɛ̀pò:n] [tàlɛ̀pò:n-nı̤́] – ‘telephone’ (English)
  f. [t̪ʌ̤́̈n] [t̪ʌ̤̀̈n-nı̤́] – ‘dishes’ (Arabic/Amharic)
  g. [jʲɔ̤̀̈m] [jʲɔ̤́̈:m] – ‘tin can’ (Arabic)
  h. [láptɔ́p] [láptɔ́p-nı̤́] – ‘laptops’ (English)
  j. [tɛ́jbòl] [tɛ́jbòl-ı̤́] – ‘table’ (English)
  k. [pìlʌ̤̀̈ʧ] [pìlʌ̤̀̈ʧ-nı̤́] – ‘�ash’ (English)
  l. [ʧâʤɛ̀r] [ʧâʤɛ̀r-ı̤́] – ‘charger’ (English)
  m. [lʌ̤̀̈mʌ̤̀̈:r] [lʌ̤̀̈mʌ̤̀̈:r-ı̤́] – ‘tower’ (Arabic)
  o. [kîj] [kîj-nı̤́] – ‘key’ (English)
  p. [rádʲɛ̀w] [rádʲɛ̀wnı̤́] – ‘radio’ (English)
  q. [pɛ̀n] [pɛ̤̀̈n-nı̤́] – ‘pen’ (English)

�ough very rare, there is still evidence that loan words can be internally modi�ed 
to conform to the process of internal vowel modi�cation, as can be seen in (15q). 
All the loan words in (15) have su�xes in their plural forms. Loan words only have 
their singulative expressed in a clausal context.

6. Concluding remarks

In conclusion, tone plays a crucial role in Nuer, generally in all aspects of the lan-
guage, and particularly in number formation. Su�xation and internal vowel mod-
i�cation are productively the most dominant, since they come with vowel length, 
complete vowel change and other processes, as well.

In my experience, I have never come across any other language with such an 
overwhelming system of number marking. Nuer might therefore be the only such 
language in the Ethiopian context in particular, if not in the world, in general.
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Abbreviations

narr Narrative prep Preposition sg Singular

Ø Null sepc Speci�er sgv Singulative

pl Plural
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