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1. Introduction: syncretism and suppletion 
 

Deviations of the strict one-to-one correspondence (isomorphism) 
(1) deviation of isomorphism one meaning ! many forms one form ! many meanings 
 in lexical morphology synonymy homonymy 
 in inflectional morphology stem allomorphy / suppletion syncretism 
  French ‘to go’ {aller}: French ‘to speak’{parler}: 
  [v-]: {v-ais}1, [al-]: {all-ons} [pa!l]: 1SG = 2SG = 3SG = 3PL 
  [ir-]: {ir-ai}              PRES.IND = PRES.SUBJ 
   (Ist conjugation) 
 
 
2. Person and number syncretism Western Romance 
 

2.1. Person syncretism in Ibero-Romance 

(2) beber / beure 

‘to drink’ 
Galician Portuguese Spanish Catalan 

 1SG = 3SG IMPF.IND bebía bebia bebía bevia 
 1SG = 3SG PLQPF.IND bebera bebera   
 1SG = 3SG COND bebería beberia bebería beuria 
 1SG = 3SG PRES.SUBJ beba beba beba begui 
 1SG = 3SG IMPF.SUBJ bebese bebesse bebiera / 

bebiese 
begués 

 1SG = 3SG FUT.SUBJ beber beber (bebiere)  
 

No syncretism at all in the PRES.IND partial paradigm. 

                                                           
1 The segmentation of the forms [vE], [va] et [vo)] into stem and desinence is problematic. The distribution of stems 
beginning with v- and al- respectively is not affected by this. 
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2.2. Syncretism in Gallo-Romance 
(3) parler / ‘sing’ / 

prèdzé ‘speak’ / 
eimâ ‘love’ 

Standard 
French 

Oïl:  
Lorrain 
(Kl.-Rb.) 

Franco-
provençal: 
Valdôtain 

Occitan:2 
Haut-
Limousin 

Romansh: 
Sursilvan 
(AIS 10) 

 PRES.IND [pa!l] 
1SG = 2SG = 
3SG = 3PL 

["#$t] 
1SG = 2SG = 
3SG 
["#$%t#$] 
1PL = 3PL 

prèdze 
2SG = 3SG 

eimâ  
2SG = 2PL  
 
aimen  
1PL = 3PL 

[%la&v'] 
1SG = 3SG

3 

 IMPF.IND [pa!%l(] 
1SG = 2SG = 
3SG = 3PL 

["#$%t(] 
2SG = 3SG 
["#$%t(n] 
1PL = 3PL 

prèdzae 
2SG = 3SG 
prèdzaon 
1PL = 3PL 

eimavo 
1SG = 3SG  
eim!vâ 
2SG = 2PL 
eim!van 
1PL = 3PL 

[no forms given] 

Other person / number syncretisms exist, e.g. French [pa!l)%!e] 1SG = 2PL FUT.IND, [pa!l)%!a] 2SG = 3SG 
FUT.IND, [pa!l)%!o$] 1PL = 3PL FUT.IND, [pa!l)%!(] 1SG = 2SG = 3SG = 3PL COND. 
 

1st hypothesis: 
• Syncretism is the paradigm structuring principle in Gallo-Romance verb morphology 

organising the distribution of stems in suppletive paradigms. 
 
 

3. Theoretical hypotheses on the operation of syncretism 
 

Carstairs-McCarthy (1984): distinction between ‘true’ syncretism / neutralisation and take-over. 
 

Take-over in Latin future 

(4) regere aspect imperfective 
  tense / mood FUT.IND PRES.SUBJ 
  voice active passive active passive 
  1SG regam regar regam regar 
  2SG reges regeris regas regaris 
  3SG reget regetur regat regatur 
  1PL regemus regemur regamus regamur 
  2PL regetis regemini regatis regamini 
  3PL regent regentur regant regantur 
 

(5) laudabo and monebo realise the properties {1SG FUT.IND} and 
 laudem and moneam realise the properties {1SG PRES.SUBJ}. 
 

Neutralisation (‘true’ syncretism) 

(6)   2nd declension, M 3rd declension, M 1st declension, F 3rd declension, N 
 SG NOM dominus c"nsul c#ra fulgur 
  DAT domin" c"nsul$ c#rae fulgur$ 
  ABL domin" c"nsule c#r% fulgure 
 PL DAT domin!s c"nsulibus c#r!s fulguribus 
  ABL domin!s c"nsulibus c#r!s fulguribus 
 

2nd hypothesis: 
• Syncretism in the Gallo-Romance verb paradigm emerges as a result of a take-over 

process and not as morphology-driven neutralisation. (Though phonology-driven 
neutralisation through sound change exists causing syncretism by e.g. the loss of a consonant, 
cf. Spanish 1SG = 3SG IMPF.IND and PRES.SUBJ syncretisms.) 

                                                           
2 Languedocian shows no syncretism at all in the PRES.IND partial paradigm. 
3 Most varieties show no syncretism at all in the PRES.IND partial paradigm, the 1SG desinence being [-'l]. 
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4. Suppletion in Gallo-Romance 
 

Suppletion in the verb ‘to go’ < IRE x VADERE x AMBULARE / *AMBITARE / *AMNARE in PRES.IND 
(7) aller / [na%l(] / 

allé / (ò)nâ / 

ir 

Standard 
French 

Oïl: 
Lorrain 
(Kl.-Rb.) 

Franco-
provençal: 
Valdôtain 

Occitan:  
Haut- 
Limousin 

Romansh: 
Sursilvan 
(DRG S 70-74) 

 1SG vais    [v(] [ve&] (v)ó vau / vô [v+n]4 
 2SG vas     [va] [ve&] va(t) vâ [vas] 
 3SG va       [va] [ve&] va(t) vai [v+] 
 1PL allons [a%lõ] [v#$] allèn van [máin] 
 2PL allez   [a%le] [a%l(&] allade vâ [máis] 
 3PL vont   [võ] [v#$] van van [v+n] 
 syncretism 2SG = 3SG 1SG = 2SG = 

3SG, 1PL = 3PL 
2SG = 3SG 2SG = 2PL, 

1PL = 3PL 
1SG = 3PL 

 syncretism in 
1st conjugation 

1SG = 2SG = 3SG 

= 3 PL 
1SG = 2SG = 

3SG, 1PL = 3PL 

2SG = 3SG 2SG = 2PL, 

1PL = 3PL 

1SG = 3SG 

 imperative va, allons, allez [no forms given] va, allèn, allade vai, nan, nâ [v+, ma,i] 

Other Lorrain varieties (e.g. Altweier/Aubure) use [a%lõ] for both 1PL = 3PL, i.e. different suppletive 
patterns may evolve from the same syncretic constraints. 
 
Suppletion in the verb ‘to be’ < (*)ESSE(RE) in PRES.IND 
(8) être / [e&t] / 

ètre / eisse / 

esser 

Standard 
French 

Oïl: 
Lorrain 
(Kl.-Rb.) 

Franco-
provençal: 
Valdôtain 

Occitan:  
Haut- 
Limousin 

Romansh: 
Sursilvan 
(DRG S 72) 

 1SG suis       [s*i] [sø] si(t) sai [sun] 
 2SG es          [(] [a] é(t) sei [áis] 
 3SG est         [(] [a] è(t) ei [( (ái)] 
 1PL sommes [s+m] [so] sèn soun [(,s'n] 
 2PL êtes        [(t] [+u-] éte sei [(,s's] 
 3PL sont       [sõ] [so] són soun [(n (áin)] 
 syncretism 2SG = 3SG 2SG = 3SG, 

1PL = 3PL 
- 2SG = 2PL, 

1PL = 3PL 
- 

 syncretism in 
1st conjugation 

1SG = 2SG = 3SG 

= 3 PL 
1SG = 2SG = 

3SG, 1PL = 3PL 

2SG = 3SG 2SG = 2PL, 

1PL = 3PL 
1SG = 3SG 

 imperative sois, soyons, 
soyez 

[no forms given] [no forms given] ch(i)â / siâ, 
sian / ch(i)an, 
siâ / ch(i)â 

[no forms given] 

 
Results: 

" The different syncretic patterns existing in Gallo-Romance seem to affect suppletive 

patterns: 
" In Lorrain, the syncretism 1PL = 3PL requires the presence of the v-stem in the 1PL of ‘to go’; 

in Haut-Limousin, the syncretisms 2SG = 2PL and 1PL = 3PL require the presence of the v-stem 
in the 2PL and 1PL of ‘to go’ (in Haut-Limousin the s-stem is used in 2SG and 2PL of ‘to be’). 
(But neither Romansh Sursilvan (both verbs) nor Francoprovençal Valdôtain (verb ‘to be’) 
provide evidence for any influence in their respective partial paradigms.) 

" Suppletion seems to be constrained by syncretism, which exerts pressure throughout the 

morphological system. There is evidence for take-over of the v-stem.  

" Take-over and not neutralisation seems to prevail in Gallo-Romance verb morphology. 

                                                           
4 Most varieties have [m+,n] (S 75-76) or [m+,n(d)l)] (S 1-6), thus no syncretism. 
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5. Diachronic development, analysis, and discussion 
 

(9)   Standard Modern French 
  [ale]:     1SG [v(],     2SG = 3SG [va] 

    [avwa!]:  1SG [e / (],   2SG = 3SG [a] 
    [(t!]:     1SG [s*i],    2SG = 3SG [(] 
 
(10)  [pa!le]:   1SG = 2SG = 3SG PRES.IND: [pa!l] 
 
(11)  Old French (up to the end of the 12th century) 
     acoler:    1SG acol,  2SG acoles,  3SG acole (cf. Joly 2002: 113ff.) 
 
(12)  From the 14th century onwards 
    a. je mande, il mande (La Queste, Villehardouin) 
    b. je demande, il demande (Joinville, early 14th century) 
    c. je deffent, il deffent (La Queste) 
    d. je rent, il rent (La Queste) 
 

In the QLR (1175), we can find 1SG mand vs. 3SG mande and 1SG rend vs. 3SG rende. 
In Sebourc (1350), we can find tu laisse and il laisse which sustains our hypothesis. 
 
(13)  a. <je deffent> (Queste), without desinence 
    b. <je combate> (Queste), with desinence {-e} 
    c. <il rent> (Queste), without desinence 
    d. <il aporte> (Queste), with desinence {-e} 
 
(14)  a. comander: je comant (Queste) 

b. mander: je mande (Queste) 
 
(15)  a. mettre: je met, il met (Chronique de Morée, 1322) 
    b. demander: je demande, il demande (Sebourc, 1350) 
    c. prier: je prie, il prie (Sebourc, 1350) 
    d. jurer: je jure, il jure (Sebourc, 1350) 
    e. donner: je donne, il donne (Sebourc, 1350) 
    f.  garder: je gart, il gart (Roman de Thèbes, 1150) 
    g. rendre: je rent, il rent (Roman de Thèbes, 1150) 
    h. parler: je parle, il parle (Chart, Q inv., 1422 ; Compl., 1424) 
    i.  aidier: je aide, il aide (Berinus, 1350) 
 
(16)   Variation in the 1SG and the 3SG PRES.IND 
 a. je pri, je prie (Sebourc, 1350) 
 b. je jur, je jure (Sebourc, 1350) 
 c. je demant, je demande (Sebourc, 1350) 
 d. il entent, il endend (La Queste, 1225) 
 e. il rent, il rend (La Queste 1225) 
 
(17) PRES.IND mander deffendre cuidier 
 1SG mande deffent cuit 
 2SG mandes deffendes cuides 
 3SG mande deffent cuide 
 1PL mandons deffendons cuidons 
 2PL mandez deffendez cuidiez 
 3PL mandent deffendent cuident 
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6. Conclusion 

 
• We have adduced some arguments that in Gallo-Romance person syncretism is one 

predominant pattern structuring inflectional paradigms. 
• In some Gallo-Romance varieties, suppletive stem allomorphs are distributed in accordance 

with the respective predominant syncretic pattern(s). Thus, the distribution of stem allomorphy 
is constrained by syncretism. 

• The third person can spread its form to the first and also the other way round. 
• The syncretic patterns in the Gallo-Romance suppletive verbal paradigms result from a take-

over process, rather than from a true morphological neutralisation. 
• The diachronic development of the French singular present indicative person syncretism does 

not result from a single and simple sound change. Again, it is the effect of a take-over process. 
• We do not question that phonological processes create inflectional homonymy. But at least as 

far as the development of the Gallo-Romance verbal systems is concerned, there is no indication 
that inflectional homonymies have emerged as the result of a process of purely morphology-
induced neutralisation. 

• The analysis of Gallo-Romance syncretic patterns does not confirm any morphological 
markedness hypotheses. 

 
 
Dialectal sources 
Francoprovençal valdôtain: Nus (colline), Vallée d’Aoste – Bertolo et al. (1999). 
Limousin: Pays du Haut-Limousin, Haute-Vienne (87) – Ruben (1866). 
Lorrain: Kl[ein]-R[um]b[ach] = Petit-Rombach & Altweier = Aubure, Sainte-Croix-aux-Mines, Vallées vosgiennes 

d’Alsace, Haut-Rhin (68) – Urtel (1902). 
Romansh, Sursilvan: DRG S 70-74 = Sedrun, Camischolas, Rueras, Selva, Tschamut – DRG s.v. esser I, ir; AIS 10 = 

Camischollas; Tavetsch (Tuietsch) – AIS Map 1683. 
 

Bibliography 
AIS: Jaberg, K[arl] & Jud, J[akob] (1928-1940): Sprach- und Sachatlas Italiens und der Südschweiz. Zofingen: 

Verlagsanstalt Ringier & Co. 
Aronoff, Mark (1994): Morphology by itself. Stems and inflectional classes. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. (Linguistic 

Inquiry Monographs; 22) 
Baerman, Matthew & Dunstan Brown (2005): “Syncretism in verbal person/number marking”, in: Martin Haspelmath, 

Matthew S. Dryer, David Gil & Bernard Comrie (eds), The World Atlas of Language Structures. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 122-125. 

Baerman, Matthew, Dunstan Brown & Greville G. Corbett (2005): The syntax-morphology interface. A study of syncretism. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (Cambridge Studies in Linguistics; 109) 

[Bertolo, Liliana, Ferruccio Daval, Iris Morandi & Lidia Philippot] (ouvrage préparé par) (1999): Patois à petits pas. 

Méthode pour l’enseignement du francoprovençal. Aoste: Région Autonome de la Vallée d’Aoste, Assessorat de 
l’Éducation et de la Culture, Bureau Régional pour l’Ethnologie et la Linguistique. 

Bobaljik, Jonathan David (2002): “Syncretism without paradigms: remarks on Williams 1981, 1994”, in: Geert Booij & 
Jaap van Marle (eds), Yearbook of Morphology 2001. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 53–85. . 

Bierwisch, Manfred (1967): “Syntactic features in morphology: general problems of so-called pronominal inflection in 
German”, in: [Anon. (ed.)], To honor Roman Jakobson. Essays on the occasion of his seventieth birthday. 11 

October 1966. Volume 1. The Hague: Mouton, 239-270. 
Bybee, Joan L. (1985): Morphology. A study of the relation between meaning and form. Amsterdam: Benjamins. 

(Typological Studies in Language (TSL); 9) 
Carstairs[-McCarthy], Andrew (1984): “Outlines of a constraint on syncretism”, Folia Linguistica 18: 73-85. 
Carstairs[-McCarthy], Andrew (1984 [1981]): Constraints on allomorphy in inflexion. Bloomington: Indiana University 

Linguistics Club. [on the basis of the PhD thesis London 1981, published 1987, London: Croom Helm] 
Carstairs-McCarthy, Andrew (2001): “Umlaut as signans and signatum: synchronic and diachronic aspects”, in: Geert 

Booij & Jaap van Marle (eds), Yearbook of Morphology 1999. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1-23. 
Carstairs-McCarthy, Andrew (2002): “How stems and affixes interact. Stem alternants as morphological signata”, in: S. 

Bendjaballah, W.U. Dressler, O.E. Pfeiffer & M.D. Voeikova (eds), Morphology 2000. Selected papers from the 9th 

Morphology Meeting, Vienna, 24-28 February 2000. Amsterdam: Benjamins, 49-57. (Amsterdam Studies in the 
Theory and History of Linguistic Science; Series IV – Current Issues in Linguistic Theory; 218) 

DRG (1939-): Dicziunari Rumantsch Grischun. Publichà da la Società Retorumantscha. Fundà da Robert de Planta e 
Florian Melcher. Continuà da Chasper Pult, Andrea Schorta, Alexi Decurtins. Cuoira: Bischofberger / Institut dal 

 6 

Dicziunari Rumantsch Grischun. 
Greenberg, Joseph H. (1963): “Some universals of grammar with particular reference to the order of meaningful elements”, 

in: Joseph H. Greenberg (ed.), Universals of Language. Cambridge, MA: The M.I.T. Press, 58-90. 
Harley, Heidi & Elizabeth Ritter (2002): “Person and number in pronouns: a feature-geometric analysis” Language 78.3: 

482-526. 
Jakobson, Roman (1932): “Zur Struktur des russischen Verbums”, in: Roman Jakobson (1971), Selected Writings II: Word 

and language. The Hague: Mouton, 3-15. [First published in: [Anon. (ed.)] (1932), Charisteria Gvilelmo Mathesio 

Qvinqvagenario a discipvlis et circvli lingvistici Pragensis sodalibvs oblata. Pragae [Praha]: Svmptibvs „Pra&sk' 
Linguistick' Krou&ek“, 74-84.] 

Jakobson, Roman (1936): “Beitrag zur allgemeinen Kasuslehre. Gesamtbedeutungen der russischen Kasus”, in: Roman 
Jakobson (1971), Selected Writings II: Word and language. The Hague: Mouton, 23-71. [First published in: Tra-

vaux du Cercle Linguistique de Prague 6 (1936) (Études dédiées au Quatrième Congrès de Linguistes): 240-288.] 
Maiden, Martin (1992): “Irregularity as a determinant of morphological change, Journal of Linguistics 28: 285-312. 
Maiden, Martin (2004): “When lexemes become allomorphs – On the genesis of suppletion”, Folia Linguistica 38.3-4: 

227-256. 
Mayerthaler, Willi (1981): Morphologische Natürlichkeit. Wiesbaden: Athenaion. (Linguistische Forschungen; 28). 
Ruben, Émile (1866): J. Foucaud. Poésies en patois limousin: édition philologique complètement refondue pour 

l’orthographe. Augmentée d’une vie de Foucaud, par M. Othon Péconnet, d’une étude sur le patois du Haut-

Limousin, d’un essai sur les fabulistes patois, d’une traduction littérale de notes philologiques et d’un glossaire. 
Paris: Librairie de Firmin Didot Frères, Fils et Cie. 

Rudes, Blair A. (1980): “On the nature of verbal suppletion”, Linguistics 18: 655-676. 
Stewart, Thomas & Gregory Stump (2007): “Paradigm function morphology and the morphology-syntax interface”, in: 

Gillian Ramchand & Charles Reiss (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Linguistic Interfaces. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 383-421. (Oxford Handbooks in Linguistics) 

Stump, Gregory T. (2001): Inflectional morphology. A theory of paradigm structure. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. (Cambridge Studies in Linguistics; 93) 

Stump, Gregory T. (2002): “Morphological and syntactic paradigms: arguments for a theory of paradigm linkage”, in: 
Geert Booij & Jaap van Marle (eds), Yearbook of Morphology 2001. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 147-180. 

Stump, Gregory T. (2006): “Heteroclisis and paradigm linkage”, Language 82.2: 279-322. 
Urtel, Hermann (1902): “Lothringische Studien”, Zeitschrift für romanische Philologie 26: 670-691. 
Zwicky, Arnold M. (1985a): “Rules of allomorphy and phonology-syntax interactions”, Journal of Linguistics 21: 431-436. 
Zwicky, Arnold M. (1985b): “How to describe inflection”, in: Mary Niepokuj, Mary VanClay, Vassiliki Nikiforidou & 

Deborah Feder (eds), Proceedings of the Eleventh Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society. Berkeley, 
CA: Berkeley Linguistics Society, 372-386. 


