
 

 

 

Explaining patterns of suppletion in ordinal numerals 
 
 

 
 

 

1 Introduction 
All languages of the world present at least some cardinal numerals. A large number of 
languages also present derived series of numerals, mainly ordinals expressing the position of 
a referent in a sequence, multiplicatives, distributives, and group numerals (Veselinova 2020). 
These series of numerals are most commonly based on and derived from cardinal numerals 
Veselinova 2020); the most studied among them are ordinals, for which suppletion of the 
lower numerals is commonplace (Veselinova 1997). 
 Suppletion is the phenomenon of two word forms within a paradigm presenting two 
different roots. In the case of ordinals, it is suppletion in a derivational paradigm, but it has 
similarities with inflection in that there is a series, and the derivation is relatively systematic. 
Suppletion is found in a large number of languages of the world (see Brown et al. 2003 for an 
overview, Veselinova 2006 for verbs, and Vafaeian 2010, 2013 for nouns and adjectives).   

2 The distribution 
According to the WALS sample of 321 languages (Stolz & Veselinova 2013), a majority of 
languages that have ordinals also have suppletion, at least for ‘first’, as shown in blue on the 
map below. 12 languages show a pattern ‘first two three’, 54 languages present an alternation 
between suppletive and non suppletive ‘first’, 110 languages present a pattern ‘first, twoth, 
threeth’, and finally 61 languages present suppletion for at least two terms (Stolz & Veselinova 
2013). That amounts to 244 languages out of 321 presenting suppletion for ordinals, or 76%, 
a figure in keeping with previous estimates (Veselinova 1997 found 69% of languages with 
suppletion for ‘first’). 
 

Figure 1. Suppletion in ordinals in the WALS sample (adapted from Stolz & Veselinova 
2013). In blue are all the languages with suppletion for 'first' (blue squares indicate 
languages with further suppletion for 'second' or above). 



 

 

 
 By comparison, the most frequently suppletive verbs in the WALS sample for suppletion 
of 193 languages (Veselinova 2006) are verbs meaning ‘come’ and/or ‘go’ (grouped together 
in the data in Veselinova 2006), suppletive in 108 languages, i.e. 56% of the sample, and 
‘be/exist’ suppletive in 69 languages, i.e. 36%. Suppletion is attested in a large number of 
languages (Brown et al. 2003, Corbett 2007), but it is quite exceptional for three quarters of 
languages in a large sample to present suppletion for the same item, mainly one and first. 
Such a distribution cannot be due to chance, and calls for explanation.  

3 Existing proposals 
A range of explanations for the prevalence of suppletion in ordinal series have been put 
forward in the literature. I examine three here, which are found to be insufficient. 
3.1 Veselinova (1997): grammaticalization 
In a seminal typological study of suppletion in ordinals, Veselinova (1997) puts forth a 
framework where “suppletion is viewed as part of the broader process of grammaticalization 
during which certain lexical meanings turn out to be more suitable than others for expressing 
some more abstract meanings” (Veselinova 1997:430). She attributes the prevalence of 
suppletion for ‘first’ and ‘second’ to the restricted range of different diachronic source 
candidates for these words in various language groups: mainly ‘front, before, precede’, ‘begin, 
early’, ‘leader’ or a borrowing for ‘first’, and ‘other’, ‘behind, back’ or ‘next, following’ for 
‘second’ (Veselinova 1997:443-444). Veselinova explains very well how these developments 
occur, but it is less clear why there is such a frequency of suppletion. 
3.2 Wier (ms): relative token frequency 
Most suppletive words have high frequency in corpora (Hippisley et al. 2004). It is possible 
that frequency effects act on the preservation of suppletion across time, just as they play a 
role in the preservation of irregularity more generally. 
 In recent unpublished work, Wier (ms) examines suppletion in the languages of the 
Caucasus. In these languages, suppletion for derivational numeral series is restricted to 
ordinals. Thus in Kartvelian, ‘first’ is suppletive in Georgian, and ‘first’ and ‘second’ in Svan. 
Wier then asks why suppletion is readily found in languages of the world for the lower 
numerals, and his answer is that these items are more frequent than higher numerals. He 
shows for English that in a diachronic corpus the relative frequency of each ordinal is rather 
stable: ‘first’ is always more frequent than ‘second’, which in turn is more frequent than ‘third’, 
etc... in broad conformity to Zipf’s law. The greater frequency of lower ordinal numerals 
justifies for him that they be more often suppletive. 
3.3 Barbiers (2007): mathematical properties of ‘one’ 
Based on an analysis of Dutch, Barbiers (2007) sets out to explain the obligatory suppletion 
of ‘first’ based on the mathematical properties of the cardinal numeral ‘one’. He shows that 
ordinal ‘first’ in Dutch has a different syntax from other ordinal numerals, in the same way as 
‘one’ is different from higher cardinals. Barbiers treats ‘one’ and ‘many’ as indefinites, but 
ordinals as inherently definite, and claims that suppletion occurs to prevent a clash of feature 
in definiteness. Barbiers analysis fails to account for the fact that some languages have derived, 
non-suppletive ordinals for ‘first’ as well as the others (all the languages in red on the map of 
the WALS sample). 



 

 

4 A novel proposal: dual series competition 
Ordinals are words used to place referents or events in a sequence. There is, in all languages, 
one ‘ordinal’that is never derived from a cardinal numeral, and this is the word for ‘last’. I 
propose a unified account for this fact and the common suppletion for ‘first’, in that there are 
two series of words used to place referents in a sequence: on one hand a series derived from 
cardinal numerals, and on the other hand a pair of antonyms meaning ‘first’ as opposed to 
‘last’. Languages can thus lexicalize from both series, with ‘first’ at the intersection of the two 
series, where competition between the two patterns can occur. 
 This hypothesis makes a number of predictions. The first is that there could be languages 
with no derived ordinals which still lexicalize ‘first’ and ‘last’, and such languages are indeed 
found. For example, Australian languages are famous for not presenting ordinals, but in 
Warray there is a word for ‘first’ and another for ‘last’. The WALS lists 12 such languages 
(Stolz & Veselinova 2013). 
 This is not to say that all languages lexicalize ‘first’ in this way, and one expects to find 
languages where the derivational ordinal rules out lexicalization of other items, as well as 
languages where the lexicalization of ‘first’ as an antonym to ‘last’ ousts the expected 
derivation, a situation that is found in the WALS sample: 41 languages only present the derived 
form (e.g. Somali), and 110 languages have suppletion only for first, the dominant pattern in 
the sample (e.g. Basque). 
 The really interesting category is the following. In the case of competition between two 
patterns for a specific item, one should expect to find cases which have both the derived, 
expected form, and the form lexicalized from ‘last’: this is indeed a robustly attested pattern, 
as 54 languages of the WALS sample present both forms. The hypothesis of competition 
between two series accounts sucessfully for such cases, as well as for cases where one of the 
two patterns ‘wins over’. An example of such a case is Turkish, with cardinal bir ‘one’ presents 
both the derived ordinal birinci and the suppletive ilk ‘first’ (Stolz and Veselinova 2013). 

5 Further evidence supporting dual series competition 
 The last prediction providing evidence in favour of a dual series competition concerns the 
etymology of suppletive forms. The competition hypothesis predicts that words for ‘first’ and 
‘last’ should be taken from similar semantic fields, and originally be antonyms, in the 
languages that present suppletion, or which have ‘first’ and ‘last’ but no other ordinals. A 
preliminary survey finds that this is indeed what happens in a number of cases. For example, 
in Warray, a language that lexicalizes ‘first’ and ‘last’ without presenting other ordinals, the 
word for ‘first’ is derived from a word meaning ‘front’, and the word for ‘last’ is derived from 
a root meaning ‘behind’ (Harvey 1999:56). 
 In other examples, the morphological derivation of the words is shared. Thus, in Dutch, 
the suppletive form for ‘first’, eerste, is the superlative of eer ‘early’, just as laatst ‘last’ is the 
superlative of laat ‘late’ (Barbiers 2007:861), which shows a shared pattern of lexicalization 
for the two terms, beyond their original, opposite, lexical semantics. Similarly, in French, 
premier ‘first’ is derived from Latin primarius ultimately meaning ‘in front’, and dernier ‘last’ is 
derived from Latin deretro ‘after, at the back’. Both words also present an identical suffix due 
to analogy between the two words (TLFi ‘dernier’), compared to other ordinals derived from 
cardinal numerals with the suffix –ième, such as troisième ‘third’. 



 

 

6 Conclusion 
Several explanations have been proposed for the frequency of suppletion in ‘first’ for ordinal 
series. I bring a novel approach by examining the neglected issue of the lexicalization of 
‘last’, the only ordinal never derived from a numeral. The hypothesis of competition between 
two series, one derived from cardinal numerals, the other one built on the lexical pattern for 
‘last’ correctly predicts the properties observed in a range of system, and in particular the 
frequent presence of both a derived and an underived ordinal for ‘first’ within the same 
language. 

References 
Barbiers, Sjef. 2007. Indefinite numerals ONE and MANY and the cause of ordinal suppletion. 

Lingua 117. 859-880. 
Brown, Dunstan, Marina Chumakina, Greville G. Corbett & Andrew Hippisley. 2003. 

Surrey Suppletion Database. University of Surrey. http://dx.doi.org/10.15126/SMG.12/1  
Corbett, Greville G. 2007. Canonical Typology, Suppletion, and Possible Words. Language 

83(1). 8-42. 
Harvey, Mark. 1999. Warray grammar. Ms. 
Hippisley, Andrew, Marina Chumakina, Greville G. Corbett & Dunstan Brown. 

2004. Suppletion: frequency, categories and distribution of stems. Studies in Language 28(2). 
387-418. 

Stolz, Thomas & Ljuba Veselinova. 2013. Ordinal numerals. In Matthew Dryer & Martin 
Haspelmath (eds.), The World Atlas of Language Structures Online. Leipzig: Max Planck 
Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. (Available online at http://wals.info/chapter/53, 
Accessed on 2021-03-31.) 

TLFi= Tresor de la langue française informatisé. ATILF – CNRS & Université de Lorraine. 
http://www.atilf.fr/tlfi  

Vafaeian, Ghazaleh. 2010. Breaking paradigms: A typological study of nominal and adjectival 
suppletion. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet. 

Vafaeian, Ghazaleh. 2013. Typology of nominal and adjectival suppletion. STUF – Language 
Typology and Universals 66(2). 112-140. 

Veselinova, Ljuba. 1997. Suppletion in the derivation of ordinal numerals: A case study. In B. 
Bruening (ed.), Proceedings of the Eighth Student Conference in Linguistics (SCIL-8), 71-92. 
Cambridge, MA: MITWPL. 

Veselinova, Ljuba. 2006. Suppletion in verb paradigms: bits and pieces of the puzzle. Amsterdam, 
Philadelphia: Benjamins. 

Veselinova, Ljuba. 2020. Numerals in Morphology. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Linguistics. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Wier, Thomas. ms. Suppletion in the Languages of the Caucasus. Ms, University of Tbilisi. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15126/SMG.12/1
http://www.atilf.fr/tlfi

