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Summary: In the New Iranian languages a plural noun is differentiated from a singular 
noun by adding a plural suffix. In some Iranian dialects, the collective plural suffixes -gal, 

-yal, -al, -gar and -yar are used. These suffixes were reported in several studies, and were 
considered as grammaticalization of the collective words. This paper tries to show the 
development and distribution of the collective plural suffixes in the Iranian languages.

1  Introduction

The Iranian languages are classified into two, Western and Eastern, groups; 
furthermore, they have dialect branches. The prior group is subdivided into 
the northern, central and southern branches with their own linguistic char-
acteristics. Also, the Iranian languages are historically classified into three 
different eras: Old Iranian (OIr), Middle Iranian (MI) and New Iranian (NI).

In the New Iranian languages, plural number is marked by different suf-
fixes. Despite the suffixes -ān (as a remnant of OIr genitive *-ānām) and 
-hā (originally from Middle Persian -īhā), some other plural suffixes like -gal, 
-yal, -al, -gar, -yar, -gār, -yār, -xal, -xēl, -čāl, -yā (or -iyā) have been used in 
the New Iranian languages which have no trace of such grammatical use in 
the old and middle Iranian languages.

In many of the studies of the New Iranian languages, the plural suffix 
-gal and other similar forms have been reported which here I refer to reports 
from some of the source studies. Justi1, Dames2, and Darmesteter3 re-
ferred to the plural suffix -gal in Kurdish and Baluchi. Zhukofsky4 recorded 
the plural suffixes -gal, -yal, -al and -gar in the Shirāzi (or Fārs province) 
dialects and gal-ā 5 in Zefre‘i. According to Huart6, -gar is the plural suf-
fix in Sivandi. Morgan7 referred to the plural suffix -gal in some southern 

1	 Justi 1880, pp. 123–124.
2	 Dames 1881, p. 14.
3	 Darmesteter 1883, vol. 2, p. 91.
4	 Zhukovski 1888, Section 3, p. 213.
5	 -gal plus plural suffix -ā (short form of -hā).
6	 Huart 1893, p. 250.
7	 De Morgan 1904, vol. 5, pp. 60–61.
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Kurdish dialects. Mann8 referred to the plural suffixes -gal, -yal, and -al in 
the southern Kurdish and Lur-e Bozorg (greater Lurs) dialects. Hadank9 
referred to the plural suffixes -gar, -yar, -gal and -yal in Sivandi. Lorimer10 
noted the plural suffixes -gal, -gel, -yel in Bakhtyāri.

2  Etymology

Historically, Morgenstierne regarded the Avestan gaēθā- “possessions” as 
the root of Pashtu ɣēlē “flocks”.11 Schwartz referred to *garna- developed 
from Indo-European *ger- “to gather” as the origin of gala.12 But Eilers 
claimed that *garna- should have remained ? as garr-, not gala, in the later 
Iranian languages. Eilers considered the New Persian word gala “herd” 
and the plural suffixes -gal and -gar as remnants of *gēδak (compared to 
Afgan ɣēlē13 “herd” and gētī “world” < *gaiθā14) by the change of δ to l.15 
The Middle Persian collective word gāl “the gang, the peasants laboring on 
the estates of kings, magnates, etc” was considered by Nyberg16 to be from 

*garda-. Henning explained that the Old Persian garda- (from OIr *grd̥a- 
“house”, with a meaning extension to “possessions”) is a collective word.17 
Later, Molchanova referred to garda- “house” as the origin of suffix -gar 
in Sivandi.18 In the coming sections, more attention is paid to development 
of the collective plural suffixes in the New Iranian languages.

3  Plural suffixes

Following Henning’s assumption, the collective word gala (or gale) could 
be developed from garda- by change of the rd cluster to l which is regular 
among Iranian dialects. In some dialects it lost the final vowel and appeared 
as gal “group, crowd”, which is similar to the Middle Persian gāl.19

  8	 Mann 1904, p. 1181.
  9	 Mann/Hadank 1926, p. 226.
10	 Lorimer 1930, p. 352.
11	 Morgenstierne 1927, see „ɣele (flocks)".
12	 Schwartz 1970, footnote No. 14, p. 292.
13	 Morgenstierne 2003, see „ɣele (flocks)".
14	 Bartholomae 1904, pp. 476–479.
15	 Eilers 1974, p. 490.
16	 Nyberg 1974, vol. 2, see „gāl“.
17	 In: Gershevitch 1985, pp. 158–159.
18	 Molchanova 2004, p.30.
19	 Nyberg 1974, vol. 2, see „gāl“.
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Like gala, the word xēl or xayl “group, tribe, clan” is collective in meaning 
and has been grammaticalized to show the plural number. In the Persian 
dictionaries, the word xayl has been introduced as a word borrowed from 
Arabic with the meaning “a herd of horses”. Morgenstierne claimed that 
Pashtu xēl is from the Arabic-Persian xayl.20 It is also linguistically suppos-
able that xēl “tribe, family members” could have been developed from Ira-
nian xvēš “family, family members” by š > l.21 Murtonen22 following Guidi23 
noted that xayl “herd of horses” (also extended to horsemen) in Arabic24 may 
be borrowed from another language because it is not found in other Semitic 
languages. Like the suffix -gal, the collective plural suffix -xēl has been used 
in the New Eastern and Western Iranian languages (see below). However, I 
leave the discussion of xēl as borrowed from the Arabic language.

The plural suffix -gal is used typically in the (South-) West Iranian dia-
lects.25 Also, it has been used in some East Iranian languages such as Shogh-
ni.26 Among the North-West Iranian dialects, the northern Baluchi and the 
southern Kurdish dialects use the plural suffix -gal. Some central dialects as 
Āshtiāni27, Āmorei28 and Zefre‘i also use -gal. Other forms of suffix -gal are 
-yal, -yel, -al and -el. The plural suffix -gal changed as to -gal > -yal > -al. 
The sound changes which developed the Old Persian garda- to word gal(a) 
and further to suffixes -yal and -al are g > y > – and rd > l. The plural suffix 

-gal has not been used (or used rarely) in the northern dialects such as Kur-
mānji, Tāti, Tāleshi, Gilaki, Māzandarāni, Semnāni.

The plural suffixes -xal and -xēl (or -xayl) are used in a few of the Eastern 
and Western Iranian languages: in Sarikoli (as the eastern-most Iranian dia-
lect) and Shoghni -xēl or -xayl; 29 in Sangsari, -xal.30 The collective word xēl 
or xayl has been grammaticalized as -xal and -xēl.

In the South Iranian dialects, the cluster of consonants rd has changed in 
three ways: 1. rd to l (rd > l); 2. rd to r by deletion of d (rd > r); 3. rd to ∅ or 
deletion of all rd cluster (rd > –). Deletion of d or rd occurred in some of Fārs 
dialects as well as many other Iranian dialects.31

20	 Morgenstierne 1927, p. 96.
21	 Asatrian/Hakobian 2018.
22	 Murtonen 1986, Part 1, Section A, p. 70.
23	 Fraenkel 1886, p. 239
24	 Ibn Manzur 1992/1412, vol. 4, see „al-xayl“.
25	 See Windfuhr 1992, p 29.
26	 Edelman/Dodykhudoeva 2009, p. 793.
27	 Yarshater 1985, p. 849.
28	 Lecoq 1985, p. 986.
29	 Payne 2009, p. 793.
30	 Christensen 1915, p. 294.
31	 Windfuhr 1999, p. 368; Adib-Tusi 1344, p. 151.
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In Sivandi, the plural suffixes are -gar and -yar besides -gal and -yal. Like 
the plural suffix -gal which changed to -yal (-gal > -yal), the suffix -gar also 
changed to -yar (-gar > -yar), but rd has not changed to l. In Sivandi, the 
plural suffixes -gar and -yar have been developed from garda- by the sound 
changes g > y and rd > r (or the deletion of d).

Decreasing the rd cluster of garda- to r can result in lengthening of the 
preceding vowel.32 So, plural suffixes such as -gār and -yār are expectable. 
Plural suffixes -gārān and -yārān have been reported in some classical Per-
sian texts.33 I consider them to be -gār-ān and -yār-ān. In the Persian lan-
guage and some other Iranian dialects, two plural suffixes may be added 
to a noun.34 By this way, the suffixes -gār and -yār are the plural suffixes 
followed by another plural suffix -ān. The suffixes -gār and -yār are similar 
to the Sivandi suffixes -gar and -yar derived from garda-. So, we can suppose 
another pattern of the plural suffixes that rd has not changed to l, but it lost 
the consonant d.

In the northern Luri dialects, -yā (for the inanimate nouns) is a collective 
plural suffix.35 In Lāri dialect, the collective plural suffix is -iyā.36 It seems 
that this suffix extended to some of the northern Iranian dialects (see below). 
The suffixes yā and iyā are very similar to the Middle Persian plural suffix 
-īhā and the New Persian hā and appears to be developed by h > y (between 
the vowels). But, development of -iyā and -yā is contrary to -īhā and -hā. It 
is clear that -īhā changed to -hā, and further to -ā. In Persian and many of 
the Iranian dialects, the plural suffix -hā changed similarly by deletion of 
h and preserving the nucleus vowel -ā as the suffix, while as we see in the 
following paragraph some dialects developed the plural suffixes -iyā and -yā 
by keeping the consonant y and weakening of the vowel ā.

Some of the northern and central Iranian dialects use the collective plural 
suffixes developed in the southern dialects; for example, (direct case) plural 
suffix -ehā is used in Tāti dialect of Eshtehārd.37 These northern or central 
dialects borrowed the plural suffix -(i)yā and developed it more: among the 
dialects of Tafresh, plural suffix -iyā changed to -iye (feminine) or -iya (mas-
culine) in Vafsi and to -īya in Kahaki.38 There is tendency to shorten and 

32	 See Paul 1995, p. 168.
33	 Sadeghi/Haji Seyyed Aghaee 2011, pp. 64–65, regarded them as reading errors in 

the text.
34	 Sadeghi/Haji Seyyed Aghaee 2011, pp. 70–72.
35	 Mackinnon 2011.
36	 Skjaervo 1989, pp. 364–366.
37	 Yarshater 1969, p. 75.
38	 Lecoq 1989 b, p. 314.
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delete the ending vowel ā of the plural suffix -(i)yā; so that, it has changed 
further to Semanani (masculine) -зy 39 and Harzandi -oy 40. In Sorxei dialect 
(in Semnān province), the plural suffix -iyā has been preserved beside the 
plural demonstrative pronouns.41 Vowel -i preceding the suffix -yā might be 
a case marker which had lost its function somehow similar to the neutrali-
zation of the oblique plural suffix -ān and the suffix -hā added to the plural 
suffix -gal as -gal-ān in the Āštīyāni dialect42 and gal-ā in Zefre‘i (mentioned 
before). Other forms are -hā-ān and -ān-ān in Persian.43 In a number of the 
Iranian languages, suffixes -i and -e are case markers.44 The plural suffix -ehā 
in the Eshtehardi (Tāti) dialect seems to be composed of -e and -hā as the 
suffix -e is a case marker in this dialect. The plural suffix -iyā can be broken 
into -i and -yā which -i should have been a case marker fossilized in the plu-
ral suffix -yā. It sounds to me that the case markers -i and -e have not been 
distinguished as distinct affixes near the plural suffix -yā (or its other short 
forms), because some of the case markers in the Iranian languages have lost 
their case function when used as (or with) a plural suffix.

As mentioned before, some southern Iranian dialects delete the rd cluster 
which may result in lengthening of the preceding vowel. Then, a southern 
type of development from garda- to the plural suffix -(i)yā is probable. But, 
I leave it as a question if the plural suffix -(i)yā has been developed from 
garda- by change of the beginning g to y and deletion of the coda cluster rd 
(as gard > ga[rd] > -yā) ?

In sum, in Sivandi the sound d of garda- has been deleted and appeared as 
suffixes -gar and -yar. The plural suffixes -gār and -yār used in some classic 
Persian texts, and the suffixes -gar and -yar in Sivandi have been developed 
from garda-. This pattern has been developed as garda- > -gār, -gar > -yār, 

-yar (by g > y and rd > r).
Morgenstierne described the suffixes -gal and -xēl as New Iranian suf-

fixes developed from the collective words gala and xēl.45 On the basis of 
what mentioned above, contrary to -gal and -xēl, other collective plural suf-
fixes -gar and -yar lack new corresponding words.

As a conclusion, sound changes of the collective plural suffixes are pre-
sented in the following table:

39	 Morgenstierne 1958, p. 162.
40	 Lecoq 1989 a, p. 301.
41	 Fakhro/Esmaeili 2010, p. 53.
42	 Yarshater 1985, p. 849.
43	 See Sadeghi/Haji Seyyed Aghaee 2011, pp. 70–72.
44	 See Windfuhr 1992, p. 29.
45	 Morgenstierne 1958, p. 162.
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Table 1: the gal-type sound changes

garda g > y > –

rd > l -gal -yal -al

rd > r -gar, -gār -yar, -yār

rd > – (-yā)?

The gal-type suffixes (g > y > – and rd > l) have been distributed largely 
among the West Iranian dialects (typically the South-West dialects) and 
a few of the East Iranian languages. The suffixes -gar/-gār and -yar/-yār 
are other types which developed in Sivandi and classic Persian dialects. As 
noted before, -(i)yā seems to be derived from garda- but it remains open to 
question, and for this purpose it is marked by a question sign.

There are some other plural suffixes similar to the suffixes -gār and -yā. 
One other plural suffix in the classical Persian texts is -kār.46 It has been 
regarded by Sadeghi/Aghaee as a written form of -gār due to the script 
characteristics of the classical Persian texts,47 but a plural suffix like -kā 
(see below) shows that -kār is a different plural suffix. The plural suffix 
-kā has been used by Persian speakers in Tāybād, Torbat-e Heydariye 
and Birjand regions in Khorāsān for example lab (lip) ~ lab-kā (lips), 
sine (chest) ~ sine-kā (chests), γam (grief) ~ γam-kā (griefs)48, and rarely 
in Sirjan in Kerman; Ex., zen-kā (women)49. The single forms lack the 
suffix -ak, so it might be a simple plural suffix. However, this similarity 
does not prove anything. They are marked by a question mark in table 
(2) to show that it is not clear whether they are distinct plural suffixes or 
forms of other morphemes. In Nā'ini (as a central) dialect, a rare plural 
suffix has been -čāl.50

In Koroshi dialect, the basic plural suffix is -bar (or -bār)51 developed 
from the collective word bərr(a) or borr(a) “herd, group, clan” which is 
found in many of New Iranian dialects.

All the suffixes mentioned till now can be summarized in the following 
table:

46	 Sadeghi/Haji Seyyed Aghaee, ibidem.
47	 Sadeghi/Haji Seyyed Aghaee, ibidem.
48	 Ghahreman 1383, pp. 398 and 408; Mawdudi/Taymuri 1384, pp. 49 and 308.
49	 Mohseni 1381, p. 111.
50	 Geiger 1901, p. 390.
51	 See Windfuhr 1992, p. 29.
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Table 2: dialects distribution52

?
?borr(e)xēl

garda

W
es

t I
ra

ni
an

rd 
> –

rd 
> rr > l

-gal, -yal, -alS. Kurdish

Northern -xalSangsari

-galN. Baluchi

-gal-āZefre’i

Central
-gal-ānAshtiani

-galGazi

-čālNa’ini

 -gar, 
-yar

-gal, 
-yalSivandiTransi-

tional
(-yā)?N. Luri

Southern

-gal, -yal, -alS. Luri
(-iyā)?Lāri

-barKoroshi
(-kā)?P. D.
(-kār)? -gār, -yārC. P.

-xēlSarikoli
East Iranian

-xēl-galShoghni

This table shows the development and distribution of the collective plural 
suffixes in New Iranian dialects. The suffixes -gal and -xal or -xēl are not 
limited to the Eastern or Western dialects; though, suffix -gal is used typ-
ically in the Western Iranian dialects. Suffix -xēl shows a scattered distri-
bution: -xēl in Sarikoli (the easternmost Iranian dialects) and Shoghni (one 
of the Pāmir dialects), -xal (or -xali) in Sangsari (in Semnān province). In 
south of Iran, there are dialects which developed garda- to the collective 
plural suffixes by the sound changes rd > r (or deletion of d) and proba-
bly deletion of the rd cluster (rd > –). The plural suffixes -gar and -yar in 
Sivandi dialect remained from garda- by the change rd > r (or d > –). Sivandi, 

52	 Abbreviations: N. (Northern), S. (Southern), P. D. (Persian dialects of Khorāsān and 
Kermān), C. P. (Classical Persian).
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though, linguistically is a northern Iranian dialect; it is located in the south-
ern regions of Iran and is affected by the South-West dialects. It seems that 
suffixes -īyā in Lari and -yā in the northern Luri have been developed like 

-gar/-gār and -yar/yār by deletion of the rd cluster from garda- and length-
ening of the preceding vowel.

Some instances supported the suffix -(i)yā as a form derived from garda- 
but it remained open to question. So, it is marked by a question sign. An-
other issue which remained unanswered is whether -kār and -kā are distinct 
plural suffixes developed like the suffixes -gār and -yā. If so, then can we 
regard the suffixes -kār, -kā and -čāl developed from one origin?
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