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The Center for Research in Syntax, Semantics and Phonology (CRISSP) of KU
Leuven is proud to present the tenth instalment of the Brussels Conference on
Generative Linguistics. The theme of this year’s conference is the morphology
and semantics of person and number.

Person (in pronominal elements such as independent pronouns, pronominal clitics and
affixes and agreement markers) is often believed to be a universal morphosynctactic
category in language, which shows great variation in its morphology (Forchheimer
1953; Siewierska 2004; Cysouw 2003). This can be seen in for example the different
syncretism patterns that exist between the individual persons and across the numbers.
Many accounts of person and number paradigms aim to explain these syncretism
patterns by giving a feature-based analysis, such as a.o. Harley & Ritter (2002);
Baerman et al. (2005); Bobaljik (2008); Harbour (2016); Ackema & Neeleman (2017).

Person and number also show variation in the morphological composition of the
individual pronominal elements, in some cases resulting in a markedness hierarchy
(Zwicky 1977; Corbett 2000; Moskal 2014; Smith et al. 2016). Consider for example
the fact that the morphological form for the inclusive can properly contain that of
the exclusive and also vice versa. In this case, there appears to be no morphological
markedness relation. However, for number, the plural can contain the morpheme
for singular but not vice versa (e.g. Daniel 2005; Nichols & Peterson 2013; Harbour
2016).

Semantic distinctions also play a role in markedness relations. For example, third
person is a non-participant and therefore different from first and second (e.g. Silver-
stein 1976). For number, semantic markedness has been argued to be the opposite
of morphological markedness, with singular as the more marked category (Sauerland
2008).
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Questions - Questions related to the morphology of person and number in pronom-
inals include the following:

• Which syncretisms are possible in language and which are not? Also, why do
free pronouns show less syncretism than agreement markers?

• Considering the abundance of different syncretism patterns, is syncretism a fact
to be explained, or are partitions (Harbour 2016)?

• How can the attested and unattested syncretisms or partitions in pronominal
paradigms be explained?

• Which morphological compositions are possible in language and which are not?

• Can the last two questions raised above be explained by (universal) person and
number hierarchies?

Many of the issues raised in analyses of pronominals relate directly to person whereas
others relate only to number, as in the questions below:

• Is the inclusive a combination of first and second person or is it an extra dis-
tinction on top of first person?

• Why is third person so often different from the other persons, for example by
taking different number marking than the other persons or by being syncretic
with demonstratives?

• Why do certain languages show person distinctions in their demonstratives and
what are the differences and similarities between personal pronouns and demon-
stratives (a.o. Imai 2003; Gruber 2013; Harbour 2016)?

• Is there a difference between number marking on nouns and number marking
in pronominal elements?

• Does pronominal number make a distinction between minimal-augmented and
singular-plural number systems or does it only make use of one number distinc-
tion, and how can this be derived by morphosyntactic number features?

• Is singular the default number (i.e. lacking a feature specification), as for ex-
ample Ackema & Neeleman (2017) suggest based on morphology, or is plural
the default number, as argued for by Sauerland (2008) based on semantics, or
do both singular and plural have a feature specification, (e.g. Bobaljik 2008).

Semantic questions include the following:

• Is there a one-to-one relation between semantic and morphosyntactic person
and number features as suggested in e.g. Harbour (2016), or do these differ, as
hinted at by Zeijlstra (2015); Sauerland (2008)?

• Do the morphosyntactic person features refer to operations such as function ap-
plication (e.g. Ackema & Neeleman 2017; Harbour 2016) or do they correspond
to predicates (e.g. Harley & Ritter 2002)?

• Is there a different semantics for number features on pronominals and on nom-
inals, even in cases where they are morphosyntactically similar?
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