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Accounting for variability 
in Malayo-Polynesian pronouns
Paradigmatic instability or drift?
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This article is a suggested explanation for the multiple variants of the forms of 
some Malayo-Polynesian pronouns that have been characterized as the result of 
drift. The explanation that is given is referred to here as paradigmatic instability, 
a phenomenon not previously discussed with reference to these problems. In the 
cases discussed in this article it is the avoidance of forms that are semantically 
or pragmatically inappropriate within the context of the paradigm in which they 
occur which renders the forms morphologically variable and the paradigms in 
which they occur unstable. In Malayo-Polynesian languages, it is the avoidance 
of a form that is reconstructed as a plural pronoun in Proto-Austronesian but 
which in all Malayo-Polynesian daughter languages is found as a singular pro-
noun. Where this form is retained as part of some other plural forms, it has been 
lost or modified in a wide range of variants in the daughter languages.

Keywords: Malayo-Polynesian languages, pronouns, paradigms, first person 
inclusive dual pronouns, first person inclusive plural pronouns, variation, Proto-
Malayo-Polynesian, Pre-Malayo-Polynesian

1. Introduction

Variability in the person marking of personal pronouns is a well-recognized phe-
nomenon among the world’s languages (Cysouw 2005). Even in closely related 
Malayo-Polynesian languages, there is a wide range of variant forms that have 
been the topic of various published works (Plessis 1996, Blust 1977, Ross 2006, 
Liao 2008, Reid 2009, etc.). These have sometimes been described as the result 
of drift, but no systematic explanation for the different forms of many of the pro-
nouns has appeared. The purpose of this article is to examine this notion and sug-
gest an explanation for the variation in terms of a sociolinguistic phenomenon 
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not previously discussed with reference to these problems, that is, the avoidance 
of forms that are semantically or pragmatically inappropriate within the context 
of the paradigm in which they occur, which renders the forms morphologically 
variable and the paradigm in which they occur unstable. As the result of a well-
known semantic shift in PMP by which the enclitic 2nd person plural form *=mu 
became singular, plural forms which maintained the sequence =mu became un-
stable, either losing the form or adding some other pluralizing form to it, creating 
paradigmatic instability.

This introductory section contains three sections. The first provides a gen-
eral background on Malayo-Polynesian (MP) and the Austronesian (An) family 
of which it is part, in order to frame the discussion that occurs in the rest of this 
article. Details of material referred to can be recovered from the literature cited 
in the article. An extensive discussion of the whole family can be found in Blust 
(2009). The second section of the introduction gives an outline of the geometry of 
An pronominal systems within which the variability that exists in MP languages 
needs to be understood. The third section introduces the specific problems that 
are dealt with in the article, specifically the variability that is found in pronouns 
in some MP languages and explanations that have been proposed to account for 
it. Drift is the main explanation that has been proposed with reference to the pro-
nominal variants found in Philippine languages, specifically with reference to a 
split between a reflex of the Proto-Austronesian (PAn) first person inclusive plural 
pronoun resulting in a first person inclusive dual pronoun and the developments 
which resulted from the split.

Section 2 provides data showing that the actual distinction between the two 
pronouns is in fact reconstructible to Proto-Malayo-Polynesian (PMP) and is 
probably not the result of independent parallel developments. Section  3 traces 
the development of various PMP forms focusing on plural forms that originally 
contained a reflex of plural *=mu and that have either lost it or modified it in 
various ways. Section 4 provides a discussion of the data preeconstruscented in 
earlier sections.

1.1 Background

The An language family consists of a number of primary branches, all but one 
of which are spoken in Taiwan. These are known as the Formosan languages, of 
which fewer than fifteen are still spoken. The other primary branch, known in 
most of the literature as MP and consisting of around 1,200 languages, is spoken 
south of Taiwan throughout the Philippines, other islands of Southeast Asia and 
associated mainland areas, as far west as Madagascar, and throughout the Pacific, 
as far east as Easter Island (Rapa Nui). The most northerly of the MP languages, 
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Yami or Tao, is spoken in Botel Tobago Island (Lanyü or Orchid Island), off the 
southeast coast of mainland Taiwan, and is a part of the political sphere of that 
country. It is part of the Bashiic subgroup of Philippine languages, the most north-
erly subgroup of MP languages. Although no immediate relatives of MP are still 
spoken in mainland Taiwan, its closest connection with other groups in Taiwan is 
still a matter of some discussion (see, for example, Sagart 2004).

The innovations that distinguish PMP from other Formosan languages are 
considerable, and include not only two mergers of PAn phonemes but also various 
morphological and semantic innovations. Although PMP is reconstructed based 
on evidence drawn from the more than 1,000 MP languages, we do not know 
precisely when or where those innovations occurred, since there is no immedi-
ate relative of PMP still spoken in Taiwan. It is assumed, since the phonology and 
other features of PMP are based entirely on languages spoken south of mainland 
Taiwan, that the innovations took place somewhere probably in the northern 
Philippine area, and possibly in the Batanes Islands (Ross 2005). Internal recon-
struction, however, implies that two of the innovations in the pronominal system, 
described below, must have occurred prior to some of the other innovations that 
characterize the family. PMP was not a single, static, unified speech community, 
but a language that evolved after what must have been the influx of multiple small 
groups of migrant seafarers, probably from southeastern Taiwan around 3,800 to 
4,000 years ago (according to archaeological records, Spriggs 2003, 2011), around 
1,000 years after the initial settlement of the island in a similar manner from main-
land China. The MP people would have been speaking dialectically diverse ver-
sions of what was probably a dialect chain in Taiwan, or a network of fairly closely 
related languages that has since diverged over thousands of years into the groups 
that are today considered to form the primary groups of the family, such as the 
East Formosan subgroup of Formosan languages, or some other such group. The 
language in which these early innovations occurred and were carried to the north-
ern Philippines, I here label Pre-Malayo-Polynesian (Pre-MP), since they are not 
found in any current Formosan language.

The MP migrants did not stop long after they arrived in the northern 
Philippines, either because of conflict with the indigenous Negrito peoples that 
occupied the ocean shores and river valleys that were prime areas for settlement, 
or for other reasons (Reid 2013a). Groups of these people quickly moved south, so 
that within a period of a few hundred years they had reached Timor in Indonesia, 
and the western edge of the Pacific Ocean, forming several extensive dialect chains 
and eventually creating a network of languages that have developed into the vari-
ous subgroups that today constitute the MP family.

The relevance of the fact that PMP consisted of dialect chains spread over 
an extensive geographical distance, from the Bashiic languages in the northern 
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Philippines, probably via Sulawesi to the Bismarck Archipelago in western Oceania 
and via the Sulu Archipelago and Borneo to Malaysia and areas east over a few 
hundred years will be highlighted at various points in the article, since some of the 
innovations that are described and forms that are reconstructed to PMP are found 
only in subgroups in the most northerly areas of the family, and have gradually 
been lost or modified during the move south, as an extensive set of new pronomi-
nal innovations have developed. As Ross (2005: 15) notes, “Other things being 
equal, the speech of a community that remains in the same location will be subject 
to fewer innovations than the speech of a community which changes location.”

It must be noted that despite the term “Philippines” being listed in Ethnologue 
(Lewis, Simons, & Fennig 2015) as a primary subgroup of PMP (following Blust 
1999), the subgroups of languages found in the Philippine archipelago do not con-
stitute a single witness for PMP. Just as PMP phonology can be reconstructed based 
on what is found in the subgroups present in the Philippines (i.e. the phonology 
of Blust’s 1999 “Proto-Philippines” is no different from the phonology of PMP), 
nothing can be reconstructed for PMP morphology or syntax from languages 
south of the Philippines for which evidence is not also found in the Philippines. It 
is also true that the absence of forms in languages found outside the geographical 
Philippines is not proof that they cannot be reconstructed to PMP.

The “Proto-Philippines” hypothesis was primarily based on the claim that the 
distinctions found among Philippine languages appear to be considerably fewer 
than those found among some of the Formosan languages, which implied to Blust 
that probably a thousand years after first settlement, there was an expansion of one 
agricultural community in search of new lands that resulted in the extinction of all 
Philippine languages from the Batanes islands in the north to the Sulu archipelago 
in the south, and that present day Philippine language subgroups are the daughters 
of this expanding language. However there is no evidence from any other disci-
plinary study for such an expansion. The only evidence that has been produced 
is a set of presumed uniquely shared lexical cognates and a couple of question-
able semantic innovations (see also Zorc 1986). But these are probably the result 
of the wide trading networks that have existed for thousands of years across the 
Philippines and the normal spread of lexical items within a language network (see 
Ross 2005 and Pawley 1999, 2006 for critiques of the Proto-Philippine hypothesis).

There are at least ten subgroups spoken in the Philippines and Sulawesi – 
often characterized as “Philippine-type” languages – that provide witnesses for 
reconstruction to PMP. These are, listed roughly from north to south, Bashiic, 
Northern Luzon, Central Luzon, Manide, North Mangyan, Kalamianic, Greater 
Central Philippines (consisting of the Central Philippine subgroups [Tagalog, 
Bikol, and Bisayan], the Southern Mangyan languages of Mindoro, all languag-
es in Palawan [except the Kalamian subgroup], Inati, the Manobo, Danao and 
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Subanen subgroups in Mindanao, and the Gorontalo-Mongondow languages 
in Sulawesi), Bilic, Minahasan, and Sangiric (maps can be accessed from Lewis, 
Simons, & Fennig 2015).

1.2 An overview of Austronesian pronominal systems

This section is intended to provide a general introduction to the structure of pro-
nominal systems in An, particularly MP languages with which the variability dis-
cussed in this article occurs. One feature that is common to all Formosan lan-
guages and to nearly all MP languages is the presence of a pronominal distinction 
between what has been labeled 1st person inclusive plural pronoun (‘1in.pl’ = ‘we 
all’) and a 1st person exclusive pronoun (‘1ex.pl’ = ‘we, but not you’), a distinction 
that is common in a wide range of the world’s languages from Caucasian to Nilo-
Saharan, to Dravidian, to Quechua and other languages of the Americas (Cysouw 
2003: 3). In descriptions of An languages, these have usually been displayed in a 
seven-part table, such as the one given in Table 1.

Table 1. Proto Austronesian and Proto Malayo-Polynesian personal pronouns (from 
Blust 1977, 2009: 314)

  PAN PMP

1sg i-aku i-aku

2sg i-Su, i-kaSu i-kahu

3sg si-ia si-ia

1in.pl i-(k)ita i-(k)ita

1ex.pl i-(k)ami i-(k)ami

2pl i-kamu i-kamu, ihu

3pl si-ida si-ida

While there have been a considerable number of other research publications that 
have revised or added to these reconstructions, all show the same pattern of dis-
tinguishing 1st person plural pronouns into distinct inclusive and exclusive forms 
within a singular/plural paradigm. Many languages within the MP family show the 
same distinctions as those shown in Table 1; however, a considerable number of 
languages in the Philippines and languages to the south also include an additional 
category of number, 1st person inclusive dual (‘1in.dl’ = ‘we two’, that is singular 
speaker and singular addressee). Greenburg (1988: 347) noted that systems that 
contain such a pronoun almost universally imply also the presence of a 1st person 
exclusive plural pronoun in the language. This has led to analyses that replace the 
concept of singular and plural with terms such as “minimal” and “augmented” 
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(McKay 1978). A traditional analysis of a typical Philippine language in which 
1st person dual, inclusive and exclusive plural pronouns occur, such as Ilokano, 
is shown in Table 2, while the same data (Ilokano enclitic genitive/ergative pro-
nouns) is given in Table 3, using the minimal/augmented analysis (for discussion 
see Cysouw 2003: 85ff).

Table 2. Traditional analysis of Ilokano pronouns (adapted from Bloomfield 1942: 194)

  Singular Dual Plural

1in =ko =ta =tayo

1ex =mi

2 =mo =yo

3 =na =da

Table 3. Minimal/augmented analysis of Ilokano genitive pronouns (adapted from 
Rubino 2000)

  Minimal Augmented

1 =ko,=k =mi

2 =mo, =m =yo

1+2 =ta =tayó

3 =na =da

Most of the Central Philippine languages, including Bikol (Table 4), do not make 
a contrast between the inclusive dual (‘we two’) and inclusive plural (‘we all’) 
pronouns. However, the distinction is maintained in some peripheral dialects of 
Tagalog as well as in many of the other Greater Central Philippine languages (see 
Section 3.4.1). The claim that is being made in this article is that the distinction 
between these forms is reconstructible for PMP, while other scholars claim that 
languages such as Bikol that do not have a difference between the two forms, re-
flect a paradigmatic structure such as that reconstructed by Blust in Table 1, and 
that those that do have it are the result of drift.

Table 4. Minimal/augmented analysis of Bikol pronouns (adapted from Mintz 1971: 74)

  Minimal Augmented

1 =ko =mi

2 =mo nindó

1+2 =ta

3 niyá nindá
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In some languages south of the Philippines and in Oceanic languages, the structure 
given in Table 3 is modified so that dual forms are extended to all numbers, typi-
cally with the addition of a form that can be shown to be a reflex of a reconstructed 
word for ‘two’, and numbers have been expanded from dual to trial and paucal by 
the addition of reflexes of reconstructed words for ‘three’ and ‘four’, respectively 
(see Section 3.4.2.) Such systems will only be briefly referred to in this article, since 
its primary purpose is to discuss the paradigmatic structure of PMP and the varia-
tion that probably occurred in the forms that constituted this paradigm.

1.3 Variability and drift

The problem of accounting for what appear to be cases of language drift is dis-
cussed in Joseph (2013). In that article, he analyzed parallel developments in post-
Old Norse and post-Old English, specifically patterns of lenition through voicing 
that, because of chronology, cannot be treated as the same change but appear to be 
independent parallel changes, or phonological drift. These he suggests ultimately 
come from variation in Proto-West Germanic. He claims the same for parallel pat-
terns of fluctuations in vowel length in Sanskrit and Avestan, which he proposes 
developed from variation in Proto-Indo-Iranian. Joseph notes:

Whether a single interesting mismatch between two related languages is enough 
to trigger the positing of proto-language variation, or as suggested here, in both 
Indo-Iranian and West Germanic, one needs a clustering of variable features to 
make positing proto-language variation the right way to go. A single case could 
easily, and quite reasonably, be considered a matter of chance parallel develop-
ment, but when one has to involve chance in case after case there is more cause to 
look to a different scenario, especially since invoking drift alone is, as argued here, 
hardly compelling in and of itself. (Joseph 2013: 64)

Joseph further discusses the problem of the actual realization in diverse languages 
of the variation that he suggests is the source of such forms:

Although the resolution of the variation is a key part of the model and is what 
leads to some of the curious and compelling comparisons that fuel the speculation 
about “drift”, what promotes the resolution of the variation is not readily explain-
able, nor is it clear what leads to the generalization of one variant, or for that mat-
ter what keeps the variation “submerged” in some instances. (ibid. 2013: 63)

The mismatches between pronominal forms in MP languages are also multiple 
and interesting, as will be shown below, but the question remains, as for the cases 
discussed by Joseph (2013), why the variation developed and what the possible 
explanations for the variation might be. A possible answer to this question for the 
variability that is found, specifically in 1st person inclusive dual ‘we two’ forms 
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and 1st person inclusive plural ‘we all’ forms, and 2nd person plural ‘you all’ forms 
is proposed in this article, under the label paradigmatic instability.1 This is 
defined as a condition that results, at least in the pronominal paradigms discussed 
in this article, from a semantic change in one of the members of a paradigmatic 
set that produces a typological anomaly in other members of the set that happen 
to share the same form, and is seen as a trigger for change in order to eliminate 
or modify the anomalous form. Ultimately this is considered to be the result of a 
sociolinguistic avoidance of, or modification of, terms that in a speaker’s mind, 
either consciously or unconsciously, are inappropriate semantically or pragmati-
cally. In MP languages it was the shift of the meaning of PAn *=mu ‘2nd person 
plural genitive pronoun’ to PMP *=mu ‘2nd person singular genitive pronoun’ that 
is considered to be the underlying reason for the wide variability that is found in 
several of the plural forms that also contained the same phonological sequence. 
How this change apparently contributed to the variation that is found today in 
these forms will be covered in the following sections.

Various other types of paradigmatic instability occur in An languages. One 
that has been often addressed in the literature is the vocalic variants of the set 
of forms that typically introduce nominal phrases in many Philippine-type lan-
guages. These forms typically specify the syntactic case of the phrase and/or the 
semantic and other features of the head noun of the phrase. In Bontok (a Northern 
Luzon language), for example, even geographically close villages using mutually 
intelligible dialects are distinguished by their consistent use of either id, ad, or ud 
to mark the same locative phrases (see Reid 2006, where the variants are labeled 
“vowel grades”).2 The factors that have brought about this variability are numerous 
and are probably not of the type that brought about instability in the pronominal 
variants.

There are two types of drift that have been proposed with reference to the 
pronominal variants found in Philippine languages. The first has to do with the 
development of the 1st person inclusive dual form as a distinct pronoun from 
the 1st person inclusive plural form. Liao (2008: 23) claims, “The wide distribu-
tion of first person [inclusive] dual pronouns in Philippine languages is probably 
due to drift, i.e. independent parallel development, rather than direct inheritance 
from the parent of the Philippine languages.” Liao’s claim was based on the fact 
that, according to her data, no single form had a wide enough distribution among 

1. I am thankful to Michal Cysouw (personal communication, May 28, 2015) for suggesting this 
term as a more appropriate way of characterizing what I have previously labeled as “morpho-
logical instability”.

2. An anonymous reviewer suggests that late Old English third person pronouns are another 
such case.
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Philippine subgroups to justify its reconstruction, and also because of the presence 
in each of the subgroups of variants that compounded the difficulty in choosing a 
single variant for reconstruction.

The second type, which is implied also in the first, has to do with the set of ir-
regular forms by which 1st person inclusive plural pronouns have developed from 
the 1st person inclusive dual forms. Blust (2009: 320) states that “…the first person 
inclusive [plural] forms in Philippine languages have been formed in many differ-
ent ways by a common process of affixing some other (generally short form) pro-
noun to the reflex of *kita … This suggests drift rather than common inheritance.” 
Blust (1977) reconstructs PMP *kita ‘1st person [inclusive] plural nominative in-
dependent pronoun’. The corresponding enclitic form, which shows the same set 
of variant reflexes, is *=ta. Blust’s evidence is based on the fact that the distinction 
between the ‘we two’ and ‘we all’ forms in Philippine languages typically show 
endings on the ‘we all’ forms that appear to be similar to a variety of monosyllabic 
pronominal forms, such as -ku ‘gen.1sg’, -mu ‘gen.2sg’, -yu ‘gen.2pl’, -da ‘3pl’. 
This argument is also given in Liao (2008).

In addressing the first claim, evidence will be provided in Section 2 that shows 
that the actual distinction between the two pronouns is in fact reconstructible 
for PMP and is probably not the result of independent parallel developments. 
Evidence for the reconstruction includes data that were not available to Liao. In 
discussing the second claim, it will be shown that it would be typologically unique 
and semantically inappropriate for a singular pronoun to be used to distinguish a 
‘we all’ form from a ‘we two’ form and that the apparently homophonous forms are 
not copies of any PMP singular pronoun. The -ku form is ultimately a reduction of 
=kayu ‘nom.2pl’ that appears in other languages of the group that show this form, 
while the -mu form is a retention of PAn *=mu ‘gen.2pl’. Data will be presented in 
Section 3 from each of the Philippine subgroups that show a distinction between 
these two pronouns but which use forms for the ‘we all’ pronoun other than those 
that are direct reflexes of the one that I reconstruct (PMP *=tamu), and which 
suggest that they are the result of morphological instability, the loss of the inap-
propriate =mu formative.

2. The reconstruction of a dual pronoun to PMP

Reconstruction of a 1st person inclusive dual pronoun (‘we two’, i.e. ‘you sg and 
me’) for PMP, and thus a distinction between this form and a corresponding 1st 
person inclusive plural pronoun (‘we all’), was first proposed in Reid 2009, pri-
marily on the basis of the fact that many of the corresponding inclusive plural 
pronouns were distinguished from the inclusive dual by the addition of =mu. This 
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form was reconstructed by Blust (1977) as PMP *=mu ‘gen.2sg’ in a development 
from PAn *=mu ‘gen.2pl’, a development that he referred to as a “politeness shift”. 
All reflexes of PAn *=mu in Formosan languages are plural, while all reflexes of 
PMP *=mu are singular.

Greenburg (1988: 347) has noted that it is only in the Philippines that a sin-
gular form is added to distinguish a 1st person inclusive plural pronoun from a 
corresponding inclusive dual pronoun and is thus unique in the typology of the 
development of dual pronouns. Elsewhere, the form that is added is a plural form, 
typically either a second or third person pronoun, apart from those languages 
(such as Old English, many Oceanic languages, and some western MP languages) 
that added a reflex of the form for the number ‘two’ to create a dual from the 
inclusive plural.

Reconstructing a distinction between the 1st person inclusive dual and in-
clusive plural forms for PMP eliminates the difficulty of explaining why a form 
meaning ‘you sg’ would ever be attached to the dual to expand the meaning of ‘we 
two’ to ‘we all’, and not once but multiple times if independent parallel innovation 
or drift is involved, since the semantics of a 1st person inclusive plural pronoun 
cannot be achieved by adding a 2nd person singular pronoun to it; ‘we two + you 
pl’ = ‘we all’, while ‘we two + you sg’ ≠ ‘we all’ (Reid 2009: 465). However, recon-
structing a distinction between the inclusive dual and the inclusive plural pro-
nouns to PMP involves assuming that the distinction developed prior to the switch 
of *=mu from a plural to a singular pronoun, and must have occurred in Pre-MP. 
This is one of the two Pre-MP innovations referred to above, for which there is no 
evidence in Formosan languages.3

It is necessary to reconstruct a number of different PMP pronominal sets, 
distinguished by various factors. These include case-marking (genitive/ergative, 
nominative/absolutive, locative/oblique) and whether they were independent 
forms or Wackernagel second position enclitics that followed auxiliary or main 
verbs in unmarked declarative constructions.4 In this article I restrict my discus-
sion primarily to the short genitive and nominative enclitic pronouns, since much 

3. With reference to the concept of “Pre-Malayo-Polynesian”, it is clear that PMP must have 
been the result of various innovations (not found in Formosan languages) that occurred at stag-
es prior to the dispersal of the MP languages from which PMP is reconstructed. These were not 
only morphological, as discussed in this article, but also phonological, including the innovations 
that resulted in the PMP reflexes of PAn *s and *S that have been recognized as occurring in 
stages prior to PMP (Ross 1992: 38ff, discussed in Blust 2009: 585–586).

4. Independent forms occur as predicates, as fronted topics, in isolation (such as answers to 
wh-questions), and in other syntactic positions in some languages. These were not case-marked, 
and have been labeled “neutral” forms in some literature (e.g. Ross 2006).
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of what is found in this set is also found in other sets. In Table 5, I present my re-
construction of PMP first and second person genitive and nominative enclitic pro-
nouns. Third person forms introduce a completely different set of variants, many 
of which appear to be reflexes of reconstructed demonstrative pronouns and will 
not be further discussed in this article. Table 5 is given here in the format shown in 
Table 3. The forms that are initially relevant to the discussion are those which show 
the formative *=mu in boldface in the table. From here on, except when citing 
definitions provided in other literature, pronoun glosses will be given according to 
this system, so that a 1st person inclusive dual pronoun will be glossed as ‘1+2m’ 
and a 1st person inclusive plural pronoun will be glossed as ‘1+2a’.

Table 5. PMP first and second person enclitic pronouns (adapted and modified from 
Reid 2009: 464)5

  Genitive clitic Nominative clitic

  Minimal Augmented Minimal Augmented

1 *=ku *=mi *=aku *=kami

2 *=mu *=muyu *=ka / *=kaʔu *=kamu

1+2 *=ta *=tamu *=ta *=takamu

It should be noted that *=mu is shown as the 2m genitive clitic pronoun, but it ap-
pears also as the added formative to distinguish the genitive 1+2m clitic from the 
1+2a form (*=ta and *=tamu), which was a parallel development to that which 
marked the nominative 2m pronoun from the 2a clitic (*=ka and *=kamu) de-
scribed below, a distinction that also must have occurred at the same time. A new 
form, *=yu, occurs in PMP to reassign plurality to the augmented form of the 
genitive 2nd person pronoun (*=mu and *=muyu). Table 5 is restricted in that it 
shows only those forms that are relevant to the arguments that immediately fol-
low; it does not include any of the variant forms which must have existed in dia-
lectal forms of the language, some of which will be presented in Tables 15 and 16.

In Table 6, I present the sets of data which support my reconstruction of the 
dual (1+2m) and inclusive (1+2a) forms that contain a reflex of *=mu as an ex-
tender, the label I apply to the form that is added to distinguish it from its mini-
mal counterpart (Reid 2009: 461).6 The subgroups where these forms are found 
can be identified from Figure 1. While this figure shows the subgroups in which 

5. Third person pronouns are not included in this and the following tables, since their forms are 
irrelevant to the issues discussed in this article.

6. Pronominal sets for most Philippine languages referred to in this article (and their sources) 
are given in Liao 2008. Liao was not aware of the Yami data that are fully discussed in Reid 
(2009: 472–474). Other sources are indicated where necessary.
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there are reflexes of the reconstructed form, it does not show the wide range of 
languages that maintain the reconstructed distinction between the inclusive dual 
and inclusive plural pronouns (1+2m and 1+2a), but in which the inclusive form 
is a modified reflex of PMP *=tamu. These languages include a large number of 
Greater Central Philippines languages, such Tagalog, South Mangyan, Manobo, 
and Danaw groups. They also include many languages further south, such as 
the Bilic group in the Philippines and the Bisaya-Lotud, Dusunic, Paitanic, and 
Murutic groups that are spoken entirely in Borneo.

Table 6. Evidence for reconstructing PMP *=ta ‘gen.1+2m’ and *=tamu ‘gen.1+2a’

Language group Language name gen.1+2m gen.1+2a

Bashiic Yami =ta =tamu

Northern Luzon Quirino Arta =ta =tam

Central Cagayan Agta =ta =tam

Yogad =ta =tam

Gaddang =ta =tam

Pamplona Atta =ta =tam

Ibanag =ta =tam

Isneg =ta =tam

Casiguran Agta =ta =tam

Paranan Agta =ta =tam

Dupaningan Agta =ta =tam

Northern Alta =ta =tam

Southern Alta =ta =tam

Umiray Dumagat 
Agta

=ta =tam / =tamu

Central Luzon Kapampangan =ta =ta:mu

Sambalic (3) =ta =tamu

Ayta (4) =ta =tamu

Northern Mangyan Tadyawan =ta =tam

Alangan =ta =tam

Iraya =ta =tamu

Palawanic Batak =ta =tami (< *=tamuyu)

Aborlan =ta =tami (< *=tamuyu)
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Bashiic

Northern Luzon

Central Luzon

Northern Mangyan

Palawanic

Figure 1. Map of the Philippines showing locations of subgroups where reflexes of PMP 
*=tamu ‘1+2A’ are found

While not all subgroups of MP languages contain obvious reflexes of PMP *=tamu 
‘gen.1+2a’, they are widely distributed in the Philippines and are particularly 
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frequent in relic areas, especially in the languages spoken by nearly all Negrito 
groups in the Philippines, the original indigenous population of the country who 
are claimed to have switched from their earlier languages by contact with incom-
ing Neolithic Malayo-Polynesians following early contact with them (Reid 1987, 
2007, 2013a). They were then driven into remote mountainous areas, where their 
languages, while retaining a number of features of what has otherwise been recon-
structed for PMP, developed a wide range of innovative features that distinguish 
them today from their closest geographical neighbors. The only exceptions are the 
Mamanwa of northern Mindanao, for whom a distinction between ‘1+2m’ and 
‘1+2a’ pronouns has not been reported and has apparently been lost under the 
influence of surrounding Central Philippine languages, and Manide and its close 
sister language Alabat which mark a distinction between the two pronouns but 
which use a suffix not used in this way in other languages (Lobel 2010: 497).

Evidence for reconstructing the 2nd person nominative clitics (PMP *=ka 
‘nom.2m’ and *=kamu ‘nom.2a’) is given in Table 7. The development of *=ka as a 
nominative second person singular pronoun (‘nom.2m’) was an innovation in Pre-
MP and is the second of the two Pre-MP innovations mentioned above. In some 
Formosan languages, an initial *k- or *ka- occurs as part of all nominative pro-
nouns, and in Proto-Amis and Proto-Bunun *k- or *ka- marks nominative pro-
nouns as distinct from non-case-marked forms (Ross 2006: 555–556). However, 
no Formosan language shows =ka as a nominative second person enclitic pro-
noun. Ultimately, these are considered to be reflexes of a politeness shift in PAn 
pronouns which was marked by the addition of *k-, first discussed in Blust (1977) 
and shown in parentheses in Table 1. Ross reconstructs contrasting sets of 1st and 
2nd person pronouns for PAn with and without initial *k-, e.g. *i-kaSu vs. *isu[qu] 
‘2s’ and *i-kamu vs. *i-amu, *i-mu[qu] ‘2p’ (Ross 2006: 539).

While PMP *=kamu ‘nom.2a’ is a clear reflex of the politeness form in PAn, 
it was apparently reanalyzed in Pre-MP as a combination of *=ka ‘nom.2m’ plus 
an extender *-mu ‘gen.2a’. The alternating form PMP *=kaʔu ‘nom.2m’ (shown 
in Table 5) has only a few disyllabic reflexes in the Philippines. These are found in 
each of the Northern Mangyan languages that have been tentatively linked with 
Central Luzon languages, and in the Southern Mangyan languages that are classi-
fied as part of the Central Philippine group of languages (Zorc 1974), see Table 5. 
For discussion, see Reid (2009: 470). They also occur in Chamorro hao (Topping 
1973: 111), a first-order subgroup of MP spoken in the Mariana Islands archipel-
ago of Micronesia, in Melanau (Mukah) kaʔaw, a language of Sarawak, Malaysia 
(data from Blust 2009), and in some dialects of Malay. I consider this disyllabic 
form to be the ultimate source of the wide range of languages that have the re-
duced enclitic form =kaw and its non-enclitic counterpart, e.g. Tag ʔikaw.
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Both Blust (1977, 2009) and Ross (2006: 542) reconstruct PMP *i-kahu ‘2sg’ 
with a medial *h, considering it to be a reflex of PAn *i-Su, *i-kaSu, even though 
there are no reflexes in MP languages that contain a medial /h/. PAn *S > PMP *h, 
although in some forms *h was sporadically lost. Ross likewise “very tentatively” 
reconstructs a clitic form PMP *=ka(hu) ‘nom2.2sg’, the equivalent of the clitic 
form given in this article as PMP *=ka ‘nom.2m’.

Table 7. Evidence for reconstructing PMP *=ka ‘nom.2m’ and *=kamu ‘nom.2a’

Language group Language name nom.2m nom.2a

Bashiic All languages =ka =kamu

Arta Quirino Arta =a =am

Cagayan Valley Central Cagayan Agta =ka =kam /=kamuy

Ibanag =ka =kamu

Yogad =ka =kam

Casiguran Agta =ka =kam

Northeastern Luzon Paranan Agta =ka =kam

Dupaningan Agta =ka =kam

Alta Northern Alta =a =amiyu < =*kamuyu

Dumaget Umiray Dumaget 
Agta

=ta =tam /=tamu

Central Luzon Sinauna =ka =kamu

Bolinao Sambal =ka =kamu

Botolan Sambal =ka =kawu

Kakilingan Sambal =ka =kaw

Northern Mangyan Tadyawan =kaw =kam

Alangan =kaw =kamu

Iraya kaʔu  

Southern Mangyan Hanunoo =kawu =kamu

Ratagnon   =kamu

Buhid =áo =am

Batangan =óo =am

Bikola Most languages ʔika kamu

Bisayanb Aklanon =ka kamó

Waray   kamú

Jaunjaun   kamú

Cebuano   kamú

Tausug =kaw kamúh
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Table 7. (continued)
Language group Language name nom.2m nom.2a

Palawanic Batak   =kamu

Aborlan Tagbanwa =ka =kamu

Sogodnin =ka =kimc

Southwest Palawano =kǝ =kǝw / kǝmuyu

Manobo 4 languages =ka =kaw

5 languages =ka =kewd

Danao 2 languages =ka =kanu

Bilic Blaan =ga =gamu

Samalic Mapun ko kam

Molbog-Bonggi Bonggi ha ~ a  

North Borneo Bulungan ka ikam

Most languages kǝ or ko  

Notes.
a.  Bikol data from McFarland (1974).
b.  Bisayan data from Zorc (1977).
c.  The source of the irregular i vowel is unknown.
d.  In most Manobo languages, orthographic e represents a central vowel which is typically a reflex of 
PMP *a.

Table 8 presents the evidence for reconstructing the 2nd person genitive clitics 
(PMP *=mu ‘gen.2m’ and *=muyu ‘gen.2a’) that show the addition of the new 
PMP formative *=yu being attached to distinguish the two 2nd person forms.

A reflex of PMP *=mu ‘gen.2m’ is found in a wide range of MP languages, 
not just in the Philippines, and is one of the most widely retained pronominal 
forms in the family. Its plural counterpart, *=muyu, however, is much more highly 
restricted. But while reflexes are found in relatively few languages, they occur in 
widely distributed subgroups, from Bashiic in the north, through the Cagayan 
Valley languages of Northern Luzon, to the Central Luzon languages, the different 
subgroups of Palawan, and into a wide range of different Northern Borneo sub-
groups (Lobel 2016). An anonymous reviewer notes that *muyu is reflected also 
in some Oceanic languages. Lynch, Ross, & Crowley (2002: 67) give the following 
Proto-Oceanic independent 2nd person plural forms: *ka[m]u and *kamiu, the 
latter of which is presumably a reflex of *ka-muyu. Alexander Adelaar (personal 
communication July 24, 2016) notes that Toba Batak has hamù ‘2nd person plu-
ral’, but another Batak dialect (Angkola or Mandailing Batak) has hamuyu, which 
explains the stress in Toba Batak hamù. He also notes that in Malay, =mu is not 
marked for number and can have a singular or plural referent: it is the cliticized 
counterpart of kamu ‘2pl’, which was more clearly a plural in the history of Malay, 
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although it has become singular in modern Indonesian. A number of languages 
not shown in the tables have the form =nu ‘gen.2m’ with an initial alveolar nasal, 
rather than =mu, with a number of different analyses of its origin.7 However the 
one that appears most likely is that it is an analogical change, because in the lan-
guages that show =nu rather than =mu, the 3rd person singular genitive pronoun 
(‘he, she, it’) has an initial alveolar nasal =na or niya. This is supported by various 

7. Wolff (2010: 910), for example, claims that it is a development of *n + su by normal phono-
logical processes, where his *n is a variant of the genitive ‘determiner’ *ni, and his *su (contain-
ing Wolff ’s orthographic convention for Blust’s *S) is a second person singular pronoun. His 
analysis also considers that PMP *=mu also developed from *m + su, and was not the result of 
a politeness shift.

Table 8. Evidence for reconstructing PMP *=mu ‘gen.2m’ and *=muyu ‘gen.2a’

Language group Language name gen.2m gen.2a

Bashiic Itbayat =mo =miyo

Northern Luzon Quirino Arta =mu =muyu

Cagayan Valley Central Cagayan Agta =mu, =m =muy

Northeastern Luzon Casiguran Agta =mo =moy

Paranan Agta =mu, =m =moy

Dupaningan Agta =mu, =m =muy

Alta Northern Alta =mu, =m =miyu

Central Luzon Bolinao Sambal =mu =muyu

Botolan Sambal =mu =muyu

Kakilingan Sambal =mó =móyo

Bisayan Mamanwa =mo =mazoa

Mansaka =mo =mayoa

Inati Sogodnin Inati =mo =mi < *=muyu

Kalamian Agutaynen =mo =mi < *=muyu

Palawanic Batak =mo =mi < *=muyu

Aborlan Tagbanwa =mo =mi < *=muyu

Southeast Palawanob mu mju

Southwest Palawano mu muyu

Molbog-Bonggi Molbog =mu =muyu

North Borneo 34 languages mu muyu / muyun / mi

Notes.
a.  *=muyu became=mayo by analogy with several other genitive pronouns with initial a.
b.  Data from Revel (1990: 25).
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Kalinga languages of Northern Luzon that retain only the bilabial initial =m when 
following a vowel-final stem, but unlike other languages in the Central Cordilleran 
subgroup of which it is part, switch the unreduced form to =nu following conso-
nants. The 3rd person singular pronoun in these languages is =na.

We also find instances of reflexes of *=mu and *=muyu that are encliticized to 
the genitive specifier (“determiner”) *ni and occur as part of the oblique/locative 
forms that function in many languages as part of the prenominal possessor forms, 
as in Table 9.8

Table 9. Reflexes of *=muyu on oblique marked possessive pronouns

Language name poss.2m poss.2a

Bolinao Sambal ʔiku: =mu ʔiku: =muyu

Central Tagbanwa ka =nimo ka =nimi

Aborlan Tagbanwa ka =nimu ka =nimyu

Tagalog (sa) inyó / (sa) ninyó

In Bolinao Sambal, the forms are encliticized to an oblique form ku:-, the length-
ened vowel of which compensates for the loss of =n before another nasal. This can 
be seen in the relevant forms of Bolinao personal pronouns in Table 10, in which 
the nasal is present before oral consonants (e.g. kunta and kuŋku) (adapted from 
McFarland 1974: 16).

Table 10. Bolinao personal pronouns

  Genitive Nominative Oblique Possessive

  Min Aug Min Aug Min Aug Min Aug

1 ku mi aku kami kuŋku ku:mi ʔikuŋku ʔiku:mi

2 mu muyu ka kamu ku:mu ku:muyu ʔiku:mu ʔiku:muyu

1+2 ta tamu ʔata ʔatamu kunta kuntamu ʔikunta ʔikuntamu

In Tagbanwa languages, the forms are encliticized to an oblique form ka-, while 
in Tagalog, the forms which occur as locative/dative pronouns (encliticized to sa) 
in clausal contexts function as nominal possessors (both pre- and post-nominal) 
without the locative/dative specifier. Prenominal possessor forms in Philippine 
languages typically have their source in an oblique or locative form to which 
the genitive enclitic is attached. The oblique form in many Philippine languages 

8. PMP *ni ~ *ʔi (phonologically conditioned) were nominal specifiers (“determiners”) that 
preceded genitive personal noun phrases (Reid 1981), and to which genitive pronouns are en-
cliticized in many languages (Blust 1977).



© 2016. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

148 Lawrence A. Reid

developed from either kun, kan-, or kay-, a grammaticalized form of the ‘say’ verb 
(Reid 2012), whose final consonant is a reflex of one of the allomorphs of PMP *ni 
~ *ʔi ‘personal noun genitive specifier’. Wolff (2010) likewise considers the final n 
of kun- and kan- to be a backformation of a reflex of genitive *ni.

While Tagalog retains =mu as both the ergative 2nd person singular actor of 
transitive sentences, such as ginawâ mo /ginawáʔ=mo/ ‘you (sg) made (it)’, and as 
a post-nominal genitive clitic, e.g. bahay mo /báhay=mo/ ‘your (sg) house’, it has 
reflexes of the plural forms PMP *ʔi=muyu and *ni=muyu (both with vowel loss 
and assimilation). The former occurs as part of a locative/dative pronoun, sa inyó 
/sa=ʔinyó/ ‘to you, for you, with you (sg/pl)’, and as an independent prenominal 
possessive pronoun connected to the following noun with a ligature, e.g. inyóng 
bahay /ʔinyó=ŋ báhay/ ‘your (sg/pl) house’. The latter occurs as a post-nominal 
genitive pronoun, e.g. bahay ninyó ‘your (pl) house’.9

3. Paradigmatic instability in PMP pronouns

3.1 The development of PMP *=muyu ‘gen.2a’ (‘you all’)

The first set of languages that need to be considered which suggest that paradig-
matic instability was a factor in the variation are those that do not contain the 
form =mu in any of their plural pronouns. For ease of presentation, the forms for 
2nd person plural pronouns are given first, see Table 11.

The languages which show only =yu or =niyu (in which =yu appears encliti-
cized to the genitive noun phrase specifier ni)10 are far more numerous than those 
that show a reflex of the full form PMP *=muyu, but are more restricted in the sub-
groups represented. In Luzon, =yu is the sole reflex in the Central and Southern 
Cordilleran languages of the Northern Luzon subgroup and was apparently the re-
sult of a shift (or a choice among variants) in the parent of those languages (Proto-
Meso-Cordilleran). It is shared also by Ilokano, a Northern Luzon language in 
geographic proximity with these groups, and a few Cagayan Valley languages that 
share Ilokano as their trade language. The form =yu was apparently independently 

9. In Tagalog, the plural pronoun in this position can also show a “politeness shift” that is clearly 
the source of the prenominal form that can be either singular or plural. Panganiban (1966) calls 
the post-nominal singular form an honorific form used when addressing an elder, a respected 
person, or a stranger.

10. An alternate analysis of the source of *niyu is that *muyu > *myu > *nyu by assimilation 
and either high vowel insertion, in the case of niyu forms, or with change of the palatal nasal to 
an alveolar, in the case of nu forms, to conform to the phonology of the languages.
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chosen as a substitute for the full form =muyu, in one of the Bilic languages, and a 
few of the North Borneo languages.

The great majority of languages of the Greater Central Philippine subgroup 
have reflexes of *niyu. This is probably a development stemming from a choice 
among variants made in the parent of this major subgroup (see Section 4).

Table 11. Languages which have lost=mu of *=muyu ‘gen.2a’

Language group Language name gen.2a

Northern Luzon Ilokano =yu

Cagayan Valley Gaddang =yu

Ibanag =nu (< earlier *niyu ?)

Yogad =nu (< earlier *niyu ?)

Central Cordilleran All languages =yu

Southern Cordilleran All languages =yu

Alta Southern Alta =yu

Dumaget Umiray Dumaget Agta =yu

Northern Mangyana Iraya kuyu

Alangan kanyu

Tadyawan =yu / kanyu

Bikol All languages niyu or ninyu

Bisayan Masbate =nyu

Aklanon =nyo

Tausug =niyu

Manobo Tasaday =niyu

Sarangani =niyo

Ilianen =niyu

Western Bukidnon =niyu

Ata =new ( < earlier *niyu)

Agusan =new ( < earlier *niyu)

Dibabawon =new ( < earlier *niyu)

Bilic Blaan =yu

Molbog-Bonggi Bonggi =niyu

North Borneo 3 languages yu or zu

a.  The Northern Mangyan forms with initial ku- and kan- are independent oblique forms which are cur-
rently also used as genitives.
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3.2 The development of PMP *=tamu ‘gen.1+2a’ (‘we all’)

Variant forms of the reflex of PMP *=tamu ‘gen.1+2a’, the genitive 1st person 
inclusive plural pronoun, are found throughout the family. The set which suggests 
that paradigmatic instability was a cause consists of those languages in which the 
reconstructed form appears to be reflected as =tayu, without the =mu formative. 
These are shown in Table 12

Table 12. Languages in which the development of PMP *=tamu ‘gen.1+2a’ is=tayu

Language group Language name gen.1+2a

Northern Luzon Ilokano =tayo

Central Cordilleran Peñarrubia Itneg =tayu

Southern Cordilleran Ilongot =si (< =tayu)

Pangasinan =tayú

Inibaloi =tayu

Kallahan (3) =tayu

Palawanic Brookes’ Point teyo

Molbog-Bonggi Molbog toy

Of the data in Table 12, Ilokano is a first order branch of Northern Luzon, while 
the Central and Southern Cordilleran subgroups constitute other subgroups of 
the same family. Itneg (one of the Central Cordilleran languages) is spoken in an 
Ilokano-speaking area and is heavily affected by the language. Apart from Itneg 
and Ilokano, all the other languages in this set are Southern Cordilleran and form 
a subset of those languages shown in Table 11 that lost =mu in their reflex of the 
genitive 2nd plural pronoun PMP *=muyu ‘gen.2a’. From this we may infer that 
this change, that is, the change of the 1st person inclusive plural *tamu ‘1+2a’ 
to =tayu,  happened subsequent to the one that affected the 2nd person plural 
pronoun, that is, *=muyu ‘gen.2a’ to =yu. The other languages in this table are 
spoken in Palawan and have apparently independently chosen the =tayu variant. 
These Palawan language forms are clearly the result of the loss of =mu, since two of 
the neighboring languages in Palawan (Aborlan and Batak) have the form =tami 
(< *=tamuyu) for their 1st person inclusive plural form which have developed 
from a form in which =mu must have been present at an earlier stage.

Another subset of languages in which there are unusual forms which appear 
to be developments of PMP *=tamu ‘gen.1+2a’ without =mu are the Central 
Cordilleran languages, which show apparent reflexes of *taku ‘gen.1+2a’ in 
which the extender is homophonous to the 1st person genitive singular pronoun 
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(=ku ‘gen.1m’) in these languages (Liao 2008: 11), shown in Table 13. These con-
tributed to Liao’s conclusion that drift was involved in their development.

Table 13. Languages in which the development of PMP *=tamu is =taku

Language group Language name Form

Central Cordilleran Kankanay =tako

Bontok =taku

Balangaw =taʔaw

Kiangan Ifugaw =taku

Batad Ifugaw =tuʔu

Limos Kalinga =taku

Tabuk Kalinga =taku

Guinaang Kalinga =taku

Isinai =taʔu

The major problem with considering =ku ‘gen.1m’ to be an extender here is that 
it is singular,  and thus typologically and semantically inappropriate as a way to 
form a 1st person inclusive plural pronoun from a corresponding dual, since ‘we 
two + me’ ≠ ‘we all’. There is clear evidence (discussed in Reid 2009: 472) that 
this extender is a development from the nominative 2nd person plural pronoun 
*=kamu[yu] ‘nom.2a’, 11 rather than a reflex of *=ku ‘gen.1m’. In addition, in all 
these languages, the full reflex =ku, attaches only to consonant final forms, while 
its reduced allomorph, =k, attaches to vowel final forms, so we would expect the 
non-occurring form =tak, if in fact the extender was a reflex of *=ku ‘gen.1m’. We 
can therefore infer, since =tayu ‘1+2a’ is found in all the Southern Cordilleran 
languages, that the choice of =taku over the reconstructed *tamu happened in 
the parent of the Central Cordilleran languages. It is clear also that variants must 
have existed in that language, since one of the daughters of this group, Manabo 
Kalinga shows =takay ( < =takayu) ‘gen.1+2a’, while all other Kalinga languages 
show =taku.

The final set of variants that have suggested that drift is involved in the devel-
opment of the 1st person inclusive pronouns as distinct from duals are those that 
have a 3rd person plural form in place of =mu. This is a typologically normal de-
velopment occurring in numerous non-An languages (Greenburg 1988), as well as 
in a number of MP languages well outside the Philippines geographical area, such 
as Manado Malay (Dutton & Tryon 1994) and Kilivila and Muyuw, An languages 

11. PMP *=kamu (with extender *=yu) ‘2a’ > *=kayu > *=kuyu > *=kuy > =ku, with all inter-
mediate forms occurring in languages in the Philippines (Reid 2009: 472).
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of southeastern New Guinea (Lithgow 1976, Senft 1986), that have independently 
used a 3rd person plural form to create a distinction between a dual pronoun 
and an inclusive one.12 In the Philippines, the only languages where a 3rd person 
plural extender occurs are three closely related languages of Cagayan Valley of 
Northern Luzon, Malaweg (*tamu + ʔida > tida), Itawis (*tamu + ʔida > téra), and 
Isneg (*tamu + =da > tada), and noticeably the latter form is given as a variant of 
the expected reflex, =tam < *=tamu, which is found in other languages of the area.

3.3 The development of PMP *=kamu ‘nom.2a (you all)’

Evidence for the reconstruction of PMP *=kamu ‘nom.2a’ is given above in Table 7. 
While this is a clear reflex of the reconstructed PAn form, there are multiple vari-
ants that have either lost the final syllable =mu, or to which another pluralizer 
has been added, motivated, I claim, because of the shift of PAn *=mu ‘gen.2pl’ 
to a singular form in Pre-MP. These are in many respects similar to the changes 
discussed above in Section 3.2 with reference to the developments of PMP *=tamu 
‘nom.1 + 2a’, and have contributed to the idea that drift was involved in their for-
mation. Once again, it is reasonable to assume that paradigmatic instability, based 
on the inappropriateness of a singular morpheme forming part of a plural mor-
pheme, was the sociolinguistic basis for the change and the variability that we find.

As can be seen in Table 7, a large number of languages have reduced the full 
form to =kam, including most of the Cagayan Valley and Northeastern Luzon lan-
guages that are separate subgroups of Northern Luzon, and Arta (=am < *kam), a 
Negrito language isolate among the Northern Luzon languages. A few languages 
show reflexes with the 2nd genitive plural =yu added, including Central Cagayan 
Agta (=kamuy), a Cagayan Valley language, and Northern Alta (=amuyu), a 
language spoken by Negritos that is distantly related to Central and Southern 
Cordilleran languages, as well as Southeast Palawano (kämju) (Revel 1990: 25).

The great majority of the languages in Luzon have replaced their re-
flex of PMP *=kamu with =kayu ‘nom.2a’. These include Ilokano, most of the 
Northern Cordilleran languages (Atta, Isneg, Itawis, Malaweg, and Gaddang), all 
of the Central and Southern Cordilleran languages, Southern Alta, the Central 
Cordilleran language Kapampangan, and Tagalog. The changes that have tak-
en place in languages south of the Tagalog region, including Bikol and the 

12. An anonymous reviewer notes that in the case of Kilivila and Muyuw, the distinction be-
tween the inclusive dual and inclusive plural forms is not achieved by attaching a 3pl form to 
the end of the pronoun, as in some Philippine languages, but by encliticizing it to the verb. This, 
in effect, accomplishes the distinction between an inclusive dual and an inclusive plural form, 
although not as an extender on the pronoun itself.
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other Greater Central Philippine languages that do not maintain a clear reflex of 
PMP *=kamu, show forms with an alveolar nasal, such as the Danao languages 
with =kanu,  and the Manobo languages with forms which appear to reflect PMP 
*=kamu as =kaw (or one of the regular phonological developments in some lan-
guages such as =kow or =kǝw).

3.4 The apparent loss of a distinction between PMP *=ta and PMP *=tamu

There are a considerable number of languages both in the Philippines and other 
groups of western MP languages that do not have a distinction between a 1st per-
son dual and a 1st person inclusive form of the kind discussed above, and have 
contributed to the claim that they reflect a PMP paradigm of the sort that is shown 
in Table 1, and that drift is involved in the development of a distinction between 
the 1st person inclusive dual and plural forms. These languages form two major 
sets. In Section 3.4.1, I discuss those languages that appear in subgroups where 
there are clear reflexes of a distinction between the two forms in other languag-
es of the subgroup, and in which it is assumed the distinction has been lost. In 
Section  3.4.2, I discuss those languages that do not have a distinction between 
reflexes of PMP *=ta and PMP *=tamu, retaining only PMP *=ta but with the PAn 
meaning ‘1st person inclusive pronoun’, or ‘we all’, and have redeveloped a dual by 
adding a reflex of PMP *duha ( > *duwa) ‘two’ to this base form.

3.4.1 The retention of either PMP *=ta or a reflex of PMP *=tamu
In this set of languages, some have lost the distinction completely, while other 
languages in the subgroup retain it, such as the closely related Ivatan, Ibatan, and 
Itbayat of the Bashiic subgroup, which use =ta for both 1st person inclusive dual 
and plural pronouns, while Yami (spoken off the southeast coast of Taiwan and 
clearly a relic language) maintains reflexes of =tamu for its 1st person inclusive 
plural form, but only for the genitive/ergative actor of a transitive clause. The dis-
tinction between the two forms is not maintained for the genitive possessive pro-
noun which is =ta for both 1st person inclusive dual and plural pronouns. Details 
of the distinction between Yami =ta and =tamu are given in Reid (2009: 470–471). 
Other languages in this set retain the extended inclusive plural form and have 
generalized it to cover also inclusive dual pronouns, such as Karao, a Southern 
Cordilleran language that has lost the contrast found in other languages of the 
subgroup, using =ta or =tayu for both forms, but now also adding a 3rd person 
plural form =cha, to make explicit when non-dual 1st persons are referred to, =ta-
yucha (Liao 2008: 12).

Tagalog maintains the distinction in peripheral dialects, but Standard Tagalog/
Filipino now uses the extended form, =táyo, for all 1st person inclusive dual and 
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plural pronouns and has lost the non-extended form. Among the scores of other 
Greater Central Philippine languages, many maintain the reconstructed paradig-
matic distinction between a 1st person inclusive dual and a 1st person inclusive 
plural form (‘1+2m’ vs. ‘1+2a’), but no longer use reflexes of the reconstructed 
forms given in Table 5, contributing to the claim that drift was involved in the 
development of the distinction (see Liao 2008 for data and discussion). The forms 
however are reflected in some of the languages of Palawan (Aborlan and Batak), 
as well as in the Southern Mangyan languages of Mindoro that are considered to 
probably form a part of Blust’s Greater Central Philippines, but are in islands that 
are peripheral to the areas where Bisayan languages have had a major leveling 
influence. Of the other Greater Central Philippine languages, major groups such 
as the Bikol and Bisayan languages show only a single non-extended reflex of the 
reconstructed PMP *=ta ‘1+2m’ and *=tamu ‘1+2a’. This is true also for at least 
one of the Manobo languages (Kalamansig Cotabato) with =kita ‘1 + 2m’, ‘1+2a’. 
The other Manobo languages, and also the Danao and Subanen subgroups, while 
maintaining a paradigmatic distinction between the forms, have undergone a wide 
range of phonological changes, the details of which are beyond this article.

3.4.2 Languages with a dual formed by adding ‘two’ to PMP *=ta
These languages developed a distinction between the 1st person dual and inclusive 
plural forms, not by extending the basic form to make a new inclusive form (i.e. 
‘we two and others’), but by adding a reflex of the numeral ‘two’ to form a dual 
(i.e. ‘we, two of us’). While in some languages the new dual form is found only in 
the 1st person inclusive pronoun (‘we two’), in other languages the same pattern 
is used to form duals in other persons. There are two Philippine languages that 
have such forms. One is Iraya, a Northern Mangyan language that maintains a 
distinction between kita ‘1+2m’ and tamu ‘1+2a’, but has extended duals to all 
other persons, including 1st person exclusive pronouns, by adding a reflex of the 
number ‘two’, as in Table 14. In this language, only singular pronouns maintain a 
case distinction between the forms, and all pronouns precede their heads. It has 
lost all enclitic forms. The same forms given in a minimal/dual/augmented para-
digm appear in Table 15. A similar situation is found in Sangil, a Sangiric language 
of northern Sulawesi that is now spoken in the Sarangani Islands off the south 
coast of Mindanao, which although no longer maintaining a distinction between 
the dual and inclusive forms as in Iraya, has created duals in all persons, including 
the 1st person exclusive plural (Blust 2009: 320). This is the pattern that developed 
in many languages of northern Borneo in which larger numbers were added to 
eventually form trial and quadral pronouns, and was apparently independently 
developed in the An languages of West New Guinea and Oceania. Pronominal 
systems of this type are widespread among Oceanic languages and have been 
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reconstructed to Proto-Oceanic (Kikusawa 2004; Lynch, Ross, & Crowley 2002: 
68–69; see Blust 2009: 315–318 for discussion).

Table 14. Iraya personal pronouns showing dual forms for all persons (Reid 2013b)

    Set 1 (Nom/Top/Prd) Set 2 (Gen/Obl)

1 
2 
3 
1 (excl.) 
1 (incl.) 
2 
3 
1 (excl.) 
1 (incl.) 
2 
3

Singular 
Singular 
Singular

ʔaku
kawu
ʔi:ya

naʔay ~ nay
kumu ~ kum
kunin ~ kun

Dual 
Dual 
Dual 
Dual

kidawa
kita

kandawa
sidawa

Plural 
Plural 
Plural 
Plural

yamǝn ~ yam
tamu
kuyu
kura

Table 15. Iraya personal pronouns in a modified minimal/augmented paradigm

  Minimal Dual Augmented

  Set 1 (Nom/Top/
Prd)

Set 2 (Gen/Obl)

1 ʔaku naʔay ~ nay kidawa yamǝn ~ yam

2 kawu kumu ~ kum kandawa kuyu

1+2 kita tamu

3 ʔi:ya kunin ~ kun sidawa kura

4. Discussion

The wide range of variant forms that exist across the Philippines and areas south, 
in which reflexes of reconstructed forms that contain *=mu are found in sub-
groups that also contain forms without this sequence, while suggesting drift in 
their development also imply that there was a common factor in their develop-
ment. Because of the lack of written records beyond a few hundred years in most 
areas of the family, it is not possible to determine precisely when, for any subgroup 
or individual language, the change occurred. However, we know from archaeo-
logical evidence that the spread of MP languages after first arrival in the northern 
Philippines (around 4000 BP) was relatively rapid: “It would seem that the move-
ments out of Taiwan were rapid after about 4000BP and by 3800BP dialects of 
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PMP were spoken everywhere from the Philippines to eastern Borneo, Sulawesi, 
and south to East Timor” (Spriggs 2011: 511).

According to Blust (1993: 245), PMP and Proto-Oceanic, probably spoken 
somewhere in the Bismarck Archipelago of the western Pacific, show 88% of 
shared reconstructed basic vocabulary. This implies that the language spoken in 
the Philippines, Sulawesi, and intervening islands, via which they surely traveled, 
must have constituted a dialect chain, until such time that the distances traveled, 
geographical barriers, and other factors resulted in their separation into a network 
of related languages.

In discussing the development of various forms of dual and plural inclusive 
pronouns, Greenburg states:

If the inclusive plural becomes confined to the dual by the affixation of a plural-
izing element, since historical changes do not occur simultaneously, there ought 
to be a period, however brief, in which the old plural still retains its meaning 
alongside the new dual meaning as shown by free variation between the old and 
new methods of indicating the first person plural inclusive.
 (Greenburg 1988: 349)

Just as Joseph (2013) proposed variation in Proto-West Germanic and Proto-Indo-
Iranian to account for variation in their daughter languages, we may assume that 
the variation that we find in the various forms of the 1st and 2nd plural pronouns 
in PMP are also the result of variation in PMP that would have been carried for-
ward through the old dialect chain in the Philippines and south, with some groups 
settling on one variant, while others chose another.

This is not the first claim that variation occurred in the forms of PMP pro-
nouns. Variant forms have been reconstructed by Ross (2006) and Plessis (1996). 
Ross (2006: 542) reconstructed a set of variant pronouns but did not claim a con-
trast between 1st person dual and 1st person inclusive plural pronouns, and did not 
attempt to relate the variation in the 2nd person plural pronouns in any way. Ross 
made tentative reconstructions of several variant forms for ‘genitive 2pl’, includ-
ing the enclitics PMP *=mu-ihu and *=ihu, claiming that the former incorporates 
the latter, which he believes is a regular reflex of PAn *i-Su ‘plain, neutral 2sg’. He 
also notes (personal communication, April 15, 2014) that his PMP reconstructions 
that show a coalescence between *ni and a clitic pronoun are based on “the out-
comes of post-PAn developments. This means, I think, that similar coalescences of 
*ni + clitic occurred independently in both Formosan and Philippine languages… 
[constituting] a parallel drift argument that is even simpler than the one you make 
here for the plural inclusive, as it only entails that *ni + clitic was present in both 
PAn and PMP”. Although the phonology is indeed possible, and there is no ques-
tion that clitic forms were attached to genitive *ni in both PAn and PMP, I find 
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Ross’s reconstructions problematic for several reasons: 1) there are no MP lan-
guages which show anything other than =yu as a possible reflex, and therefore the 
reconstruction should by *=yu, not *=ihu; 2) assuming that PMP *=yu ‘gen.2pl’ is 
a reflex of PAn *i-Su ‘plain, neutral 2sg’ requires that PAn 2nd person pronouns re-
versed their number in PMP, with the plural becoming singular in the case of *=mu 
and the singular becoming plural in the case of *i-Su, a typologically highly unlike-
ly development; and 3) possible cognates of PMP *=yu are found in two Formosan 
languages, Saisiyat moyo ‘nom.2pl’, kamoyo ‘loc.2pl’ (Zeitoun et al. 2015: 61) and 
Puyuma muymu (Wolff 2010: 1095; also see Reid 2009: 468 for discussion).

Plessis (1996: 89) reconstructed a distinction between 1st person inclusive dual 
and inclusive plural forms, listing the genitive pronouns as *-ta and *-ta[mu][yu], 
respectively, and reconstructed the 2nd person singular and plural forms as *-mu 
and *-[mu]yu, respectively, but did not explain the significance of the bracketed 
forms. Reid (2009: 465) similarly used square brackets to enclose the extenders on 
the forms that are reconstructed, with the explanation that they indicated dialectally 
distinguished pronominal formatives, but made no attempt to provide an explana-
tion for the variation. The common factor that is seen in the development of all of 
these forms is the loss of =mu, or the addition of another pluralizing morpheme, =yu, 
a factor that produced paradigmatic instability, because of the widespread occur-
rence of =mu as a 2nd person singular genitive pronoun (‘gen.2m’), and therefore its 
inappropriateness as a marker of 2nd person plural (‘gen.2a’) pronouns.

Synchronic variation between the shorter and longer forms of some of the 
pronouns is still present in some languages, confirming, as Greenburg noted, that 
such variation probably existed in the parent language and was maintained for 
some time after the language spread and diversified. Philippine languages show 
variation in syntactic distribution, meaning, form, and genre between some of the 
pronouns discussed in this article, details of which will be included in a forthcom-
ing article. Tables 16 and 17 show some of the forms that must have been present 
in dialects of PMP.

Table 16. PMP 1st & 2nd person genitive enclitic pronouns and their variants (adapted 
and modified from Reid 2009: 3)

Genitive clitica

  Minimal Augmented

1 *=ku *=mi

2 *=mu *=muyu ~ *=yu

1+2 *=ta *=tamu ~ *=tamuyu ~ *=tayu

a. Genitive forms could occur as enclitics to verbs, to function as the actor of a transitive sentence, and 
as enclitics to nouns, to function as possessors. They could also appear encliticized to one of the genitive 
specifiers, PMP *ni ~ *ʔi, and become the complement of an oblique/locative/dative specifier.
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Table 17. PMP 1st & 2nd person nominative enclitic pronouns and their variants 
(adapted and modified from Reid 2009: 3)

Nominative clitica

  Minimal Augmented

1  *=aku ~ *=ak  *=kami

2  *=ka ~ *=kaʔu ~ *=kaw  *=kamu ~ *=kamuyu ~ 
*=kayu

1+2  *=ta  *=takamu

a. Nominative forms could occur as enclitics to verbs, to function as the actor or undergoer of an intransi-
tive sentence. They could also appear encliticized to the personal noun specifier (PMP *si), or to the topic 
specifier (PMP *ʔi), and function as independent pronouns expressing the grammatical subject of a transi-
tive sentence, a predicate, or a fronted topic, etc.

One may ask whether there are other possible explanations for the data that has 
been provided above. An alternative that has been suggested is that analogical pro-
cesses are what have produced the variants we have seen. Alternate forms would 
have developed by simply adding a plural pronoun from the set that was available, 
so that =ka became =kayu, because in these languages =yu was an available plural 
form, and similarly =ta became =tayu by the same process. From this perspec-
tive, =tamu and =kamu would necessarily have needed to be secondary develop-
ments after the addition of the full plural =muyu to the forms, with subsequent 
loss of =yu, since as has been shown above addition of singular forms such as =mu 
and =ku to create new plurals leaves a number of serious typological and semantic 
questions unanswered. Moreover, it is clear that the form *=kamu is reconstruct-
ible as far back as early stages of Formosan languages. However the addition of a 
plural form by some analogical process, while possible in some languages, runs 
into serious difficulties when trying to relate the forms to their actual distribu-
tion in the subgroups of the family, and ultimately relies on the notion of drift for 
its implementation.

5. Conclusion

This article, in discussing the relationship between what has been characterized as 
drift in the development of the variant forms of pronouns in MP languages and a 
proposed explanation for the variation, has required two major types of evidence. 
The first has been in confirming the reconstruction of a distinction between 1st 
person inclusive dual and inclusive plural pronouns for PMP, and the second in 
giving the evidence for the loss of =mu from various languages and the disparate 
subgroups in which it occurs, as support for the claim that paradigmatic instability 
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was involved. While the distribution of some of the evidence is found only in sub-
groups found mostly in the geographical Philippines, this must be considered in 
relation to the archaeological and linguistic evidence that PMP was originally a 
dialect chain spread from the northern Philippines into areas far to the south and 
east, with innovations gradually spreading which modified earlier forms and their 
paradigmatic structures, until the pronominal systems that we find in today’s lan-
guages developed.

The distribution of forms upon which the reconstructions are based, while 
limited in terms of the numbers of subgroups in which they are found, is of key 
importance, in that these are relic areas. Yami (off the coast of Taiwan), separated 
from its closest linguistic neighbors (the other Bashiic languages in the far north of 
the Philippines) for possibly a thousand years, maintains evidence for the recon-
structions, while the other Bashiic languages have lost them. Similarly, the Negrito 
languages of the Philippines that have developed in many cases over thousands of 
years in isolation from the MP immigrants from whom they first acquired their 
language almost all maintain evidence for the reconstructed forms. The argument 
against drift hinges also not only upon the reconstructibility of the distinction 
in PMP between inclusive dual and inclusive plural pronouns, but also upon the 
typological unlikelihood of a singular pronominal form, either =mu ‘gen.2m’ 
or =ku ‘gen.1m’ being added to an inclusive dual form to reconstitute an inclusive 
plural form.

The evidence as presented above also provides a response to Blust who states 
that “a priori there appears to be solid evidence for a dual/plural distinction in the 
Proto-Philippines first person inclusive pronoun, but certain observations weigh 
against this conclusion”. They are as follows:

1. The dual form in most cases reflects PAN *kita ‘1pl in’. If this is taken as evi-
dence for modifying PAN (or PMP) *kita to a 1st dual inclusive there will be 
no etymon for 1st plural inclusive, leading to a system that is both typologi-
cally implausible and unattested among extant languages.

2. The 1st person plural inclusive forms in Philippine languages have been 
formed in many different ways by a common process of suffixing some other 
(generally short form) pronoun to the reflex of *kita (Liao 2008). This suggests 
drift rather than common innovation.

3. Third, no language is reported as having a 1st person dual exclusive pronoun.13 
The most likely explanation of these special dual forms arises from the prag-
matics of the speech act: most conversations take place between a speaker and 

13. Blust was apparently unaware that a 1st person dual exclusive (‘we two, but not you’) occurs 
in the Philippine language Iraya (Tables 14–15), and as he notes (Blust 2009: 320), Sangil also 
includes an inclusive/exclusive dual distinction in its pronouns.
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a single hearer, whereas this would not necessarily hold for the exclusive form, 
since speakers commonly refer to themselves and others rather than a single 
other. (Blust 2009: 319–320)

Apart from the fact that the concept of a Proto-Philippines is itself problematic, 
as noted in the Introduction of this article, the first of these observations is vacu-
ous since the claim that the shift of PMP *kita (enclitic form *=ta) to a 1st person 
inclusive dual would result in a system without a 1st person inclusive plural pro-
noun would only be valid if Blust’s claims that all distinct inclusive plural forms 
were subsequent, multiple, independent innovations were true. But the distinction 
between the two 1st person inclusive pronouns was maintained in PMP by the ad-
dition of a pronominal expander, as has been demonstrated in this article.

While Blust’s second observation is valid, in that a variety of different patterns 
of extenders can be found in current languages, the inference that these all imply 
drift (and are simply copies of existing pronouns) would only be valid if it were 
not possible to reconstruct one of them as an extender and provide a reasonable 
explanation for the variant forms that are found in other languages. This applies 
especially for the forms that appear to be copies of singular pronouns, forming the 
basis of the claim that paradigmatic instability was involved.

The relevance of Blust’s third observation is unclear. Even if no Philippine lan-
guage had a 1st person exclusive dual pronoun, it has nothing to do with whether 
or not drift is involved in the development of the 1st person inclusive plural pro-
noun. While Blust’s observation about the pragmatics of the speech act are cer-
tainly valid, it does not provide proof of drift.

Ultimately, however, we are left with the puzzle of why certain forms, such 
as reflexes of nominative 2nd person plural *=kamu, are retained in many lan-
guages without modification. One may assume as a possible explanation that in 
such cases, the full form having long since acquired single morphemic status, the 
identification of the final =mu with the genitive 2nd singular pronoun is no longer 
apparent. A further problem that requires more research is the relative sequence 
that variants have been chosen and forms have changed in the daughter languages, 
some of which have been noted in the discussion, but explanations for which have 
not yet been determined.

If, in fact, paradigmatic instability based on an apparent semantic shift in one 
member of a paradigm is the underlying reason for the wide range of pronominal 
variants which developed during the period that PMP was forming and during 
its subsequent dissolution into the hundreds of languages spoken today, one may 
expect that similar results might be found in other paradigmatic systems, not only 
in An languages, but in other language families as well. Hence, information on 
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possible developments in other language families that show similar paradigmatic 
avoidance issues would be welcome.
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